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The alluring cry of the banshee proves too much for a powerful vampire to resist…until seduction turns deadly and these unlikely lovers become the only thing standing between life and the lethal song of death.
Do banshees ever herald their own impending death?
 




Chapter One
Aleah
What the hell use is a banshee without a voice?
Well, I do have a voice, sort of, but it's muted and soft. Useless when it comes to sounding a warning. Deadly when the only thing you can do is wail quietly into your pillow while death swoops in downstairs and takes away your father.
I was told by my aunt it took two vamps that night, to slowly suck the lifeblood from my dad. He put up a fight, once he knew what they were. But I didn't give him the warning he needed and when they knocked, he was expecting our neighbors.
He just called out for them to come on in, while I lay in bed upstairs, feeling it coming like a wave of agony. Wailing in a whisper, and not even knowing why until it was over.
Four years old and my first death.
By far, the worst I've ever had. And all because of the vamps.
I stare into the set of icy blue eyes waiting for my response, and the twenty-five-year-old memories of my dad come rushing back in as if it all happened yesterday. The wail rises in my chest, as if called forth simply by the thought of death. No. Not again. Twice in less than twenty-four hours is simply too much to bear.
My fingers twitch toward the stake that sits looped in my belt, but I manage to control the twin urges to scream and stab, and instead take a small step back from the injured vampire standing at my door.
“No.” I shake my head for emphasis. “You may not enter my home.”
“Please.” His gaze flickers and I know he's aware of my weapon. “I was…attacked, and now that the sun is on the rise, I need shelter in order to heal. I need—”
“You're hungry.”
“No, I—”
“You need to feed.” 
“I do not.” His voice rises briefly in obvious annoyance, and then he staggers slightly as if even that faint expending of energy is too much. “I happened to be in the Hatton Grove area for work, and yours is the nearest dwelling. I—”
Work? “What sort of work nets you a seriously mangled arm and…” I study the unnatural way he’s cradling himself. “Your shoulder too. Is it—”
“Dislocated, yes. And I think, maybe, a broken rib or two. I’m with the police. I was after a rogue supe reported near here, but…turns out there are more than one. In this case it was a vamp and a shifter, working together. They got the better of me. This time.”
Despite his injury, the words are fierce and a strange reddish glow appears deep behind his eyes. This guy is pissed. For a moment I see beyond the vamp label, and realize the man standing before me is one of the sexiest I’ve ever laid eyes on.
He’s the quintessential tall, dark and handsome, with rakish hair, an angular facial structure and a wide, sensual mouth that calls out to be kissed. I find myself leaning close toward him, and quickly shake my head and blink to try and dispel the allure.
What the hell am I doing, conversing with a vamp? Even one who may be on the right side of the law. Since the Accord thirty or so years ago, I’ve heard of supernatural beings joining mainstream humans in the workforce, but out here on the farm in my little neck of the woods, it’s rare to come across any creature—human or non-human alike. Which is just the way I like it.
I take a deep breath. “Get off my porch!”
Reluctantly, he backs away. He has no choice, now that I’ve compelled him. Vamps can't enter without permission and my porch is technically still under my roof. Though only just, which is why he made it all the way to the kitchen entrance.
“The sun’s up. You're sending me to my death.”
“I'm not.” I would know if death is imminent. 
I don't say that out loud, but his gaze sharpens, as if he senses something other than mortal. “You don't care either way, do you?”
“Oh, yes.” Sudden anger burns and I’m sure spots of pink decorate my cheeks. “I care. I care a great deal.”
Once again, his gaze narrows, dropping briefly to where my fist clenches and unclenches beside my stake.
He nods once. "So be it. I’ll try and find a shed. Or something..." He staggers down the porch steps and promptly collapses in a motionless heap at the base.
Fuck it. Fuck it to fucking hell and back. 
If he stays there he will die, wound or no wound. Do I stand here and watch and wail in semi-silence while death creeps in and takes him? Do I venture out there and hasten his passing with my stake?
What if it’s just a trick? If he truly is hungry, my blood will call to him far more strongly than any pure-bred human or faerie. I’m a hybrid, a half-breed mix of human and immortal fae, and my veins carry an elixir that holds far greater power than many others. Especially for a hungry vampire.
He doesn’t move. The sun has risen fully and despite the winter season diluting its strength, rays have already reached his crumpled body. 
God damn it. “At least move to the tree line.” I call out the instruction as loudly as my defective voice will allow, but he remains slumped and unmoving, as if already dead. "Shit."
I hate vamps. I fucking hate them. 
I unsheathe my stake and hold it firmly in my left hand before slamming open the screen door. I stride out onto the porch, watching carefully, but there’s still no movement. Nothing at all, until finally I hunch down beside him and dare to poke at his ribs with my stake.
He lets out a faint groan and one blue eye pops open to stare up at me in weary accusation. “Thought you wanted me dead.”
His voice is definitely growing feebler. If he were genuinely trying to trick me, he’d already be up and at my throat. Vamps move fast. Almost as fast as a full-blooded fae. Some of the tension holding my body tight releases just a touch at his continued stillness.
“Yeah,” I admit. “I kind of do.”
His lids close over the accusatory glare and his wide lips thin slightly. “Then leave me. Just go. It’s…probably…for the best, anyway.” His voice is getting weaker by the minute.
I grit my teeth. “That’s a stupid thing to say. A martyr-like vampire is ridiculous.”
“An oxymoron?”
Despite my wariness, my lips twitch up for a moment. “Maybe. And besides, I can’t leave you here.”
“Why not?”
Because I don’t want to call in your death. I don’t want to call in anyone else’s death today. “It’d be the wrong thing to do.”
“And yet, you carry a stake. Now that’s kind of oxymoron-ish, don’t you think?” Humor laces his response, despite the obvious struggle to speak.
The temptation to grin back at him grows stronger. Only for a second or two, but the lapse shocks me. “Yeah. Funny that. I will use it, if I need to. But only in self-defense.”
“Fair enough.”
Oh my God. A comedic vampire. I don’t want to discover wit or humor in this creature. Why am I responding to him in this way? I should let him die. It would merely be one less vamp for others to worry about in the future.
I feel death when it comes calling. I feel all the aching sadness of what is about to be, and all the angst and grief of what comes after. Just because my voice is husky and weak, doesn’t mean the emotions that well up inside are any less potent. It’s the opposite, actually. I can’t let any of it out in vocal expression, so everything stays coiled up inside me until there’s no room left for anything but the overarching black miasma of death. In those moments I grow truly afraid that I won’t be able to contain it and I’ll end up exploding in a splatter of flesh all over the place.
Death, when it comes, is huge and all-encompassing. Sometimes it passes quickly, like it did last night, striking hard and fast and then dispersing as if it never existed at all. At other times, it takes days for that feeling to dissipate. Days for me to start remembering the joy of life, and to start reaching out once again to the light, instead of losing myself in the endless, horrific dark. Either way, whether hard and fast, or slow and relentless, I won’t bring on more death myself. Not even for my worst enemy. Not unless it’s a choice between me or them, and this vamp, whoever he is, is not here right now to kill me.
My sigh is long and heartfelt. I cannot believe I’m about to do this. “Just… don’t eat me, if I get you inside.”
A faint snort of laughter shifts his frame. “I don’t eat people. I drink. And as to that…I can’t promise I won’t. I’ll try. And I definitely won’t drink you dry. But…depends how long it takes to recover…”
He won’t drink me dry? The honesty that shines through his warped humor is strangely comforting. “Fine. Just…help me help you. It’s not like you’re as light as a feather, you know.” I’ve managed to sit him up, but I can’t do anything else without his assistance. I have more strength than a human, but it’s not boundless.
It feels…odd, to slide my arm around his muscled frame. For some reason I thought he’d be cold to the touch, and he’s not. Though he’s not warm either. He’s more… room temperature, I suppose.
I shiver at the sensation of being so close to an undead creature. Vamps were the monsters that haunted my childhood. The horror that swept in and took away my family’s happiness.
I expect to feel repugnance this close up, but it’s nothing like that. Instead, my heart races and strange butterflies beat wildly in my belly as he lifts his good arm to rest across my shoulders and the curve of my body melds effortlessly into his, as if we were made for each other.
His scent rises, tempting my nostrils with a heady trace I can’t quite place. Not quite musky, not quite spice. Perhaps something in between? Quite unexpected and very pleasant, indeed. A wave of need sweeps over me so suddenly I stagger.
His grunt brings me back to the task at hand. “Hurts.”
“Yeah, okay. Well, it’s bound to, isn’t it, with those injuries.” I don’t mean to sound quite so short, but my visceral response to his proximity annoys me.
We fumble our way to a standing position and he leans heavily into me for a moment, swaying back and forth before eventually regaining his balance.
“How long before you heal?”
“If I can get out of the sun, a few hours. I think. It’s not my first broken bone, but I’ve never had an arm mangled quite as badly as this. Lucky it’s still there at all.”
He waves the bitten arm and then sways again, and I support him more firmly around the waist as we lurch back up the stairs. Thank goodness for my banshee blood. It provides more strength than if I were merely human. Not as much as a full fae, but some, at least.
“You said there were two?”
“Yeah. I’ve seen it happen before, though not often. Two rogues, working together. It’s a concern.”
“Because…?”
“Because rogues are generally insane and irrational. They don’t work with others—they don’t have reason enough for that. And they particularly don’t collaborate across species. Going rogue seems to exacerbate the underlying discord. Shifters hate vamps, and vice versa. That, in itself, is a huge red flag. Something’s very wrong, and at the present time, whatever it is seems to be centered in this region.”
He pauses on the top step and I realize he can’t go any further without my say-so. My heart speeds up at what I’m about to do. It goes against everything at my core, but the nearest building is my beekeeping shed where I store all my equipment, and that’s one very wide field away from where we’re standing. He won’t make it that far in daylight. Not with these injuries. “Fine. You may enter my home.”
I cannot believe I’m about to let an actual vampire cross my threshold, but if I leave him out here, exposed to the sun, he’ll be dead in a couple of hours, wound or no wound. Last night was truly agonizing. Someone—or something—passed into death not far from here, and I have no wish to inflict that experience on anyone.
“Do you have a name?” Might as well find out who I’m about to lay out on the couch in my cozy little sitting room.
“Luc Durand.”
“French?”
“Originally. Many years ago. Before you were born.” He emits a faint chuckle. “Probably before your grandparents were born, too.”
“Hmm.” Possibly the human ones. Not so sure he could make that same claim about the relatives on my mother’s side. My banshee blood probably gives me as much longevity as a vamp, if not more. A full fae is immortal. “Right. We can have a history lesson later. Let’s get you lying down then, Lukey.”
“Luc.” The sharp edge in his correction is clear testament to his dislike of the nickname. This time I let my grin escape.
“Okie dokie, Lukey.”
His answering growl briefly widens my grin, but then he collapses onto the settee and I busy myself jumping away. Despite logic telling me I’d already be dead if he really wanted to harm me, on some subconscious level I must be still wary. I use the excuse of needing to close the blinds to keep my distance. Without the morning sunlight streaming in, the room darkens, as much as it can during the day, and he lets out a sigh of what sounds like pure relief. “And yours?”
“Huh?”
“Your name. It is?”
For some reason I’m reluctant. A vague memory surfaces, of a beautiful dark-haired woman leaning over my crib and briefly stroking my cheek. “Names hold great power, Aleachiarsiwella, particularly for the fair folk. Share yours sparingly, wee child. There are many who would seek to destroy that which they do not understand, and a banshee’s voice, even more than our blood, is coveted by many who do not truly understand. In the human realm, you will be known as Aleah and your voice shall be merely a shadow of itself.”
Is that an actual memory, or is it just my mind inventing a mother who stayed around long enough to care, even for a short time? I scowl, but Luc continues to wait patiently. There’s nothing more disconcerting than trying to outstare a vampire. Their ability to remain unmoving while staring back at you without blinking or breathing is more than most people can take. Vampires are masters at the waiting game.
After a minute I give in. Sort of. “Aleah.”
“Pretty.”
“Uh huh.” And easier to say than the real one.
“Almost as pretty as your long, dark hair.”
I ignore the belly flutter his compliment re-ignites. “Okay, Luc.” This time I avoid the silly nickname. “What do you need? Anything to…um…” I trail off awkwardly. I nearly said drink, but the only suitable drink in this place right now would be me. And my two cats, but they’re already out for their morning ablutions somewhere, and I’m damn sure not letting them back inside while this visitor is in residence.
“I fed recently, Aleah, so you’re not at risk. Despite the delectable scent of your blood.” My heart jolts, but his eyelids are starting to droop. “I won’t need…that…for at least a couple of days. Just, sleep. Out of the sun, my body will heal itself, eventually.” He releases an enormous yawn and for the first time I catch sight of his fangs. They’re sheathed, but even so, the pointy white ends transform him instantly from handsome man to sexy predator. He yawns again. “I just need to sleep.”
Without any further warning, he immediately drops into a state completely and utterly immobile. He looks dead. Pale, unmoving and not breathing. Of course, I know he’s not dead, not exactly. He’s undead. The distinction makes quite a difference when you’re a banshee. It’s still alarming to observe the phenomenon as closely as this.
I’m tempted to creep up and have an even more thorough look, but vamps are tricky and you never know when one will decide you’re their next dinner. Especially after his comment about the scent of my blood.
I hadn’t realized he’d clocked that. Clearly, he knows I’m fae, or at least, part fae. He probably doesn’t know what kind, yet, as there are few banshees now left in this realm. My mother is apparently one of the last of her kind, at least according to my aunt. After mating with my father and staying long enough to give birth to me, she said goodbye and simply walked out one day without ever looking back. My dad’s sister, who raised me after Dad passed away, called her a banshee witch and said she was on a mission to create more of her kind. If that’s true, I expect I have several half-siblings by now, somewhere out there in the wider world.
I suppose I should be curious about any so-called fae family. The truth is, since my father’s passing, I’ve tried to embrace my normal “human” half as much as I possibly can in the circumstances. Except for those times when death swoops in and almost destroys me with the agony. Sometimes, out here in the woods on my isolated property, I forget that I’m anything other than human. Or at least I did, until a certain injured vampire rocked up and stared at me with sexy hunger deep within his gaze and my body instantly responded with an answering primal call. It is as if his arrival heralded my awakening from a long hibernation. A physical awakening, and one I neither need, nor want.
After a few minutes of awkwardly standing still in the corner of the room, I realize the stupidity of continuing in this vein. I sidle across to the armchair opposite the couch and take a seat. No way am I leaving him alone to wake up and snoop around or jump out and attack me when I’m least expecting it. But there’s no reason I can’t be comfortable while I’m waiting. It is my own home, after all.
Where did he come from? Why is he here in this quiet, rural part of the world, and how did he get so badly injured that he needed to ask for help? Who exactly was he hunting? Why would a supe go rogue and be threatening this region in particular? There’s nothing in Hatton Grove but honest farm folk and a typical Australian rural community.
A rogue in this area is rare. Two at the same time is almost unheard of, in my admittedly limited experience.
Am I—or my few very human friends and neighbors—in danger, either from this vampire, or the crazed supes he says he’s hunting?
I live out of the city for a reason. Carnivorous creatures tend to congregate near the habitat of their prey, and here in the country, far from crowds, it’s rare to see preternaturals like vamps or shifters, other than those briefly passing through on their way to a larger town or city.
I like my solitary life out here on my small farm acreage. The local township is several miles away and the nearest human family is a mile away, over the hills. I like that the only living things near me are my cats, my beloved bees and the local wildlife inhabiting the nearby forest.
The distance limits exposure to the banshee wail. Being alone is far safer. For me, and for everyone I care about. If there’s an underlying ache of loneliness at living such a secluded life, that ache is nothing compared to the pain of death when it comes calling.




Chapter Two
Luc
The delicious perfume of honey surrounds her. I noticed it briefly when she assisted me into her home, but now she must be leaning directly over me, as the heady scent has intensified ten-fold.
I open my eyes and, sure enough, meet her suddenly startled gaze only a few inches from my own face. Her irises are a delightful shade of hazel that shifts from gray-green to brown and back again, depending on the moment.
It’s hard to pinpoint their color, actually. It changes seemingly at whim, but whatever their truth, her eyes are a perfect match for the cascading dark-brown hair falling in waves across her shoulders and down. My fingers itch to tangle in that glorious hair.
“Oh!” She jumps back quickly, as if afraid I’ll lurch up and have her for dinner. Again, her fingers spasm at her side and this time I wonder if she’ll actually unsheathe that ridiculous wooden stake. How long has she been carrying it around, thinking it provides her with any real safety? The spindly end wouldn’t even make it through my layers of clothing, let alone penetrate my skin or drill deep enough to pierce my heart.
I consider snatching it off her and snapping it in half, but that would be rude. She has shown kindness in providing shelter when that action is clearly against her instinct. Instead, I take a deep breath and suck air into my lungs, not because I need to, but because sometimes it just feels good. It’s a reminder of what it was like to be alive. And at this moment, it provides a way to draw her enticing scent all the way down to the center of my being.
My cock stirs and I have to concentrate to keep my body in check. It’s been a long time since I felt the rush of desire as keenly as I did when I first caught Aleah’s scent.
“Sorry,” she says in a voice husky with what sounds like embarrassment. “You weren’t breathing. It’s been hours, and I couldn’t tell if you were…well…actually dead.”
“I am.” I sit up and test my arm and shoulder. Much better. Almost completely healed and only a small residue of pain and scarring left over the crush wound where the werewolf’s jaws caught me unexpectedly. I must have slept for longer than I planned. A glance toward the window shows the blind now raised and the gray of early evening already draping the sky. More than a few hours, then. I must have been out for the count for almost the whole day.
“You’re not, though. Dead, I mean.” Her voice is still low, and I realize it’s not embarrassment fueling the huskiness. It must just be the way she speaks. The rasp is rather sexy, but without my refined hearing ability I doubt I could pick up all her words.
“Sorry to disappoint you, but you do know I’m a vamp—”
“Of course, I know that.” Acid colors her tone. “But you’re undead, not dead. There’s a difference. I should know.”
The penny drops and curiosity blooms as I realize what kind of fae has invited me into her home. “You’re a banshee.”
One of the rarest and most misunderstood of all the fae. Some say they’re not strictly fae at all. Many are afraid of the banshee cry, which purportedly means death for those who hear it. From all accounts there are very few left in the world today, and those still here are making noises about returning forever to the fae realm. Is Aleah one of those fair folk who eventually plans to forsake the mortal world?
Her arms wrap across her chest. “Half.”
“Ah.” A hybrid. Lucky for her I fed last night, or I’d be all over that delectable neck in a heartbeat. Her heartbeat. Hybrid blood is the most delicious aphrodisiac known to my kind.
No wonder my loins are stirring so vigorously. It’s her blood, calling to mine. Nothing more, nothing less. Pure lust, fueled by the desire to feast on a hybrid human-fae.
My trousers tighten further across my groin. Her gaze drops only briefly but the instant flush of color in her cheeks is telling.
I lean back, letting my thighs drop open a little wider both to ease my own discomfort and add to hers. Do you like what you see, Aleah? Fae are notoriously sexual beings, but little Miss Half-and-half, here, is acting as if she’s never even seen a member of the opposite sex, let alone enjoyed the carnal delights both our species often celebrate.
She turns quickly away, and then back again as if she’s gotten herself under control. The flush in her cheeks is gone, but that glorious pulse at the base of her throat beats faster than it did a minute ago. I eye that beat, enjoying its tempo and imagining the flavor of her blood. Would it taste like honey?
“I’d offer you something to drink, but…” She shrugs and for the first time the hint of a smile that seems entirely genuine graces her lips. Only for a moment, but it’s enough that I want to see it again.
I close my legs. It seems petty, and the moment for teasing is past. “You’ll be safe for another day or so, and by then I’ll be long gone.” My body is back under control and I no longer have the urge to unsheathe my incisors. At least, that’s what I tell myself. I stifle a heartfelt growl at the residual ache in my groin. “I need to report in to my department.” I rise to my feet and reach for her hand, and as quick as my movement is, hers is quicker. Her fist clutches the stake so tightly her knuckles turn white. She wields the poor excuse for a weapon in front of her.
Those beautiful eyes are narrowed and no longer soft and mysterious. “Stay back.”
“I merely wished to thank you for your assistance. You saved my life this morning, Aleah.”
“Oh. Okay.” Slowly, she lowers the weapon and I strike with my kind’s natural speed, seizing her wrist and twisting hard to force her to drop the piece of wood.
A soft shriek starts up but is stifled before it can fully form. I pull her close, wrapping one arm around her waist and raising her imprisoned hand to my mouth. “I meant it, Aleah. This is merely a thank you.” When my lips graze her skin, I taste honey and sunlight, and all things bright and warm. It’s unexpected in a banshee. In fact, everything about Aleah is unexpected. The only one of her kind I’ve come across in the past may have been a dark-haired beauty like this one, but the other was full of bitterness and sorrow and lost regret.
Perhaps the human aspect of her blood provides hope, where normally such an emotion would not reside?
I flip her hand until it is palm up and only a couple of inches from my lips. Her radial artery pulses fast and strong. Life force. Lifeblood. The rush of adrenalin is instant, causing my fangs to unsheathe as quickly as her wooden stake and the flesh between my legs to harden once again.
So much for remaining in control.
Her intake of breath is sharp. I can’t tell if fear or desire drives her to wriggle within my firm hold, but the action only serves to entice my flesh to full erection.
“Stop moving, little banshee, unless…” Unless you’re ready to sink your sweet body onto my hungry cock and let craving take us beyond thought into another state of being altogether. I don’t need to complete the warning. Her body stills instantly.
There’s an inner war playing out within her changeable eyes. It’s obvious that she craves me in return, and yet the craving clearly horrifies her. Delight and revulsion combat. Which emotion will win out? Her small white teeth—so neat and even and nothing like my pointed fangs—worry at her plump bottom lip as she deliberates. Plump, pink, blood-filled lips. I want to taste those lips.
“Don’t.” She shakes her head, correctly interpreting my thought process. A delicate shiver trembles through her body still pinned against mine. “You promised.”
Forget lips. I want to taste every delicious inch of this creature. The need grows and I can’t help myself. Her wrist is still only an inch from my hungry fangs. I flick out my tongue and lick the radial pulse, enjoying the crazy beat. Heaven. Her scent—indeed, her lifeblood—rushes through that vein in pulsing waves. Only the barest membrane separates my mouth from the ambrosia on tap beneath her skin.
Her life force. Mine.
The pull is almost too powerful to resist. I graze her wrist with the tip of a fang and prepare to breach. A slow, purring growl erupts from my chest in anticipation of the rush. When she hears the sound, she reacts by trying to yank away her hand. “No!” I tighten my hold. “Do. Not. Move.”
Her rapid breath hitches and then stops altogether. Silence reigns as I wrestle against my nature. Hybrid blood to a vampire is like crack to an addict. Impossible to resist. Impossible… Precious seconds tick away, until finally, somehow, I find the strength to twist my head to one side and release us both from our stasis.
Her breathing recommences more unevenly than before, as if she’s aware of just how close I came to taking her blood. That danger is receding but could re-emerge at any second, and by her wary narrow-eyed look, she knows it, too. “I didn’t promise, actually.” I aim for levity but it is clear that neither of us are quite ready. “To set the record straight, I said I’d try. But I believe it may be safe for you to move now.”
I retract my fangs, giving truth to the words, and let her hand drop. I expect her to jump instantly away from someone she probably sees as a rabid monster. What possessed me? Like most vampires since the Accord, I never take blood without first gaining permission. There are any number of vampire groupies around—even in a rural location like Hatton Grove—who will throw themselves at my kind. The taking of blood is closely connected to the sexual experience. It can heighten the sensation of lovemaking for both giver and taker, and most humans will never experience an orgasm as intense as the one a vampire will deliver for them during sex.
Aleah seems like the antithesis of a vamp groupie. I wait for the inevitable recoil and yet, for some reason, her body remains pressed close against mine. Why?
Tentatively, I raise my hands and grip her loosely around the hips. Still she doesn’t pull away. I become aware of many things all at once. The slightness of her build despite her height, which is extraordinary, seeing she pretty much single-handedly carried me inside early this morning. The bemused look in her eyes that are once again soft and dreamy, their hazel depths encouraging a deep dive within to discover more of her mysterious soul. The enticing warmth of her thighs against mine that offer a silent invitation for so much more.
My erection reforms, the softness of her lower belly juxtaposing beautifully against the firm ridge of my flesh. I may have been able to sheathe my fangs, at least temporarily, but my cock refuses to comply.
Her mouth is half parted, the tip of her tongue darting out to moisten her lips. So luscious. She’s calling out to be kissed, even if she won’t admit that thought consciously. I push a loose tendril of hair off her cheek and lean in, testing her reaction. A quick shake of her head provides one message, while the heat between her legs intensifies. I know, because her mound is nicely sandwiched against the base of my cock and that heat sends an altogether different message.
“Mixed communication, little banshee.” I murmur the words against her mouth. She doesn’t pull away. Instead, her panting breath warms my lips. I secure her more tightly, cradling her butt cheeks in my palms and using my strength to hold her in place. Pressure centers fully in my groin and my balls tighten in anticipation of imminent coupling. “Which is it, Aleah? Do I stay, or do I leave?”
“I don’t understand this. Are you…hypnotizing me, or something?”
“Hypnotizing?” My laugh is brief, but intense. “You’ve been watching too much television. I can influence humans, up to a point. But no vampire can influence a fae. Yes, the lure of a vampire to a hybrid is almost as strong as the reverse, but it’s a purely physical lure with no mind-fuck involved. I seriously doubt I could influence you to do anything you don’t wish to do, half-fae or not. This decision is all on you. If you want me to leave, then say so now.”
“No, I…” She closes her eyes for a moment, then opens them and meets my gaze squarely. Surprisingly, the confusion remains. “I don’t know what I want. I hate vampires. I’ve always hated them.”
Hmm. Nothing ambiguous about that.
Why does she hate my kind so relentlessly?
“But I can’t seem to say no to wanting you to stay.”
“Of course, you can’t.” My grin is smug. “And why would you want to? I am known for my prowess in the bedroom. And right this minute…Aleah, I need to taste—”
“No blood!”
Her cry is sharp, almost fury-driven, and my incisors unsheathe instantly in response as a hiss leaves my lips.
“You certainly don’t make it easy, do you?” I draw in a deep breath and let it out slowly, allowing time to regain a modicum of calm. “If I cannot sample your delectable blood, then I will have your lips.” I make good on my promise before she changes her mind yet again, crushing her mouth beneath mine. There is more ferocity in the action than I plan, but her unintentional tease annoys me, especially when my own blood is already up and calling for plunder. When a tiny moan vibrates up from her throat, a bolt of desire tightens my loins further.
She tastes exactly as I imagined she would, all honey and flowers and innocence. Her sweetness soothes the darkness within me in a way that hasn’t happened in the whole of my life as a vampire. I want to devour her, and yet there’s something holding me in check. After a minute I soften the onslaught to cajole, rather than bully a response.
When she finally capitulates and begins kissing me back, it feels like a triumph far greater than merely winning someone over with persuasion. In that capitulation I’m reminded of what it’s like to be alive. What it’s like to have a heart that beats so fast and so powerfully that you wonder if it’s going to jump right out of your chest at the force of emotion running through you.
Emotion? What is she doing to me? Why am I drawn to her so strongly, when it’s obvious she can’t wait to get me out of her home and out of her life for good? Is this attraction merely the enticing promise of hybrid blood, or is it based on something more?
I don’t know anything about Aleah, beyond her species and her name, and she knows nothing about me. Yet this kiss runs like fire along my veins, in a potent rush that feels more real than the taking of blood ever did in the past.
When at last we break apart, she is panting loudly and her previously pale cheeks are flushed a delicate pink. I don’t need to breathe to survive, but in the aftermath of this kiss even I am drawing breath once again, albeit with a slight rasp that sounds almost rusty from misuse.
“That was…very intense.” My brain feels fuzzy and disconnected from reason. The warm pliancy of her mouth beneath mine is still all-consuming in my thoughts. I want to fuck her. I need to fuck her. It will be amazing, to seduce this beautiful woman whose scent and taste reminds me of life, and the joy of living. “Shall we go to your bedr—”
“No!”
“But—”
“I rescind my invitation. I changed my mind, Luc. You are no longer welcome in my home.”
What the hell? “I—” My legs begin to shuffle of their own accord toward the door. I scowl as I twist to stare back at her, even while moving away. “You can’t be serious. Why—”
“You’re a vampire.” Her lips are swollen from our kiss and she rubs at them with the back of her hand as if trying to wipe away the taste of me. “I won’t have you in my home a moment longer than absolutely necessary. I can’t.” Tears shimmer in her eyes, turning them almost emerald.
“But—”
“It would be a betrayal.”
“Of whom?” I reach out to the door and turn the handle, with no control over my own limbs until I’m standing outside on the top step of the porch. The gray of evening has intensified, and even though it’s not yet dead of night when I’m at full strength, there’s no sun left in the day to pose a threat any longer. “The only one I see you betraying here is yourself.”
She shakes her head, but without conviction.
“Why, Aleah? You knew what I was when you invited me in. I didn’t hurt you. And you want it as much as I do.”
She follows me to the doorway and stares out with big, haunted-looking eyes. To anyone human, she’d be a gray silhouette in the darkness, but I see through the shadows better than any other creature bar demons, and I read the angst and sorrow in her features.
“I’m sorry, Luc.”
“What are you afraid of?” The rejection is unfamiliar. Since being turned almost two hundred and fifty years ago, I’ve had my pick of lovers, men and women alike, and no one has ever said no to my advances. Not a single one. “It’s clear that you’re conflicted, but I thought you’d made up your mind.”
“I’m not afraid, and I’m not conflicted.” Again, her arms fold across her chest, but this time I see the gesture more as a mechanism of self-defense than anything to do with anger. “I want nothing to do with vampires. Nothing. And I especially don’t want one in my bed.”
Her cheeks are deeply stained with color once again. “Liar.” I breathe the word lightly, almost under my breath, but her slight start proves that she hears me. Of course, she does. The fae portion of her blood boosts her sensory ability more than that of a purely mortal woman.
“A vampire ruined my life once. I won’t let it happen again.”
Silence falls in the night air. A vampire ruined her life?
I debate for a few seconds whether to press for details, but the desperate conviction in her gaze convinces me it would be futile. After a moment I let it go, and nod once. “Our story is not done, little banshee. I will be back, and then? We will talk.”
Her answer is more silence, and then a slammed door, and then nothing, bar startled birdsong. I’m left standing in the dark on my own, as a light drizzle begins to fall. There’s a real chill in the air without the sun, but that suits me just fine. The bird chatter eventually quiets down and the night creatures begin to stir.
Night creatures like me. Night creatures like the two preternaturals who tag-teamed their assault, one crushing my arm in his jaws as I fought to retrieve the child he had taken to feed on, while the other circled, waiting for the right moment to attack.
My thoughts reluctantly turn back to business as I move away from Aleah’s cottage toward the forest.
There was something off about those two, even more than their clearly loco state. Perhaps I’m overreacting and it was simply the insane light behind their eyes, or the unexpected strength beyond even what one might expect from a rogue fueled by madness. I don’t understand what was driving them, but it is very rare for any shifter to get the advantage over a vampire with as much experience as me. Even more rare, to find two insane rogues of opposing species actually working in tandem.
And there was something more. Something inherently wrong that I can’t quite pinpoint, beyond an instinctive gut feeling that they smelled…bad.
Evil.
I’ve seen too much in the past couple of centuries to frighten easily, but that sense of something malevolent and calculating is new, and off-the-charts worrying.
In the thirtyish years since the Accord Agreement was reached—an agreement that all signing parties, human and non-human alike, promised to abide by—investigative units were set up to ensure compliance. Units like the one I work for.
The rules of the Accord are clear. All are to obey the new laws and respect life wherever possible. Innocents are untouchable. On the matter of humans, everyone is in agreement. Adults are a last resort, and children are strictly off the menu.
In a world where preternaturals have finally emerged from the shadows, the new rules allow us to co-exist with each other and with humans, if not peacefully, at least with some semblance of order.
The only exception to the Accord is the celestials. Angels and demons. No one has ever been able to convince them to cooperate, but there are hunters and negotiators who specialize in that area, while the rest of us try to steer clear.
The witches, and fae, and various minor non-human species, all signed the Accord alongside humans. Shifters these days usually make do with deer, or maybe cattle, sheep or rabbits when they hunt. Depends on their shifter breed, of course, as to what size prey they choose to bring down.
Vamp cooperation varies greatly, depending on their House. Some Masters and Mistresses, like mine until she met her final destruction a quarter century ago, have been willing to adopt the tenets of the Accord, at least on the surface. There are others who still choose to live outside the laws of this world, and it is now my job to ensure those transgressors are caught and appropriately sanctioned. Appropriate sanctions usually mean death. Units like mine are the only ones allowed to enforce the law in such a way. Especially when the goal is to save an innocent life.
To take a child… a small boy who did nothing more than respond to the cry of what probably sounded like a stray animal and wander out into the garden looking for it…
Rage rises at the thought of the one who got away.
Together, the rogues may have managed to crush my body, but I took the lifeblood of at least one of the fuckers. Too late for the child, sadly, but at least I know that particular shifter will never again take a human prey. His vamp partner, on the other hand, is another matter altogether.
Once, years ago in the much larger city of Melbourne to the south, something similar happened after the Accord was initially struck. Many innocent people died before the culprits were stopped and the Accord investigative units fully came into their power.
No one ever figured out why or how two loups could work together back then.
Rogues are normally loners who will kill without mercy or remorse until someone brings them down. The fact that not one, but two of them appeared to be working together in this instance, is far more concerning than I let on to Aleah. I need to contact the department’s head office and let them know this is more than a simple case of a lone loco wolf or a blood-mad vamp.
As a detective in the new order, it’s my job to keep the peace, and I’ve sworn an oath to that end. I need to find the other one—this killer rogue—and keep him alive long enough to find out what the fuck is going on.
From the edge of the forest, I cast one last look at Aleah’s cozy little cottage in which all the lights inside have begun to blaze. I know it’s a deliberate action from her. A message to me that she’s inside bathed in light, while I’m back out here in the damp darkness where I belong.
Doesn’t matter. I’m a vampire. I do belong in the darkness.
Sexy little banshee. I meant what I said. I will return, and when I do, I’m going to prove her wrong about vampires. We might belong to the night, but we’re not all diseased, blood-sucking monsters who kill without discretion or mercy.
The thought of how I might prove that to Aleah is strangely exhilarating, even as I slink away into the night to continue my search for a loup who likely epitomizes exactly the type of insane and rabid monster she’s afraid of.




Chapter Three
Aleah
I cannot believe I let him do that. I could rant and rave all night about not having any choice in the matter, but it wouldn’t be true. Of course, I had a choice. And for some weird reason, I chose to let him kiss me. At least I had the strength to say no before it went much further.
Too bad my body doesn’t feel as happy as my head about the fact that he left. Too bad the zing in my woman bits is still making itself felt, even though he’s out there in the dark somewhere and no longer pressing his engorged and very ready organ against my aching and equally ready clit.
Holy motherfucking hell. I almost let him drink my blood.
There is something about Luc that forces down my guard and makes me forget who or what he is, without even realizing that it’s happening. Is that how vamps lure their prey? With charm and sexual chemistry? Making sure their victim switches off the logical and thinking part of themselves and, instead, switches on their rampaging libido?
Despite the fact that, up until today, I’ve harbored nothing but hatred for all things vampiric, it seems one particular vamp has definitely managed to get under my skin in a most unexpected way.
I’m glad he’s out of my house. I’m glad he disappeared so quickly and seemingly without care. Back in the dark where you belong, monster.
The thoughts might be fierce, but they feel hollow. Was my aunt wrong all these years? Is it possible there are good as well as evil vampires? Just like there are with any other species?
I hurry around the house, switching on all the overhead lights. It’s a stupid gesture but I can’t seem to stop until the whole cottage is lit up like a Christmas tree.
Will I ever see him again? Do I want to see him again? I can’t settle at anything, and I’m grateful when Bobo and Suki appear out of nowhere, scratching at the door and demanding their dinner. My two Siamese cats are nothing if not predictable, especially when it comes to their stomachs. Dodging their sinuous bodies as they wind in and out around my legs gives me something other than a sexy vampire to think about.
Once the fur babies have been fed, I add a frozen curry to the microwave for myself. I might even have a glass of wine tonight, to celebrate. To celebrate what? Who the hell knows, but I feel like a glass of something, so I pull out a bottle of white wine from the refrigerator. I’m just about to crack it open when the attack hits. Out of nowhere, like it does every time death comes calling.
One moment life is completely normal, and the next the wine bottle smashes all over the floor, the cats screech and flee to the next room, and I bend double, clutching at my belly as a rising wail pushes its way inexorably upward out of my chest.
No, no, no, no...
Not now. Not again. Two nights in a row. I can’t do this!
Who is it? Can I get there in time to warn them? Oh my God! The pain!
My fingers spasm and my breath sounds become harsh as I fight to remain on my feet.
It has to be someone close by. Much closer than last night. My range as a half-human is more restricted than a full-blood, which is why I moved so far out of the city. Fewer people. Less death. Less of this agonizing need to wail so loud that the whole world can hear my warning.
Only, no one ever hears my wail. Defective…fucking…voice.
Unbearable. I have to let it out.
Somehow, I manage to stagger outside and down the porch stairs. I make it all the way across my front garden before the next wave hits. The perfume from my gorgeous winter flowers laced with recent rain permeates the air, and I suck in deep breaths, fighting the call of death and focusing on the fresh scent of life and growth.
Not death. Not tonight. Not if I can help it.
Another surge of pain rushes through me and I clutch at the garden gate, fighting the wail. I have to get there in time. I have to let them know.
When the crescendo of pain briefly retreats, I wrench open the gate that separates my yard from the paddocks and make my way across one of the grassy fields that make up the remainder of my property. If anyone is watching I must look like a drunken fool, lurching and staggering, falling in the long damp grass and rising, as the pain takes hold more fully and death becomes ever more certain.
Finally, I reach the gate on the other side that leads from my land to the neighboring property. My beehives are off somewhere to the left, hidden in the darkness. My beautiful honeybees. I hope you’re safe. I hope you’re sleeping.
The trees thin out at this point and I totter through the gate into an open meadow where my view down the hill into the valley is uninterrupted. The windows are ablaze with light in the farmhouse at the base of the incline. My closest neighbors, Darrie and Gwen. No. Not them. Please, not them. I have very few friends in this world, and those I have allowed to sneak in under my emotional guard are very special people, indeed.
The wail is imminent. I fight it. I fight it so hard, until I can’t fight it one second longer. The sound bursts forth from my throat in a blast of fae-touched energy. If I were a full banshee, the whole region would hear my keening. Maybe if I were, someone might come to assist the person in need.
Instead, all that permeates the air is muted sobbing. My voice is defective, my wail all but useless, and just as I failed my beloved father all those years ago, I’m about to fail Darrie or Gwen.
I fail all of them. Every time. I’m never, ever enough.
Nausea rises and I drop to my knees. I’m not going to get there in time.
I start to crawl, my hands and knees squelching in dirt made damp by recent drizzle.
Don’t die. Please don’t die. Let me be wrong this time. Please let me be wrong.
I’m not. The moment death arrives I give up the futile crawl and curl into a tight ball, keening in near silence, unable to move further as waves of nausea from the agony of death wash over me like relentless surf against a rocky shore.
Which of them has been taken? Why? And how? If there was anything I could do, I would do it, but I already know I’m too late. Instead I just lay here in the grass in Darrie’s home paddock, sniffling amidst the wet earth and the cow patties and living the reality of death. So much death.
The agony goes on, longer and more intense than ever before, and my keening intensifies in nature. Oh, no.
More than one. This time, there must be more than one.
I can’t bear the thought of losing either, but both? Unthinkable. Darrie and Gwen are an older couple who opened their home and their hearts to a strange and lonely young woman when she first arrived in the region. I boarded with them for two years, until they transferred the mostly wooded portion of their land atop the hill and presented the title to me as a gift. They gave me everything I now own, simply because of their innate kindness. I owe my life to them. I owe my continuing connection with humanity to this beautiful and generous couple.
Can’t stop. Keep going. Save them.
Somehow, I stagger to my feet and hobble forward, a few tiny steps at a time. The agony is seated deep within me, as if my very blood carries pain to every part of my body. It feels like I’m about to be cut in half, and yet I’m nearly there. A few meters more and I’ll be within reach of their door. It’s open, light spilling out onto the three steps leading up to the porch. A few meters more and maybe I can warn them to watch out. To fight off whatever is coming…
The flash of movement to my left is too fast for any eyes to register properly, even mine. I catch only a flicker of shadow-light-shadow before I’m being lifted into a firm embrace and carried away from the scene. Musk and spice rise around me. Luc? Did he do this to my friends? Did I save a murderer last night, and in the saving, ensure the deaths of Darrie and Gwen?
Am I about to die, too?
My scream of despair mixes in with the wailing and yet all that emerges is another strangled whisper. Why, why? Take me back. I need to go back, to warn them…
“Too late, little banshee. And it’s far too dangerous for you to be out and about in this obviously helpless state.”
The words are full of sorrow. Death, and sorrow, and pain. I can’t hold it off one second more. My eyes close and I sink into the loss. I’m never going to come back from the agony of this.
My fault. My fault. I’m so sorry.
Strong arms continue to hold tight. Soft words murmur in my ear. A gentle voice, crooning, hints that everything is going to be all right. But it’s not.
“Death came.”
“Yes. I’m sorry, banshee.”
Death. Not for one of them, but for both. I feel it. I’m living it. And nothing will ever be all right again.
***
Luc
Death came. Oh yes, it came with a vengeance. Aleah’s voice is cracked and bereft. I don’t think she even knows where she is at this moment. How the hell did she get herself across the fields in this state? I can’t carry her back inside her home without permission, and for a while she’s too distraught to provide it. There’s a swing seat nestled at the edge of her porch, so eventually, I choose to wait there. I balance her limp body across my lap and rock her as gently as I can. After what seems like hours, she quietens and the soft keening turns into something more like sobs.
“They’ve both passed on now.” Her eventual words are full of sorrow.
“I’m not surprised.” Hopefully she didn’t get a proper look at the state of those two bodies that littered the graveled yard. Bits of arm, pieces of leg, blobs of flesh scattered everywhere. The fact that the elderly male survived as long as he did was testament to what must have been a true fighting spirit. No chance for the woman. From what I could see, her head was torn off in the initial attack.
This killer clearly did not want to feed. It wanted to destroy, and with a viciousness I’ve rarely witnessed even in my extended lifetime.
“Will you invite me inside, Aleah?”
“You again.” She hiccups, but her voice is resigned, not resentful, and I know she’s coming back to herself.
“Me again.”
“They died horribly.”
I don’t pretend to be ignorant. “Yes, they did. Did you know them well?”
She nods, and wipes snot from her nose with the back of a hand. A streak of mud is left behind. She’s going to need a bath when she gets inside.
“They were good friends of mine.” A bitter laugh escapes. “I don’t have many. And… they were kind. Really nice people. Without them I wouldn’t have this place. Wouldn’t have my home, or my business. Or my beautiful bees…”
Tears well again, but this time she holds them in. Her eyes look enormous and haunted.
“I’m sorry for your loss.”
“They didn’t deserve anything bad to happen to them, but especially not…that. Who would—” I know the instant the thought hits by her sudden recoil. She seems strong enough to stand, so I slowly release my hold and allow her to slide down off my lap. It’s harder than I expect to let her go. I enjoy the way her body heats mine when I hold her. Once standing, she takes a giant step back, those luminous eyes narrowing in accusation. “Did you—”
“No. I did not.”
After a moment of uncanny stillness, she nods. Slowly, I get to my feet. Now is not the time to spook her. “But I know who did.”
“Who?”
“One of the rogues who caught me off-guard last night. The vamp.” A twitch of muscle beneath one eye is her only response. I briefly lift my healed arm. “I killed the were who disabled me, but the other one got away. I thought maybe he’d have left the area by now, but he is obviously hanging around for some reason.”
“Is that normal?”
My mouth tightens. “Nothing about this situation is normal. Rogues go loup. They don’t think rationally, and they certainly don’t work in partnership with anyone else. Blood lust takes them and they kill and run, kill and run. An endless cycle, without thought or calculation, until someone brings them down. This…”
I shake my head and stare out into the night, straining to sense anything that might give me a clue as to what the hell is driving the monsters out there hunting humans with such unusual intent. The only sounds beyond standard night creature rustlings are the faint wail of a siren as emergency services make their way presumably toward the tragedy at the neighboring property, and, overlaying it all, Aleah’s raspy breath.
“This is all wrong, isn’t it?”
“Yes.”
“Do you think someone is compelling them to do this? Someone, or something… unnatural?”
“It’s a possibility.” I shrug, unwilling to drag her into this any more than she already has been. Something unnatural.
I’m beginning to suspect that is exactly what’s happening. Unnatural and definitely evil. The rogue behavior seems intentional. Planned, almost. The opposite of what one would expect from a crazed loup.
She nods, as if it was something she already guessed, and joins me in looking out at the night.
“Did they suffer a lot?”
“Your friends?” How is one supposed to answer that, other than with truth? “Yes.”
“Right.” Her arms fold across her middle.
“I won’t lie to you.”
Now it’s her turn to shrug. “I don’t even understand why I asked. I already knew the answer.”
“You felt it?”
“Yeah. That’s generally how it…works.” Her last word falters and she staggers. I reach out and grab her elbow to steady her, and this time she doesn’t shift away from my touch. She must feel worse than she looks, to accept my support so complacently.
“If you let me help you inside, I’ll leave immediately, if that’s what you wish.”
“Hmm.” A snort escapes her. “Feels a bit like déjà vu. Why are you back here, Luc? What were you doing…there? What’s your role in all of this?”
“Hunting.” My grim tone causes her breath to catch, but I shake my head. “Not humans, Aleah. I revisited the clearing where I was ambushed and tracked the vamp from there. The scent led me in a wide meandering circle around your property and all the way back to your friends’ farm. Unfortunately, I was too late to save them.”
“As was I.” Her voice is faint, and after a minute she leans into me. The way her curves mold against my side stirs something once again in my loins, but now is not the time to explore anything related to lust. I tighten my arm around her waist and wait for her decision.
“All right.” She seems exhausted, as if there’s nothing left in the tank. “You may enter, Lukey.”
This time the ridiculous nickname doesn’t bother me. I can tell it’s an attempt at reaching out toward something—anything—light-hearted. A feeble attempt, perhaps, but clearly death takes a heavy toll even on those still living. I don’t know exactly what it feels like to be a harbinger of death, but from the state of Aleah, it appears to suck the life out of whoever is charged with that miserable task.
No wonder the other banshee I met was so bitter. To live with that level of anguish on a regular basis would likely be enough to turn anyone into a bundle of negativity. Anyone except Aleah. Despite what she must endure on a regular basis, she still retains that sense of lightness and life. I perceive it within her, strong and sure, as clearly as I do her heartbeat. Life force.
She must be a rare creature indeed, to be able to rise above the suffering and cling to life so determinedly.
Right now, though, her reliance on my strength to get her back into the house is a reversal of the previous evening. A swell of something that I can’t quite identify rises deep within. It’s more than a physical attraction. That would be easy to recognize. Perhaps it’s as simple as the fact that someone needs me, if only for a few minutes. She needs me. The experience of being needed is new, and more enjoyable than I want it to be.
I’m used to living—and working—alone. As a vampire whose Mistress is no longer in this world, I have no coven. No family. The House was disbanded when the woman who turned us died, and even though another rose in her place and the flock reformed under a new Master, the nature of our Maker’s death meant that I have no chance of ever being accepted back in to the fold. I’ve been ex-communicated.
My mind shies away from the dark sadness of those early years of isolation. Instead, I focus on the here and now. I have a job and a purpose, and these days my isolation is by choice, rather than necessity.
When I say alone, though, I don’t mean in a physical sense. There is always someone who wants to be fucked by a vamp. Often many “someones”, and on occasion, all at the same time. But emotionally? No. Emotion slows you down. Emotion can get you killed. Emotion damn well hurts.
In my previous—human—life, I knew what it was to love. I knew what it was to be betrayed by that love. Since my turning and ex-communication, I have not needed anyone in that way. Until the moment a strange pang strikes hard in my chest when I assist a dirt-and-snot-covered little banshee into her home.
“Where’s your bedroom?”
“Upstairs. But you don’t have to—”
“More stairs! Up we go, then.” I sweep her back into my arms and she releases a tiny, protesting moan, followed by a long, capitulating sigh. The lack of protest is clear evidence of her current level of exhaustion. Her head flops down to rest on my chest and once again, a strange warmth rises within me.
“You’re like a bad smell, Lukey. Can’t get rid of you.”
“Charming.”
Her eyes close and her head lolls. She’s gone, wherever banshees go to recharge their inner batteries when the agony of the death call has come and gone.
The fact that she lasted this long before losing consciousness is testament to her inner strength. Aleah’s dichotomous mix of fortitude and fragility fascinates me on so many levels, and yet we’ve hardly had time to get to know one another at all.
I glance through doorways as I make my way along the upstairs hallway. A pristine white bathroom is on the left, almost directly opposite what appears to be a spare bedroom, before we reach the room at the end.
The size denotes this as the main bedroom even before Aleah’s scent hits my nostrils. This is definitely where she sleeps. The honeyed notes are every bit as flowery and sweet as the woman herself, and as I rest her now-sleeping form on the bed, I hope she doesn’t mind about the mud on that previously pristine white comforter. Too late if she does. Probably should have removed her boots first. And maybe wiped her face and hands.
I glance around to see if I can glean more about this strange, intriguing woman. She seems more human than fae in terms of her general demeanor, but I suspect that’s a deliberate attempt to ignore the faerie half of her blood. Pastel wallpaper, adorned with silvery stripes at various intervals, and delicate white furniture fill the room. Touches of yellow and blue add a restful air. The bed dominates, being king-sized and covered with a puffy comforter. I feel suddenly too large, too gauche, and too masculine for this place.
Dare I stay, even for a little while? Will her blood song be too strong to resist? It can’t hurt, surely, for at least a few minutes, to keep her company and ensure her recovery is well underway. She’s so frail-looking, lying there in the center of that enormous mattress. Surely it would be wrong to leave her alone at this point?
What has gotten into me? I can’t remember the last time I cared this much about the emotional welfare of a living, breathing creature.
I find myself almost on auto-pilot as I head back up the hallway to locate a washcloth in the bathroom and return to clean her face and hands. I then proceed to remove her dirt-clad clothing. She’s not wearing a bra beneath her top and, finally, when she’s laid out on the bed with nothing but a pair of bright pink panties covering her mound, it takes all my strength not to lean in and suck those rose-peaked nipples deep into my mouth.
My fangs unsheathe at the beauty of her body spread-eagled before me, and my loins tighten at the thought of lapping at her hybrid flesh and sucking on those enticing peaks. Her skin color is creamy rather than white, lush and warm when I run my fingertips experimentally across her belly before reluctantly shifting her onto her side. I need to extract the coverlet from beneath her so I can conceal her now-sleeping form before my libido takes over and reduces my brain to a state where logic no longer exists.
She releases a tiny moan when I touch her, and that sound is almost my undoing. This woman exudes sensuality and yet, she doesn’t even seem to know it.
I clear my throat, which has thickened in tandem with my cock. Remember, she’s off-limits until she wakes. Instead of doing what I know is the sensible thing and leaving her alone to sleep it off, I remove my own boots and clothing, and climb in beside her beneath the covers. It’s as if I’ve permanently switched to auto-pilot. I can’t seem to control my actions. She immediately rolls into my arms, her long body folding itself against mine as easily as if we were made for each other. Two pieces of a puzzle, fitting together perfectly.
Bad idea, man. Bad idea. I keep replaying the cautionary mantra in my head, but it appears my brain is no longer listening.
I shift her dark hair that has fallen in a tangle across her face, and slide one of my arms beneath her shoulder, and then realize my error as she sighs and settles more comfortably into my embrace. If I try to leave now, she’ll wake, and I have the feeling she needs plenty of sleep to recover from whatever trauma her banshee soul has just endured.
Who is she, this unusual hybrid, and how did she come to be all the way out here in the wilderness, living alone in the middle of mostly empty fields and wooded forest? What is her story? What is her background? And why does she so clearly distrust all vampires?
A vampire ruined my life. Her mention of that fact last night caused an uneasy sensation to settle in my gut. My kind can be vicious. We are, at our core, essentially cruel and predatory, and the thought of Aleah being on the receiving end of a vampire’s cruelty fills me with disquiet.
Since all the supernatural creatures came out of hiding thirty or so years ago, the world as everyone knew it turned on its axis and eventually resettled into a new normal. It took time, though. Time for those who clung to the old ways to adjust and realize that the Accord was created for the betterment of all of us, no matter which species or realm we belong to.
Today, supes mingle alongside humans; fae pass freely between realms as more safe passages open up, and even the existence of angels and demons has been acknowledged as inroads continue to be made into negotiating a peaceful existence for all. Overall there’ve been some positive developments to help reduce the fear and anxiety experienced by all sides in relation to living with those different from their own kind.
She’s half-fae herself, so Aleah must have always been well aware that there are many things other than human out there, even if her human relatives were the ones to raise her. And there are many things other than vampire that cause death and destruction in their wake.
Why is she so afraid of my kind? What, specifically, happened to make her so close-minded? What did a vampire do to ruin her life?
She arches her neck suddenly, angling her chin away from me. The movement is clearly unconscious as she sleeps. I catch a glimpse of the regular thump of her carotid, steady and sure. The solid beat fascinates me. I cannot look away. Without volition, my fangs release from their sheath once again and I bend toward that heady pulse with a low purr emanating from my throat. No. I can’t. Not without her permission.
Definitely not while she sleeps.
I’m more than old enough to feed without draining her, if I wish. She would not feel a thing other than the briefest of pricks and then a slow, sensual whoosh as her blood released into my system. The heady desire that naturally accompanies a feed would ignite her sex and, should I choose, I could lead her to orgasm with a single touch of my incisors. The lure is almost too much. My fang tips graze her skin and I inhale. Divine. What an aphrodisiac she would be.
I could drink my fill and lick her clean afterward, closing the wound and at the same time sending her into raptures of delight when the orgasm rips through her body. She may feel light-headed from the effects of my bite, though that would be the only downside, unless I chose to drain her fully.
You promised. The whisper through my mind sounds like Aleah’s own voice. Low and husky, hardly there at all, and yet all-encompassing in my head as if she has actually invaded my soul.
I hear you, Aleah. I hear you. My growl erupts from the deepest reaches of my chest. Fuck. I did promise to behave. It’s unbearably difficult to turn away from that slow, steady beat, but finally I manage it, only to encounter two sets of accusatory eyes as a pair of Siamese cats watch warily from their perch on the dresser across the room.
“I won’t. I promised her.”
One of the cats continues to stare unblinkingly, but the other narrows it’s eyes as if judging me and finding my response wanting.
I don’t hate cats, nor do vampires feed on any blood other than human, but right now, with the strength it has taken to turn away from the enticing delight in front of me, I might just transfer my anger elsewhere if they don’t hurry from my reach.
“Go. Get.” I release a long low hiss and both arch their backs and race each other to the exit. At the door they turn as if one and hiss right back at me before disappearing down the hallway. I have to admit, their combined hiss is slightly more impressive than my own.
The soft curve of Aleah’s hip is the perfect resting place for my heat-filled cock. At least, it would be if I knew we were soon to sate its hunger. My God, but I want this woman badly, and in so many different ways. And yet it seems as if we’re fated to remain unconnected in every respect, unless I break my word and seduce her with a vampire blood call. A call we would both be physically unable to resist, and a call for which I doubt she would ever forgive me.




Chapter Four
Aleah
I stretch my arms and legs, arching my back and enjoying the gentle popping sound of stubborn joints loosening up. The stiffness is an unfortunate downside of my human half and the inevitable physicality of working a country property alone. I open my eyes and encounter a pair of icy blues staring down at me. “What the—”
Luc. I try to roll sideways but his arms are wrapped around me and our limbs are somehow all tangled up together. In my bed? Yep. This is definitely my bed. Skin against naked skin. Naked? What the actual fuck? For an instant I don’t remember how this happened, but then the memories begin to return and I stifle an involuntary sob. Darrie. Gwen. I’m so sorry. I’m sorry I didn’t reach you in time.
His arms tighten briefly as if sensing my rush of anguish, and then he releases me and sits up. His skin is pale and smooth, the muscles of his torso and shoulders clearly defined and definitely far sexier than I expect. His chest is hairless and I’m not sure why that surprises me. Perhaps the thickness of the tousled mess atop his head caused me to make assumptions about the rest of his body. The faintest line of dark decorates his abdomen, spearing downward to points south somewhere beneath the coverlet. Points south. My cheeks heat and I briefly look away to try and regain equilibrium.
He shifts the pillow to a more comfortable position and leans back with his arms folded behind his head, looking all the world as if he truly belongs in that spot. I shuffle sideways to put some distance between us. “What time is it?”
“It’s late. You slept through the night and most of the day. I watched over you while you were out cold. Most of the time, anyway.”
Well, that’s not creepy at all. “Um, thanks?”
“Except when I slept, too, of course.”
“So, you slept here, with me? In my bed?”
“Comfortable mattress.” His grin is smug, and for an instant he looks young and carefree, like a man without a worry in the world. I almost forget he’s not human. The urge to lean over and mess up his tousled hair even more almost overtakes me, until all the memories from the previous night suddenly come rushing back in to overwhelm me. Rogues. Loups. Death.
“Do you know what happened to my friends? I need you to explain it to me. Exactly.”
His face changes from carefree to serious. “Yes. I slipped back out near dawn to check on the situation. I had just called in the attack when you stumbled into their yard, so I had to choose between sticking around to secure the scene, following the scent of the loup, or ensuring your safety.”
He should have followed the loup. He knows it, too. His smug grin has long disappeared and the scowl that replaces it transforms him straight back into predatory hunter. Still, there’s a little part of me that enjoys the fact he chose me ahead of duty.
“The emergency services are likely still on scene. It…will be a lengthy clean-up, I’m afraid.”
Oh-kay.
“It was definitely the same vamp I’ve been tracking. I recognized the scent.” He traces a finger around my jawline. His touch is light and strangely welcome, and for some reason I don’t pull away. “I’m sorry, Aleah. He got the human female—”
“Gwen. Her name was Gwen. And her husband was Darrie. They were real people, with names…lives…”
“Yes.” Luc’s voice softens. “He got Gwen first, I think. She was furthest away from the house. Looks like she ventured outside, perhaps to check on a noise? The male—Darrie—was found nearer the back door. There was a loaded shotgun beside his body. Silver bullets, too. Unfortunately, he must have been felled pretty quickly as the shotgun hadn’t been fired.”
“He may have been felled quickly, but his death wasn’t fast, though, was it?”
“I think…” He hesitates, and then adds, “No. I don’t believe it was a quick or easy death for him. Unlike Gwen’s, which I think may have been close to instantaneous. Darrie may have been disabled relatively quickly, but the rest of what happened wasn’t either of those things.”
“No.” I felt death coming, and I felt it take them and eventually leave. It took a while, particularly for one of them—Darrie as I know now—and it was agonizing. My only small comfort is that the couple are now together in death as they once were in life. “So, you went back there while I was asleep, and then returned here instead of continuing your… tracking? Hunting? Whatever you call it.”
“Hunting. And yes, it’s part of my job, to liaise with the local cops. Your town policeman—Bernie—seems to be pretty clued up about the situation already. Apparently, there have been a few cases of livestock being taken in the past weeks, and he’d already been liaising with my unit about the vicious nature of those attacks. Add to that the young boy who was taken a couple of nights ago...”
A young boy? That must have been the death I experienced the other night. A remembered pang sets my heart thumping painfully as Luc continues talking.
“It’s the reason the department sent me here in the first place.”
“And returning here…to my bed?”
“Well, you know. I just wanted to…check on you again.” If I didn’t know for sure that vamps can’t blush, I’d think he had a touch of pink in those angular cheeks. “And then it was morning, and…yeah. I couldn’t venture out in the daylight, of course.”
“Of course. And how did undressing me—and yourself—right down to our underwear factor into that?” Now my cheeks start to heat up. At least he left my knickers on. I don’t wear a bra so I can’t exactly blame him for that one.
“You were covered in dirt and mud, and you were freezing to the touch. I wanted to put you beneath the comforter, and it seemed like the right thing to do, to get your clothing off first.”
I raise a brow. “Mm hmm.”
“And of course, I couldn’t leave you without helping you warm up, and the best way to do that was… with this.” His tone is conceited as he waves a laconic hand, indicating himself, before swinging his legs to the side to perch on the edge of the bed.
“There’s no way a snuggle under the covers with a vamp would make any difference to my core body temp—yikes!”
He didn’t bother to leave his own knickers on. He conveniently ignores my comment—and my no doubt goggle-eyed stare—as he calmly moves around the room collecting his clothing. I try to look anywhere but at his manly package, though I can’t help but continue to sneak a glance or two his way. He seems to display no hint of embarrassment whatsoever and honestly, if I had a body as perfectly proportioned as his, I might not be embarrassed to show it off, either.
Surreptitiously, I slide the comforter right up to just beneath my chin.
Who knew a naked vampire body could be quite so alluring? Who knew a vampire’s rear end would be shapelier than any I’ve ever seen in my life? Not that I’ve seen many. His arse is tight and firm and my mind fills with images of that tight ass squeezing and pumping hard as he thrusts into someone in a frenzied and sensual coupling.
He turns at that moment and my breath hitches in my throat. Holy moly! Who knew Luc was hiding that much tackle in his trousers?
Let’s not mention how enticing his rippling muscles and smooth skin looks as he reaches for his discarded shirt and pulls it back on over his head. Let’s definitely not mention the warmth that instantly rushes through me, pooling between my legs and making a mockery of my previous comment. Clearly there’s more than one way for a vampire to impart warmth to another being.
I sit up and adjust the bed cover to ensure I continue to retain at least a small degree of modesty.
Luc’s grin widens. The bastard does enjoy stirring the pot, that’s for sure.
“I like your choice of underwear, Aleah. Pink was not what I expected.”
“God damn it!” This whole situation is beyond uncomfortable. At least—as far as I can tell—he didn’t sneak any of my blood. I decide the best path is to pretend to ignore the no-clothes issue for the moment. “Tell me more about these rogues. Have you been tracking them for a while? Are you an official hunter? You’ve mentioned your department a few times. I assume…an investigative one?”
He nods acquiescence. “I have been tracking both the vamp, and his rogue partner, for several months. They were in Melbourne, causing havoc out in some of the more affluent suburbs. We lost track several weeks ago until we got the call about unusual livestock butchery near Hatton Grove. I suppose I am an official hunter, though we call ourselves vampire police these days.” While he talks, he pulls on a pair of jeans and bends to lace his boots. When he straightens, he raises a hand and runs long fingers through already messy hair. It gives him a rakish look that adds to the sexiness. I decide to ignore that too, though the squiggle of desire that feels a little bit like butterflies in the belly once again makes a liar of my intentions.
“Vampire police. That’s a real thing?”
“Oh, yes, we’re real. I work for SUDAP—otherwise known as the Supernatural Division of the Australian Federal Police.”
I try to stay away from the mainstream, out here on the farm, and don’t really keep up with the news or general politics. But even I’ve heard of SUDAP. It stands to reason they would be just as likely to employ preternaturals as humans—probably more so, I guess—but I hadn’t really thought about that before now. And if he’s employed by SUDAP, Luc really must be one of the good ones. Their vetting process is supposedly more rigorous than that required for the standard police. “So, you’re a vampire detective.”
“Sergeant.”
“Sergeant Durand.” His lips quirk briefly as I try out the name. It suits him. “How did you come to be in a job like that, Luc? And for that matter, how old are you?”
“How old are you?”
“Twenty-nine.”
“Ah.” He smiles gently, and I sense rather than see the implicit weariness behind the smile. “You’ve never known anything other than the Accord years.”
I shrug. He’s right. I was born a year after the Accord came into being, though fat lot of good it did for my poor father.
“I’ve been on the Force since they opened it up to my kind twenty-seven years ago. You would have been two.”
“Well I’m all grown up now.” I have no idea why that popped out. I duck my head to avoid the humor in his stare.
“So you are.” His voice hums with awareness, forcing my gaze back to his. “But I’m still a damn sight older than you.”
At my raised brow and silence, he capitulates. “Two hundred and eighty-six. I was turned the night of my thirty-sixth birthday.”
“Whoa. That must have sucked.”
He snorts gently. “Yes, it did. Literally and figuratively.” Then he shrugs. “It gets easier the longer it goes on. I can hardly remember my human life anymore.”
I know vamps can live hundreds, even thousands of years, and their power grows with time. Technically, like hybrid fae, they’re close to immortal, but their violent nature often means they don’t live out their potential. At more than two hundred and eighty years of age, that most likely makes Luc one of the more powerful of his kind.
A shiver runs through me, even though I’m certain by now that Luc has no intention of hurting me. It’s not a shiver born of fear.
His sharp gaze catches my tremble even though the comforter still surrounds me. His mouth twists. “You’re safe, little banshee. I fed again last night, before I returned here.”
He busies himself rummaging through my chest of drawers and I’m so distracted by what he’s just admitted that I don’t bother trying to stop him, even though he has probably just seen my extra stash of wooden stakes and the silver knife I keep buried in my top drawer.
He fed last night? “So, you went off and…had sex with someone? And then…” Returned to my bed? “Where?”
He stills for a moment, looking down into my drawer rather than back at me. The stillness exudes annoyance even though I can’t see his face. “Sex and feeding often go hand-in-hand, Aleah, though not always. And last night was pure sustenance. I fed only. No sexual pleasure involved, sadly.”
“Oh.” I wish I could sink right down under this coverlet to hide the acuteness of my embarrassment.
“As to where I feed?” He picks out a random top and a pair of sweatpants. “Back in Melbourne, it’s mostly at bars and clubs, where the prey is willing and able. Very willing and able, believe me.” He tosses the clothing my way.  I quickly shuck on the top, grateful for the protection it affords. “Out here in the sticks it’s usually the local hotel. Do you know The Royal?”
“Yes, I have dinner there sometimes, after I’ve been into town to drop off my wares at the local craft shop.” Who from Hatton Grove would voluntarily go with a vamp? Someone I know? Has an altogether different kind of feeding been taking place, while I’ve been obliviously eating in the downstairs restaurant in the Royal Hotel?
“I have a room there for the duration of this investigation.”
These are people I might know.
His grin has no humor in it whatsoever. In this moment he looks exactly like what he is—a predator. “Perfect for someone like me.”
“Do you ever…?” I can’t bring myself to finish the question. He guesses my intent and answers anyway, his eyes flaring with irritation beneath furrowed brows.
“Despite what you might think, I don’t kill innocents, Aleah. I feed on willing participants, and I only take what I need to survive. I never take more than they’re able to give, and they always walk away satisfied afterward.”
Satisfied? In what way? I might not be able to admit to him that the reason for the sick feeling in the pit of my stomach stems from jealousy, but the least I can do is admit that truth to myself.
Until yesterday, I would never in a million years have considered taking a vampire lover, but since Luc stumbled into my life, I can’t seem able to stop thinking about it. After a moment of awkward silence, I nod. “I believe you.”
“Hmm. How generous.” His accompanying snort of annoyance is unexpected and the urge to grin rises up. It shocks me. I never feel anything close to enjoyment for days following a death call, and for just a few seconds, Luc’s snippiness almost tips me over into laughter.
My burgeoning smile dies as the horror of what happened seeps back into my thoughts. The shift in mood must show in my features, because Luc is around the bed in a flash. He wraps one arm across my shoulders and squeezes tight.
“I’ll find him, banshee. I promise you that. And when I do…”
My heart thumps painfully. “When you do, I hope you kill him. Slowly.” I can’t believe I just uttered those words. Death is the worst thing I can think of and the one thing I would normally not wish even on my worst enemy. In this case, though, I can’t think of anything I want more than the slow and painful demise of the one who put my friends through such agony.
His grip tightens and his voice is fierce when he answers. “Oh, I will, believe me. I will.”
I rest my head against his shoulder. “Be careful. Your injuries the other night were pretty severe.”
“Thank you. I appreciate your concern. I know now how fast and strong these rogues are. Even though only one remains—as far as we know—they both displayed more strength than any supe I’ve ever seen, loup or not. It was as if they were being…”
“As if…what?”
“Never mind. Put some pants on, Aleah. Your scent is far too enticing.”
Now that sounds like a diversion to me. I tilt up my head to glare at him with narrowed eyes, but he just stares back unblinking, with the fake light of innocence giving a hint of green to the usual blue. Eventually I do as he suggests, dressing awkwardly beneath the covers in the sweatpants he threw at me earlier.
Darrie and Gwen were my friends, and if Luc won’t tell me all he knows, I’ll just have to find out for myself another way.
Something evil is going on in the Hatton Grove region, and I’m not four years old anymore. This time, I won’t sit back and watch while wicked things continue to happen to the few people in this world I care about. This time, I’m going to sound a warning in time, and even though my voice is defective as fuck, I’m going to make damn sure everyone who needs to hear my warning, does so in time to save a life.
***
Luc
Aleah finishes pulling on a fresh pair of socks and shoes. Something has shifted in her these past few minutes. I can’t quite put my finger on it, but she has a gleam in her eyes that wasn’t there earlier, and a determined set to her shoulders that concerns me.
“Don’t do anything stupid, little banshee.”
“I don’t know what you mean. Of course, I won’t.” She stands and meets my gaze with a clear expression and a faint smile that I don’t trust one little bit.
“I mean it, Aleah. The rogue, or potentially rogues, are not operating under any set of rules I’ve ever observed. I can’t protect you if you go off half-cocked.”
Soft laughter fills the room and my heart squeezes painfully at the sound. I may not have a heartbeat, but my body knows the sound of perfection when it arrives. She should laugh all the time.
“First off, I have no cock. Being half-cocked would be your area of expertise, I believe, and I’m very sorry for you if that is the case.”
I open my mouth and snap it shut again as she continues.
“Second, you arrived in my world exactly two nights ago. I’ve been managing perfectly fine on my own for many years now, and I don’t need you to start ‘protecting’ me. In fact, I seem to recall that if it wasn’t for my intervention, you’d be a little pile of dust and ashes right about now.”
What can I say? She’s correct, except for one thing. “I’m never half-cocked.”
Her glance down at my groin is brief but it’s enough. My organ wants to reach permanently skyward whenever I’m anywhere near this woman, and one look from her sends the damn thing soaring once again. The flesh strains against my zippered jeans and for once I welcome the rush of desire, encouraging my cock to full expansion rather than trying to tamp it down. My fangs follow suit and I grin, ensuring the now-unsheathed incisors are clearly visible.
Her breath catches and pink immediately stains her cheeks. I step forward and put one finger firmly under her chin until she has no choice but to tilt her face up to meet mine. “Half-cocked is not in my vocabulary.”
I lean in, intending to take her mouth in a punishing kiss, but change tack at the last moment and nip lightly at her full bottom lip with my teeth. One of my fangs accidentally nicks her plump flesh. Need flashes through me at the taste and a huge shudder wracks my body. Jesus, fuck, but she tastes like fucking heaven.
I lick at a tiny droplet of blood that hovers on her lip, unable to resist its call. The accompanying wave of desire is so intense a groan ratchets up out of my throat. “Grrr…aghhh, sorry.” I start to twist away but slender hands grip the side of my head and hold me in place.
Her gaze is no longer clear and innocent. Instead, I read lust and confusion in equal parts. She craves me, and yet she doesn’t understand why. “I want you to kiss me,” she admits. “And yet…” She frowns briefly.
“It goes against everything you thought you wanted?”
“Yes.”
“Your blood is like a drug to me, Aleah. Even the one droplet I coaxed from your lips a moment ago is enough. It sings to my blood, and when that happens, it will be the same in reverse for you.”
Her eyelids half close and her mouth parts slightly. “It is the same. That’s exactly how it feels. As if your body is singing to mine…calling me…seducing me…I didn’t think I wanted it. And yet, somehow, I can’t stay away.”
My groan is louder this time. “Why do you think I keep coming back? It is the same for me. I need to taste you, Aleah.”
“Okay.” One word uttered in that soft breathy voice. One word only, and yet so powerful. Fuck.
“As long as you stop if I say so.”
Oh, Jesus. “I don’t know if—”
I don’t manage to finish the sentence. This time her lips take mine, and instantly I’m lost in a haze of delight as our mouths and tongues dance in rhythm. My fangs pierce her flesh once more, this time with permission. The zing of her hybrid blood infuses my veins with life, calling to the vampire deep within. The taste is everything I dreamed it might be, and a thousand times better.
My growl turns to a purr and the ache in my groin is both agony and ecstasy.
Her answering moan directly into my mouth is more a vibration than a sound. Desire hits new heights—heights I never imagined I would discover, even in a supposedly close-to-immortal lifetime.
Ripples of sensation traverse my skin, from my scalp right down to my toes.
I break away from her mouth, breathing hard even though I don’t have to, but it feels like the only way to let out some of the emotion squeezing at my chest. “What are you doing to me, little witch?”
Her fingers trace a line down my throat and pause at the top button of my shirt. “Call me fae, if you wish. Or call me human. That’s who I am. I’m not a witch.”
“Oh, I know that, little banshee-human hybrid. If you were, I’d not be trembling so hard with the effort of holding back my need. Witches don’t carry the same allure for a vamp.”
Her smile is slow and seductive, and my whole body responds to its attraction. “Wow, you really are trembling, Luc. Is my blood really that potent, or do you just enjoy the thrill of the chase? What will happen if I give in and let you fuck me?”
The words are a douse of cold water on my ardor, and yet there’s a look in her eye that still hints at the promise of something more. She’s giving out mixed messages but… That look. It heats my cock as effectively as a courtesan’s practiced hand.
She continues to work at the buttons of my shirt, popping open the first one and continuing lower, one after the next, tracing patterns on my exposed skin as she descends. If I were human, I’d have lost my load already. The wench is clearly experienced at this, despite her previous supposed air of innocence.
This time, my growl is lower, erupting from the depths of my belly. “Human. Fae. Whatever you are, if you don’t stop right now,” I grab her hand, clasping her wandering fingers tightly within my grip to hold her in place, “there’s no guarantee what might—”
“Words, vampire.” Her eyes are half slits now, the irises almost an iridescent green behind the shield of her lowered lashes. “Are you going to back them up with action?”
Challenge. Accepted.
I move so fast she has no time to change her mind. Her delicious body mashes against mine with a perfection that seems as if we’re physically made for one another.
She has already made quick work of my shirt, so I shuck it off the rest of the way and let it fall to the ground. The shapeless top and sweatpants I grabbed from her drawer are anything but sexy. Nothing alluring that I can unbutton in a slow and sensual return dance. All good. Fast suits my current mood just fine.
I rip the top up over her head and toss it to one side. Those lush breasts present themselves once again to my view, the rose-colored nipples instantly peaking. This time, I’m not letting her go until I taste my fill.
I cradle one of the creamy globes in my palm and lift it slightly, then bend my head to suckle at the enticing tip. Her gasp is soft but the moan that follows is not. “Luc, I don’t think this is…oh, fuck!”
The curse is released when I bite down, hard. Her blood spills into my mouth. Metallic. Honey-scented. Divine. The delicious aphrodisiac fills my being until I can’t see, hear, or feel anything but the delightful liquor flowing into me from her.
Lifeblood. Life force. Everything I want. Everything I need. Everything I can never be again.
I suck, and lick, and tug as I feed, as much like a babe at its mother’s breast as any helpless newborn. Aleah’s blood is my sustenance. Heaven. There is nothing left in my mind or my body but the succulent taste of her. The scent of her blood, so freely offered, has me completely undone.
After what seems like aeons, I become aware of two things. Her hand on my cock, kneading and exploring, and her gentle sobbing, as if her heart is about to break in half.
It takes massive effort, but I wrench my head up from her delectable breast, and lick the bite wound to promote fast healing.
“I made you cry.” On some level I know that is significant, but I’m still so lost in the haze of desire that I don’t really care at this moment about anything other than taking ownership of this beautiful creature’s body.
I kiss her briefly, the taste of her lips once again filling my senses with light and hope and joy. What she gives out is in complete contrast to the tears still falling from her iridescent eyes.
“Why, Allie? Why are you crying? It’s not supposed to hurt. Do you not enjoy the sensation of my feeding?”
Her breathing labors, as if she’s run many miles without pause, and I reach up to swipe at one of the tears with my thumb. She jerks away from my touch and, against every instinct, I let her go. She steps back out of my embrace and reaches for her top, holding it in front of her bare breasts like protection. My manhood throbs, needing her to stay close.
“It didn’t hurt. At least, not after the first bite that felt like the lightest pinprick. I enjoyed it. A lot. But I don’t want to.” Her voice is hoarse and she swallows as if it’s difficult to get out the words.
What has her so conflicted? “Surely you’ve been with men before? Desire is as natural as breathing, to a human. More so, for a fae, in my experience. What is your problem? Is it the blood?”
“It’s not the blood.” Her face turns stony. “It’s your kind. What you do. Or at least, what you’ve all done in the past.”
My kind. “Police?”
“Don’t be obtuse.”
I grin, deliberately displaying my unsheathed fangs. “No matter what kind I am…” I fling the word back at her, allowing my hurt to show. “I am working now to find and stop a killer, before more innocent people die. I’m sorry you have a problem with that, Aleah. I’m sorry you have a problem with me. And I damn sure regret that we can’t enjoy each other’s bodies fully before I leave. It would have been…spectacular for you.”
She rolls her eyes. “Arrogant fuck.” Out of nowhere, she drops the top, stepping forward to clasp my upper arms. What is she doing? The tips of her breasts almost, but not quite, touch my chest. I take a deep breath in, forcing my lungs to capacity, and am rewarded when the expansion allows her nipples to graze my skin. The touch ignites heat where skin touches skin. Thank all that’s holy that I haven’t yet put back on my shirt and stormed out of here in a huff.
Beyond that one long breath I freeze, not quite sure which way her mood will swing, and not wanting to jinx anything. She taps a thumb against my bicep, as if considering her next move. “I’m beginning to see that maybe my aunt was wrong in what she taught me.”
Her hands move up over my shoulders to my pecs. “Hell, maybe I was wrong. Just because bad stuff happened a long time ago in my life, doesn’t mean all vampires are evil.”
If I had a beating heart, it would be working frantically right now. My loins have definitely received an up-and-down workout since meeting Aleah. “No species is all good or all evil, Allie. Not human, not fae, and certainly not vampire. Does this mean—”
She wriggles her pelvis, teasing my flesh back to full erection and making me forget my train of thought. “Shut up and kiss me again, Luc. Only this time, don’t stop until we reach the spectacular.”




Chapter Five
Aleah
The instant flare of almost-emerald in his normally blue eyes says everything about want and need. With a low, animal-like growl that ratchets up my own desire ten-fold, his mouth devours mine, and this time, I let him fully in. Not sure why. I’ll have to dissect that later. But for now, I allow myself to surrender to the need that has been vibrating within me ever since Luc first landed on my doorstep.
His kisses are like nothing I’ve ever experienced before. Despite his earlier assertion that I must have been with others, I’m not at all experienced. I’ve kissed a few men, but he will be my first lover, if I have the courage to let it go that far. He takes my mouth in a way that both demands and gives, in equal measure. Like he is claiming ownership. And the feeling of being owned, being someone’s possession, is something I never thought to enjoy.
I want him to take me, hard and fast. I need him to make me forget everything that’s happened in the past few days. Everything, except this delicious ache that continues to grow and center in the plump bud between my legs.
He tastes clean and slightly minty. Did he use my toothpaste while I slept? The tip of his tongue flicks in and out, dancing with mine, the connection sending an army of shivers to traverse my body. I can’t help the moan that escapes, but he captures that quickly and moans in return, our shared desire spiraling upward. Still the kiss goes on.
Urgent fingers and hands trace patterns on my back. I arch into the caresses, my hips rocking back and forth of their own accord, using the hardness and heat of his erection to increase my own ardor. Wet slickness coats my seam and I break away from his kiss, panting heavily and trying to understand exactly what is happening to my body.
I want him. So much. I want him inside me. Now.
When his mouth drops to my neck, nuzzling along the path of my carotid artery, I manage to say in a voice made breathless with anticipation, “Take me, Luc. Please.”
He chuckles against my neck, the sensation sending tremors of heat in all directions. “Did you say, taste?”
“Take!” I can hardly catch my breath at all. My whole body is on fire. “Or taste. Do either. Do both. I don’t care. Just do—ow! Oh!”
This time when his fangs pierce my skin there’s no pain whatsoever, not even the faint sense of a pinprick that I felt earlier when he bit down on my nipple. I don’t quite know what he’s doing, or how, but the rush of warmth in my neck spreads instantly throughout my whole body, right out to my fingertips and toes, until it circles back again and centers right where it has the most impact. It’s as if he’s introduced a sex-seeking drug to my blood and my body cooperates by carrying it super-fast along every vein. The heat reaches into every nook and cranny of my body. Every inch of my being. Coalescing at my core.
“Oh, my God!” This level of sensation is insane. I can’t believe I’m doing this, of all things. With Luc.
I can’t hold on. He continues to suckle and whatever he’s doing pushes me beyond any place of sensuality I’ve experienced in the past. The crescendo builds until it bursts through me, unable to be contained a moment longer, and I tip over the edge into a crazy, bucking climax.
My legs collapse beneath me and I let out a muffled shriek as my whole body begins to rock with the force of the orgasm. Strong arms catch me as I buckle. He lifts me with obvious ease, and I wrap my legs around his waist, working more by instinct than anything else, and tilting my pelvis to prolong the exquisite pressure against my pulsing clit. His hands spread-eagle my butt cheeks, fingers reaching in to explore my slit through the thin fabric of my sweats, stilling when he reaches my still-spasming channel entrance.
“Your sweatpants are in the way.”
“Rip them off.” What the actual fuck has come over me? These sweats are my favorite comfy old— “Oh, my.”
He rips them apart, right down the center seam. Well, I can’t blame him. He did exactly as I asked. As the two halves of my favorite sweatpants and the underlying pink underwear sag away to the sides, he dips into my slit with a forefinger. One swipe and I’m primed and ready yet again. How is that even possible?
“You’re wet. So wet.” His voice is thick and I raise my eyes to his. They’re ablaze now, like bright emeralds. No blue left at all. I feel as if I could lose myself in their brilliant depths. I force my gaze back down, to his lips, and realize his mouth is coated in blood. My blood. A droplet descends from the corner of his lips downward.
I don’t think, just react, leaning in to lick the droplet from his chin. His shocked gasp is reward enough. The taste is metallic and kind of gross. “Ew.” My nose wrinkles and he laughs at my distaste. I realize it’s the first time I’ve heard a genuine laugh from him since we met, and the sound makes me long for more. “That is seriously not nice.”
His grin widens, the fangs showcased in full force. “Oh, I think we’ll have to agree to disagree on that one, Aleah.”
In this moment, at least on the surface, he looks exactly like what he is—a predator triumphantly holding aloft his prey. And yet, underlying the predator, I read a faint hesitancy in his manner. He’s not one hundred percent sure how I’m going to react. In his uncertainty, I see the man as well as the vampire, and that fact in itself is an aphrodisiac.
“I want you, Aleah. Will you let me take you?”
My heart pounds and dizziness fills my head. A tiny part of my brain wonders if it’s because he took too much blood. Is my heart trying to compensate by speeding up until it almost jumps out of my chest?
Somehow, though, the other part of me knows, without really understanding how, that he wouldn’t allow that to happen. He may feed, or taste, or make it part of the mating ritual, but Luc won’t drain me dry, nor let harm come to me in this situation. I don’t know how I know that for sure, but I do.
“Yes. I want that. But I want it fast.”
“I can accommodate that request.”
In one swift movement he swivels and throws me backward onto the mattress. His movements are such a blur that even my half-fae eyes can’t keep up. He undresses and only a nano-second later is lying atop me on the bed. “As a vamp I have no illness to pass on, nor active seed with which to make a child. You will not need protection, little banshee.”
My heart lurches again. I hadn’t even thought of that. Many years ago, when I was still living with my aunt in the city, the other girls at school all got their periods and I did not. “You’re a half-breed,” my aunt explained. “Half-breeds are neither one thing, nor another. You won’t ever get your period like the human girls, but you’ll also never be able to bear a child of your own, like a full fae.”
I’d completely forgotten that conversation until this moment. With Luc poised above me ready to enter, the memory returns, as does the faint sense of sadness at never being able to reproduce. There’s something else I should have told him before this moment. “I—”
Too late. The head of his organ finds my channel entrance and he thrusts hard and fast, just like I asked of him. The pain leaches through my body in an unexpected wave. At my muffled shriek he stills instantly. “What the…you’re…a virgin?”
“Um, yeah.”
“Why didn’t—”
“Probably should have mentioned it, huh?”
“Yes.” His teeth are gritted, the fangs hanging down over his bottom lip, and the rictus of concentration on his face is testament to the control it must be taking him to remain still. “Probably should have.”
“Well, now that you’re in, so to speak…”
“I am definitely in.”
The initial pain has receded, and I wiggle my hips experimentally. He groans above me, the sound heartfelt. “Don’t do that, little one, unless you want to finish this fully.”
If I was capable of rolling my eyes in this moment, I would. How much more obvious does a girl need to be? Now that the pain has ebbed, the sensation of fullness rises. He’s so big. How is it possible for my body to house all of those magnificent inches? The pressure in what feels like every part of my belly increases the pleasurable ache between my legs. I will scream if he withdraws now.
“Of course, I want to bloody well finish it. Do it, Luc. I dare you.”
His groan morphs into a yell and he thrusts again, only this time it is desire that blasts through my system rather than pain. I clutch at his perfectly shaped butt, urging him closer, deeper and faster. He complies, ratcheting up the rhythm until nothing exists but the relentless bang, bang, bang into my receptive body. I lift my legs to wrap them around his hips as tightly as my arms around his chest. It feels right, clinging to him like a limpet, urging him deeper again. My breath rasps noisily as he rides my body, and I gasp and moan and beg for him to finish.
“Aleah, I can’t do this…I can’t wait any—”
“Come!” I shout the word as loudly as it is possible for me to do with my faulty voice. He does, letting loose with a roar and emptying into me with a rush of what feels like liquid heat somewhere deep inside my womb. The pumping motion, the slick wetness, the sound of his moaning voice and my continued gasps as our bodies slap, slap, slap against each other—all of these things together tip me over the edge once again. Only this time, the orgasm starts from deep within and is one thousand times more powerful than the first.
I scream and lose myself in the myriad of sensation, bucking and moaning beneath him until there’s nothing left but this. Luc and I, together. As one. Eventually, after what seems like aeons, I drift back to the here and now. He strokes my cheek and stares at me with what appears to be dazed confusion.
“What?” He’s still seated inside me. It’s ridiculous in this moment to be embarrassed by his intent scrutiny, but I am.
“Nothing. Just…taking in your beauty.”
“Oh. Well, thanks.” Luc is nothing like I expected. Joy rises in me. Perhaps I did make the right decision to finally give up my long-held virginity to this man. Perhaps I should listen to gut instinct more often.
“You always smell like honey. Sweet and pure. I love it.”
“Well, thank you. Again. The bees are my passion. I guess I just carry their scent with me wherever I go.”
“And it is delectable.” His voice is almost a purr and my toes curl in response. “So subtle as to be almost not there. Divine. It gets inside my head until I can’t think properly.”
“Oh. Is that a good thing?”
“Depends on the circumstances of the moment and whether I need to keep my wits about me, I suppose. Right now, it’s a very good thing.” His free hand traces lazy patterns across my naked breasts and then drifts downward to explore between my legs where our bodies still remain joined.
I can’t help the surprised puff of breath that escapes. Seems I’ve not had enough of Luc. His caress intensifies, feather-light and yet insistent, until the ache in my clit reaches unbearable levels.
His hand movements quicken and a fingertip slides past my clit to explore the wetness of my seam that still holds his own organ captive. A low rumble starts up in his chest.
“Yes. Oh! You really do have very skilful…fingers.” Shivers run through me and the desire seats completely in the region he’s exploring. My lady parts are heavy and full and achy.
“I do.” He shifts suddenly, rolling sideways and taking me over with him until he’s lying on his back and I have no choice but to sit straddling his hips. His erection is once again at full mast; I feel its length and girth deep inside, pushing at the walls of my channel. I rock gently back and forth, experimenting a little, and we both release a low moan in unison.
Well, that works. That works very nicely, indeed.
“And you have a very skilful…body.”
His words are thick and his captivating eyes are half-closed as he urges my hips to continue their leisurely sway. His fangs are out and their sharp whiteness against his darker lips doesn’t scare me as much as it did when I first caught a glimpse of the predator on my doorstep.
I lean forward and press my lips to his, exploring a little and swiping the toothy protrusions with my tongue, all the while keeping my hip movement going, back and forth, as my clit enjoys its own pleasure against his groin.
The resultant groan from Luc is deep and hoarse. “God, Aleah. I can’t seem to get enough of you.”
“I know that feeling.” This time, our coupling is much slower and gentler. I sink into a hot mess of need and rising desire as time ceases to exist. I cease to exist. There’s only Luc’s mouth beneath mine, unhurried movements deep within my body, and heat that sears like a rush of wildfire along my veins.
When the slow build reaches its crescendo, I lose control with a muted shriek. I climax around him, my channel clenching and unclenching as I shudder and collapse onto his chest. The sensation dims briefly and then reignites, over and over. The ecstasy continues on and on until there’s nothing left but a mighty roar from Luc as he, too, falls over the edge into orgasm. We shudder and shake together until, finally, our bodies sink into an exhausted sleep. This time, coming back from oblivion takes much longer.
When I open my eyes and meet Luc’s gaze, he smiles. There isn’t an ounce of the predator left in that smile. It softens his features, giving the impression of someone younger and less jaded than what I’m used to seeing. I like this new version of Luc.
“I do have one question.” He shifts a lock of hair off my face, the touch like a zap of electricity.
“Mmm?” I think this must be what they call the after-glow. Whatever it is, it’s upon me. I slide off him until we’re lying side by side. I’d be happy to keep drifting in the warmth until we gently sink back into sleep, but he props himself up on one elbow and stares down with an intent look.
“What do you do with all the honey?”
Laughter bubbles up. “That’s your post-sex question?”
“I’m curious.”
“I keep some for myself.” My lips part involuntarily as he traces my jawline, and his eyes narrow in obvious satisfaction at my reaction. “I…oh!” His hand circles my nipples and they instantly pucker in response. Another self-satisfied, narrow-eyed look. “That’s…um…I also create other products like candles and beeswax furniture polish and soap and sell some at…at the local craft shop in town…that feels very nice, Luc.” How is it possible that I can still crave more?
“Good.” He grins, tracing a figure eight around my breasts.
I remember his bite and quickly look down, but cannot see any mark whatsoever around either of my nipples. “You did…bite me, didn’t you? I didn’t imagine that?”
“I most certainly did, and it was delicious.” He flicks one of the peaked nubs playfully. “My saliva has healing properties, if I choose to allow it. I could drink my fill of you every evening and no one would ever see a mark.”
“Hmm.” Not sure how I feel about that. Every night? Might be a bit much. My traitorous clit throbs delightfully at the thought of Luc and I doing this, every night. It’s as if my body wishes to prove my brain wrong.
He splays his fingers over my ribs. “You have such a beautiful body, Aleah. Perfect in every way. What happened to your voice? Why is it—”
“Defective?”
“Well, I wouldn’t go so far as—”
“I would. And it is. I don’t know.” I shrug, the lifelong frustration eating away at me. “I guess I was just born with a voice that is difficult to hear, especially when it matters most.”
Luc frowns. “Is there anything you can do, though? Even if the dying—or their families—could hear you, there’s nothing a banshee can do to prevent death coming. Is there?”
“I don’t know!” That’s the crux of the matter, and the reason for all of my angst. “What if there is? What if, when people hear my wail, they become more vigilant, or pick up a weapon, or…or… I don’t know. Do something to change the outcome! What if other banshees have the power to change the course of fate?”
“Don’t you know? Can’t you ask…I don’t know…someone?”
“Who? My mother abandoned me as a baby and I was raised by humans alone. The only things I know about anything fae is what I’ve accidentally discovered myself, or what I see or hear in the news!”
I don’t realize I’m wringing my hands until Luc’s come down to cover mine. “I apologize, Aleah.” His touch is cool, not cold, and the instant he cradles my clenched fists I feel butterflies start up in my belly. Light butterfly wings beating gently, lifting my energy and increasing awareness until there is nothing left but him, and me, and our connected hands resting on the coverlet. “I didn’t mean to upset you. Rest now. We’ve expended a lot of energy this evening.”
I release a sigh, trying to let go of questions that have no answer. He’s right. We have expended a lot of energy. I must fall asleep, because when I wake, Luc is leaning up on one elbow watching me. He seems to be making it a habit. “Good morning.” My greeting is automatic. His answering grin is faintly feral, but I’m beginning to enjoy rather than recoil from that hint of the predatory in his nature.
“Almost morning,” he corrects. “I’ll need to leave soon, before dawn breaks.”
Part of me doesn’t want him to leave. “Before you do, where are you from, Luc? I mean, originally? What’s your background?”
One dark brow rises. “Well, you already know I was born in France. I lived in Paris until the age of thirty-six, when I was turned by a Parisian courtesan who I…uh…” The rush of sadness that chokes his voice is unexpected.
“A woman you loved?”
“Yeah. I did love Veronique. I loved her before she turned me, and I loved her until the day she met her true death.” He plays with the edge of the coverlet, until the fidgeting becomes too much. This time it is I who covers his hand to force stillness. Eventually he continues. “I stayed a while with my Maker and her clan, until…”
Pain flares briefly in his features before quickly being masked. “Until?” My prompt is gentle.
“Until her death by stake many years ago.” The admission is stilted. Whoever Veronique was to Luc in life, or after his turning, he clearly loved her dearly. The mention of a stake reminds me I need to replenish the one that normally resides in my belt loop. Luc may have proven not to be a threat, but that doesn’t mean all vamps have suddenly become angels in training.
When I’m in the throes of a death call, my mind is fuzzy and I need the comforting protection a stake can bring. Perhaps I make some kind of move or telling gesture, because he nods toward my dresser. “They’re all in there, ready for you to sheathe and strap back on.”
He pauses and then holds out his hand. “When you do, grip it like this rather than the way you held it when you were facing me.” He does some complicated movement with his fingers, mimicking a slightly different hold for the stake than the one I would normally use. “If you hold it like this, you’ll have more control. It’ll be easier to strike here…” He touches the soft ‘v’ at the base of his throat. “Or the eye, or even into his ear if he’s not facing forward. Or here.” He indicates the groin area. “And whatever you do, Allie, strike to kill. You’ll only have one chance.”
I nod without speaking. I hope it will never come to that, though I’m damn sure not going to leave home without my stakes now. Nor the silver knife.
He studies me for a moment and adds a last piece of advice. “With the current situation, might not hurt to add one of those silver daggers to your arsenal—at least until every rogue is disabled and we’ve gotten to the bottom of what’s really going on.”
“Are you a mind reader, now?”
“Not really. But your fingers clench in a particular way when you’re about to hold your stake. I noticed it that first night—and you just did the same thing again a few moments earlier.”
Heat warms my cheeks. “It’s not you. It’s just…I’m sorry. My experience of vamps is limited and what I do know of them…of your kind…is not pleasant.”
“You said one ruined your life. You were attacked?”
“No. It was my father. He…he died. I was four.”
“Oh, Aleah. I’m so very sorry. It must have been a young vamp, freshly turned, perhaps, and temporarily hunger-driven. Those of us older and more experienced will feed without harming our prey. As you experienced last night.”
Prey. What am I thinking, entertaining such a being in my bed? He sees all human creatures as his prey, obviously including me. My tone is sharper than I intend when I answer. “It wasn’t a young vamp. It was two of them. And one was actually a woman.”
Luc sits up so quickly I don’t even see the movement. His eyes narrow. “A…woman?”
“Yes, that’s what my aunt told me, when I grew old enough to understand.”
“I…see.” There’s a new note of tension in his tone. “If you were four, then this was about twenty-five years ago?”
“Mm hmm. What’s the matter?”
“I’m not sure.” There’s a note in his voice I can’t identify. “Have you always lived in Hatton Grove?”
What a strange question. “No. I was born in the city, and lived in Melbourne with my aunt after my father passed away. It was only after she died too—cancer, sadly—that I decided to get away from…people.”
Luc’s frown creates vertical lines between his dark brows.
“So, you moved here because of your gift?”
A gift. No one has ever suggested my banshee power is anything but a curse. “Yes, it is a little easier out here. I don’t experience every human death. If I did, it would be non-stop agony and I think perhaps that would kill me, too, despite the protection afforded by my fae blood. I do feel the call if it occurs within a certain proximity. I might be isolated from others out here, but where there are less people, there are less death calls.”
Until the rogues came to town.
As if he hears my last thought, Luc swings his legs out of bed. “I need to check out some information. I have to go, Aleah, and I’m not sure when I’ll return.”
Oh. Well. That was over quick. “Sure.” At my core I know he genuinely has to leave, especially given the nature of his job and the threat we’re currently facing in this area. But the sudden need to exit dredges up past not-so-enjoyable memories. It’s been three years since I moved here and started tending my precious bees. Three and a half since my last “almost” hook-up with a man who got to witness first-hand the anguish of a banshee’s death call. We were just about to get hot and heavy when the agony hit.
I will never forget the look of horror and disgust on his face as death came for one of my fellow tenants in the apartment building. “You’re one of those? A supernatural creature? I thought you were like me. Human.”
He spat on me and left, and I couldn’t even muster the energy to wipe off his spittle because I was curled up on the floor of my apartment in the throes of death, wailing softly to myself.
That was not my first experience of speciesism, which is what the blind hatred of anyone or anything not human is called under Accord rules. Back then, though, it was the final catalyst to sell up and move out here where there is less chance to experience the call of the banshee.
Luc finishes dressing and pauses at the door. “I would stay if I could, little one. Our story has only just begun. I will return.”
There’s so much promise in his tone my body instantly heats once again.
Of course, he picks up on it. Why would he not? He’s a vamp with heightened senses. His nostrils flare, as if he can smell my need from all the way across the room.
“Have a shower, Aleah. Wash off the residue of our lovemaking and enjoy all the nuances of sensation that your no-longer-virginal body will now reveal. I will leave a pot of coffee for you downstairs.”
Such a mundane way to finish, and yet he puts so much subtle inference into the words that a shiver runs all the way from my scalp to my toes. Is it because he’s preternatural that my whole body feels energized and full of zing? Is it because of his vampirism, calling to my hybrid blood and speeding up my pulse to breakneck speed?
Or is it as simple as pheromones and nothing at all to do with species? A man and a woman, whose chemistry calls to each other in a way I never knew existed outside of romance books. Whatever it is, I can’t wait for his eventual return.




Chapter Six
My body aches in unfamiliar places and I need to take Luc’s advice and have a hot shower to wash away the remaining traces of mine and the vampire’s coupling. The rush of hot water meanders down my body. What would it be like to have his hands follow the rivulets of moisture over my curves? My nipples harden at the thought, and the nub between my legs swells in anticipation of a caress that I pray might eventuate again.
Even though we spent most of the night making love, it seems my body has still not had enough.
The sun is high in the sky when I finally make my way downstairs and add some bread to the toaster. Where is he sheltering now that it’s full daylight? Is he back at the Royal Hotel, in his presumably daylight-proof room? I know most hotels these days offer rooms specially fitted out for any supernatural clientele, but until now I’d never thought about it in the context of my local pub and eating place. Hopefully he has gone to ground, wherever he might be. Even though it’s mid-winter, the weather has been unseasonably warm and there’s a bite in the sun when it’s out, even for non-vampires like myself.
In some respects, it is good that he decided to leave now. The distress and distraction of the past couple of days has taken over and I need to check on my bees. I haven’t been out to the hives recently and I have to collect honey and wax and head into town to replenish some of the wares in the shop. Hopefully, that will give me a chance to find out about funeral arrangements for Darrie and Gwen.
After breakfast I don protective wear and head out to the far paddock with my smoker and collection tub to check the hives. I never take too much—the honey provides sustenance for the bees as much as it does for my customers and I would never deprive them of what my babies need to thrive.
The swarm is buzzing with more activity than usual. Most are usually out collecting at this time. The mood is so agitated I need to add smoke to calm them down. Usually I can just croon to them in my defective voice, which for some strange reason they seem to love. I bring the smoker only as a precaution, but this is the first time since I began keeping bees that I’ve been forced to use it.
What is going on? A glance around the field reveals no sign that anyone else has been here, and the hives certainly look untouched, but something has definitely unsettled them.
Afterward, I visit the storage barn that serves as my warehouse and load up my car with the latest batch of honey-based products I finished making last week. Sales of these products via the local store in town is how I make enough to pay the bills. It’s not much, but I live simply. Once the car is loaded up, I head into Hatton Grove for my usual fortnightly visit.
Laura, the woman who owns the store, greets me with a worried look instead of her usual smile. “How are you doing, Aleah? I’m really concerned about you out there on your own. I heard about Darrie and Gwen.”
“Yes, such a terrible thing.” We hug for longer than usual. Eventually we release each other. “Do you know anything about the funeral, Laura?”
“It won’t be for a little while, I believe. I think there’s something about their deaths that needs further investigation. We all thought some kind of wild animal when we first heard, but Bernie said the supe police are now involved, so you know what that means.”
My heart thumps as I nod agreement. Word certainly gets around quickly in small towns. Bernie, our local cop, should know better than to spread gossip, but I guess everyone is worried about their own family and friends as well as being sad for the loss of such a popular local couple.
“I think they found something at the scene. Bernie started to say, but then he bit his tongue and refused to speak about it further.”
What did they find? Does Luc know about this? What does it mean? Before I can ask any questions out loud, Laura lays a hand on my forearm. “Are you all right out there on your own, Allie? You can always come and stay at ours for a bit, if you like. You know Davey loves to see you.”
I smile at Laura, grateful for her caring attitude. “Davey is adorable, and you know I love him.” Laura’s seven-year-old son has Down syndrome, and I don’t think I’ve ever met a sweeter child. Like my dear neighbors, Davey and Laura are among the small handful of people I’ve allowed in close to my heart. I couldn’t bear it if anything happened to them as well. “Thank you for the offer, hon, but I’ll be fine. I’m used to taking care of myself.”
She frowns, obviously still concerned, but lets it drop for now. I head back out to the car and start unloading trays of new product for the store. I have a new range of candles made with beeswax and a batch of honey-fragranced soap that has proven popular with tourists passing through the region.
After I drop off my wares, I head to the store to stock up on groceries and cat food. Everywhere I visit, the mood is somber. Everyone is talking about my neighbors and making wild guesses about what might really have happened. I hear talk of vampires, werewolves, maybe a bear shifter, and even demons reaching up from the depths of hell to rip out their hearts and eat them. At least one of those guesses is correct, but preternatural creatures these days are mostly as respecting of human life as any human, and no one really has a handle on exactly what happened and why.
Luc’s name is bandied about here or there, too. The townsfolk seem particularly fascinated by the sexy vampire cop who has breezed into town to save us all. At least, that’s the gist of the various chats at the grocery store, where I fill my cart with supplies for the next fortnight and eavesdrop on snippets of conversation.
“Have you seen him? Sexy as hell, with that black hair and those piercing blue eyes.”
“Can you imagine being seduced by a man who looks like that?”
“Better than my old hubby, any day.”
Titters of laughter fade away, and I’m left alone with images of what it actually did feel like to be seduced by Luc. I want to call out and let them know that when he’s in the throes of passion, his eyes turn green instead of blue, so green that it feels as if you could dive in so deep you might never find your way back out.
Instead, I bite my tongue and let the other women drift away and carry my bags back to the car to begin the return trek to the farm.
I hope, wherever Luc is, that he’s okay. And I hope that, tonight, when he’s at peak strength, he’ll finally manage to find and destroy the remaining loup.
When I get home and begin to unpack, I realize there’s a note stuck on my coffee maker. He must have written it in the early hours of the morning before he left, because it damn sure wasn’t there yesterday.
Be careful, little banshee. The rogue attacks are indiscriminate and are clearly focused in this area, at least for the present. I won’t stop until I have tracked him down and ended his deadly spree. I can’t remain here to protect you and hunt at the same time. I will be back as soon as I can.
I scowl at the patronizing tone of the note. “I never asked you to stay and protect me.” I say the words out loud, even though there’s no one bar my two cats to hear. “I don’t need your protection. I don’t need anyone’s protection. I’ve done pretty well up till now looking after myself.”
He has a point though, and I make a mental note to drop into the local gun shop next time I’m in town to pick up an additional weapon. A wooden stake might be of use against a vamp, if you strike swiftly and firmly enough, but against a rabid were? I need silver protection for that. My knives upstairs might be enough, but they require close quarter fighting and perhaps something with silver bullets might be a better option for a confirmed non-fighter like me.
The sun is low on the horizon when I head upstairs to reload my belt. A stake in the loop on the left, and a knife in the right-hand loop. From now on, whenever I head outside, I will make sure I’m ready for anything. Thank goodness for Luc’s additional instruction in how best to wield a stake. I can only hope it will be enough, if I’m ever in a situation that warrants using it.
Automatically I stand at the window and scan for any sign of Luc, but of course he’s nowhere to be seen. I can’t believe how quickly he managed to get under my skin.
In a million years I would never have imagined losing my virginity to a vampire, of all creatures, and yet, now that it’s done, I don’t regret the decision one bit. Luc intrigues me in a way I didn’t expect.
My gut instinct still says he’s dangerous, but not toward me. Not unless I end up on the wrong side of the law. Even then, I don’t think he’d harm me. There’s something almost tender in his touch and in his look that I think surprises even him.
Luc is someone I’d like to spend more time with, but that’s unlikely until this current situation is sorted and the danger to the community I know and love has passed.
***
I’m not sure what sound awakens me, but I come to consciousness instantly, reaching for the weaponed belt on my bedside table.
Bobo is sitting up on the bed, all bristled and bushy-looking. Suki is on the dresser, and even in the darkness I note her wide-eyed alertness. Both are staring toward the window. I slide out of bed; thankful I fell asleep wearing a t-shirt and pajama bottoms instead of my usual nakedness. The belt fits neatly around my waist and I slip my feet into a pair of boots. If I have to venture outside, I need to be mindful of snakes on top of any supernatural creatures who might be lurking in the vicinity, though admittedly it would be rare to encounter a snake at this colder time of the year.
Once downstairs, I stand at the kitchen door and stare out into the night, leaving my lights off and waiting for my eyes to adjust. I search for any unusual movement along the tree line edging the garden area. Nothing. What woke me? What has caused these goose bumps to raise up along my arms? Why did the cats crowd my legs as I snuck down the stairs and then disappear under the nearest furniture?
There’s a prickle in the air that just feels…wrong. But even with my fae-enhanced vision I can’t discern anything out of the ordinary.
I’m just about to turn away when the sound of a car careening madly up the road fills the air, and then it turns in to my property and comes to a screeching halt right at my garden gate.
Laura? When my friend opens the door and lurches out, I realize she’s bleeding from some kind of facial wound. What the actual hell? I yank open the kitchen door and race down the stairs to meet her. She opens the rear passenger door of the car and my heart lurches when she pulls her young son, Davey, from the back seat. He’s as pale as a ghost, his dark eyes large and frightened.
“Let us in. Let us in. Aleah, please help us.” Laura is sobbing, and reaches out toward me with one hand while clutching at Davey with the other. Both of them collapse into my arms and Laura begins to cry in earnest. The boy is silent, clearly too traumatized to make any sound. I stagger under the weight but then right myself, lifting Davey onto one hip and supporting my friend as I make soothing noises and try to calm them both down.
“Shhh. It’s okay, you’re here now. What happened, hon? Come on inside. Do you need me to call an ambulance? Is Davey okay? Are you—”
“They nearly got him. They nearly got Dave. But I grabbed one of grandma’s sterling silver knives and…”
They? She gulps and starts crying again, and fear crashes into me when I realize what must have happened. Silver. A supe. All humans keep silver now, since the preternaturals came out of hiding. Silver won’t kill a vamp the way it will a shifter, but it will slow down any supernatural creature except fae. Iron is a fae’s weakness, and even though my human blood enables me to tolerate it, even I avoid touching anything iron more than I have to.
“Come on. It’s okay. Let’s get you both inside.”
I guide them toward the stairs and we’re almost at our destination when I hear the low growl.
Oh. Shit.
I lean into Laura and say quietly, “Get inside now, and lock the door. Call Bernie at the station and tell him the rogue vamp is here. Tell them to find the vampire cop and let him know the loup is at Aleah’s place. Go.”
“But how will you—”
“Quickly! Think of Davey.”
I don’t wait to see if she has complied. Instead, I turn and scan the darkness in the direction of the sound. Yes, there. A set of eerily-red eyes stares unblinkingly in my direction. I have two choices. I can back up, slowly, and try to make it up the stairs and all the way inside to safety before he charges. It’s still possible I might make it before he can cross the yard and reach me. I might. Or, I can stand and fight for the people I care about.
If I can hold him off long enough for the cops to get here—long enough for Luc to get here, is what I really mean, and this moment behoves self-honesty—then they might have a chance to bring him down instead of endlessly chasing a shadowy will-o-the-wisp who always lives to kill another day.
Keep him here long enough for Luc to arrive and help me save the day. A little voice inside my head starts laughing maniacally at that thought. He’s not going to get here before I’m torn to shreds like my unfortunate neighbors. No one is going to get here in time.
What good are you, dead, to anyone? Running is the best option. Run. A lightning quick glance over my shoulder reveals that Laura and Davey are now safely under my roof. He won’t get them now, not unless they venture back outside.
An image of my dad rises in my memory. The two of us are seated at the kitchen table, both laughing as he pulls a ridiculous face and three-year-old me tries to mimic him. My father, so loving and supportive even though his daughter was different than everyone else we knew.
I failed him back then. And while I will likely die trying tonight, there’s no way I can run from this. Part of me has simply had enough of rogue supes who go around killing innocent people. Part of me wishes Luc were here right now, so we could fight together and have half a chance. Part of me is utterly terrified, knowing that tonight’s the night I’m probably going to die.
But the part of me that wins the argument is the one that says, enough. No more.
The vamp moves out of the trees into the clearing and I finally get my first real look at the monster of my nightmares. This is no Luc. This creature is naked, it’s whole body white and hunched, with long, spindly limbs reminiscent of a spider. Its face is frozen in a rictus of hatred. The red glow of his eyes is freakishly scary and the spittle dripping off his yellowish fangs makes my stomach turn. There’s no smell, as such, but there’s an oozing miasma of something poisonous surrounding him that just feels wrong. Bad.
My fae half senses that this is no ordinary rogue. The creature carries some unnamed darkness within him that no amount of “loupness” can explain.
Intelligence flares behind the red glow and that fact in itself is far more frightening than all the rest put together. Loups have no reason. Loups do not think logically and rationally—which means this creature is extremely dangerous.
My heart pounds so hard it feels like it’s about to lurch right up out of my chest. For a moment, I think my legs might fail me. I lock my knees to hold myself upright. I will not fall in front of this devil creature. I will not die on my knees without first putting up a damn good fight.
At least I was able to save them. I couldn’t save Darrie or Gwen. I couldn’t save my beloved dad. But I’m damn sure going to do my best to enable Davey and Laura to live through this nightmare and see the light of tomorrow.
Thank everything that’s holy I brought my weapons out here with me, though carrying one measly little knife and a wooden stick to this fight will be like trying to subdue a tiger with a toothpick. Still, my odds are better than Laura’s…
“Come on, you crazy, naked little vamp. Want to play? Try me.” What the fuck am I doing? He’s already proven insane. He won’t need me to taunt him any further to get him to attack.
Do banshees ever herald their own impending death?
I don’t know enough about my own kind. I hid from my heritage all these years because I was scared of it, and now I won’t get to explore who I really am. I don’t know how things might have progressed with Luc, if we’d only had the chance. Now I’ll never know.
I haven’t lived long enough to die tonight.
I shift the stake to rest more comfortably in my grip, exactly the way Luc showed me, and draw the knife with my other hand. Then a tiny yelp escapes when another set of red eyes appears beside the first. Two of them.
Laura said they almost got Davey. They. Fuck it. I’m facing down not one, but two crazed rogues. Is there a fucking loup factory near here? As one goes down, another steps up to take its place?
This second one is no vamp. His maw is huge and distended, and filled with slavering teeth. Unlike the skinny vamp, his body is stocky and muscled. Half human, half furred werewolf. Another fucking were.
One that doesn’t need my permission to enter my home and reach my friends. As that realization sinks in, the vamp attacks.
He launches in a blur I can barely see and I call on everything fae within me to rise to the surface and help. Fae blood.
Bring me strength. Bring me speed. Bring me luck. Please. I slash blindly outward with the stake, side-stepping just in time. A rage-filled hiss in my ear and the lightest of grazes on my neck indicate how close I just came to having my throat torn out. Wetness coats my skin. Is it blood? Did he nick me? Or is it spittle that dripped from those disgusting yellow incisors?
No time to check. He’s on me again, and this time the weight of his charge knocks me onto my back and takes the breath completely from my lungs. I can’t see the were from this position, not with the vampire hunched on top of me, staring down into my face. My arms are pinned to my side by his bony knees. His mouth widens into an evil grin and I have to fight the urge to vomit as a trail of saliva dribbles out and drops onto my cheek.
“You want to play, hybrid?” The words are deep and gravelly—as if drawn from the depths of some unknown hell rather than emanating from his actual being. “Then why not tell me your name?”
He wants my name? My lungs finally begin to recover from being winded. Enough that I manage to draw in a breath and spit up into his face, but he only cocks his head and laughs. Horror rolls over me at the cracked sound. Is this the last thing I will hear? Is this the last thing I will feel—this spindly devil’s weight pressing me down into the damp night earth?
I blink away sudden tears as the other one appears in my vision. His wolf-like features with the red-tinged eyes above that misshapen muzzle are equally as terrifying as the vamp. He leans eagerly over the two of us, as if a spectator at a sporting event. A fight-to-the-death sporting event. “Leave some for me.” The words that emanate from the were are distorted but not to the point I can’t understand him.
The vamp grabs my throat and squeezes.
I want you dead, monster. I want you both dead. I can’t speak out loud, not with his grip tightening around my neck until my eyes feel as if they’re about to pop out of my head. The hum in my ears grows, overtaking all other noise.
It sounds like my bees, but that can’t be right. It’s night time and they’re safely tucked up in their hives. Red tinges my vision and everything begins to blur. No oxygen. Can’t…breathe.
Somehow, I manage to flex one of my wrists, the only part of my arm I can move, and jab into the vamp’s thigh with the knife. It isn’t much, but in this pinned-down state, it’s the only action I can take. The tip of the silver blade is super-sharp and pierces the monster’s skin deeply enough to elicit a squeal. It won’t stop him for long, but the grip on my throat eases and the weight on my chest disappears. I roll away as quickly as I can and stumble to my feet, coughing and spluttering and trying to get my crushed throat to work properly.
The titter of crazed laughter when I raise my piddly weapons in front of me generates a shiver down my spine. They’re enjoying the chase, clearly feeding on my fear. They circle me, one moving clockwise, the other anti-clockwise. I pivot, unable to keep them both in view at the same time. I’m their prey, and my time is just about up. Which of them will get me first? Will they rip me in half and share the spoils?
Two things then happen simultaneously.
There’s a blur of movement to my right and Luc erupts out of the trees and launches into an almighty leap over the heads of the rogues. He lands neatly beside me, his snarls rivalling those of the monsters.
And my body hunches over as the first signs of death begin to call. No! No, no, no, no. Not tonight, not now, and not this way.
My wail rises, as stifled as always but even more so from the damage the vamp inflicted on my neck. Luc cocks his head and I realize, despite my destroyed throat, he can hear the banshee call. This time, someone hears me. The agonizing sob breaks free and I begin to wail in earnest but there’s no time or space to sink into the sadness as a whole wall of pale flesh and fur, fangs and fetid breath is upon us.
The vamp dives onto Luc, somewhere off to the side. The other, the one that played the watching game up to now, lands in a huge leap right on top of me. His front paws are the size of dinner plates and I have no chance against the force of his attack. I topple backward and he lands heavily on my chest. Not even being winded twice in the space a few minutes can stop the call of the banshee. It’s my other, fed by fae magic, and something completely separate to whatever it is that gives me voice and breath.
Saliva dribbles from his maw down onto my face and he leans in close and sniffs. For a second or two I wonder if I can reason with him. Most weres aren’t like this. Most weres are as reasonable as any other supe. What made him turn into a monster? Then I stare deep into his eyes and know there’s no reason left. This close I can’t avoid the calculated madness behind those terrifying purple-red flames of rage.
Unlike the vamp, the were stinks. I nearly hurl from the stench of rot that emanates from his mouth, and from sheer terror at the thought that I’m about to get my throat ripped out.
“Your name, hybrid?”
With effort I control the wail long enough to answer. “Fuck off, puppy dog.”
His growl turns to an enraged roar, signaling the end, and I grin defiantly up into his face even as my death wail recommences.
I’m singing my own death. Am I singing my own death?
His jaw opens and snaps shut on my neck just as I raise my arm and stab the knife directly into his eye. It slides in easily, and I wonder if Luc will be proud of me. A whole blade of silver, right to the hilt. And I held the knife just the way he showed me.
One advantage of being considered easy prey is that your enemies often underestimate you.
Shock colors his furry expression and I scream for him as he dies right there on top of me. His suddenly limp body collapses completely onto mine and he’s so heavy I can barely breathe, let alone move. And yet still the banshee call goes on. There’s something very wrong, though. I’m crying and wailing, wracked with pain and sadness, but no sound emerges at all.
I really can’t catch my breath. Panic floods through me. I can’t breathe at all. Instead I try a gasp but it’s light and gurgly. I’m choking on blood—my blood—and more tears fall when I realize the death call is a double one.
I guess banshees can sing their own impending death.
He tore open my neck before he died, and I’m choking on my own blood. Sorrow builds for the future life I’ll never live, for lost chances, unrequited love, unfulfilled goals and achievements. I will never find out what might have been between Luc and me. I will never have the opportunity to build a life with someone I love by my side. I will die alone, as I’ve lived alone most of my life. I will never know what it is to truly love and be loved.
The banshee call builds to unbearable agony in my chest. With my throat almost completely blocked, there’s nowhere for the banshee cry to escape. I’m surrounded by death, covered by it, literally with this furry carcass, and now I begin to drown.
I’m drowning in your life force, Luc.
I turn my head to the side and watch him fight, wishing I could go to his aid. Luc is faster than the rogue, by a long shot, but the crazed one is driven by something more powerful even than Luc. A purplish aura surrounds them. Is that my vision failing, or is it the shadow of whatever magics are providing strength to this loup and the seemingly endless stream of others?
A vague memory surfaces from my childhood. Me, skipping down the street toward the park and reaching out toward an old man lying on one of the park benches near the swing. Purple. He looks so pretty all coated in purple. My father snatching me up and whisking me back home. Never touch the purple, Aleah. Purple is bad magic. Necromancer magic.
The purple is always something to steer clear of. And now its seedy miasma begins to swallow Luc.
I drift toward unconsciousness. It becomes harder to keep my eyes open. Luc is still a blur of movement, and I think maybe one of them is down. Oh my God, it’s Luc. Not you. Not you too. Please.
Help him.
In the murky dark amidst the depths of the banshee death agony, I start to hallucinate. A swarm of bees rises up out of the forest and heads toward me. The humming sound in my ears increases. It can’t be my bees. It’s night time. My beautiful creatures, come to say goodbye, at least in my imagination. I smile at the swarm, even though I know it isn’t real. Save him. Save Luc. Too late for me…
I try with one last effort to heave off the carcass in an attempt to do something…anything…to help. At least it won’t get Laura or Davey.
Random thoughts…
Now the were is dead, the vamp won’t be able to get in the house.
Fading…
Hey, vamp monster, look over here. Look at me. Let Luc defeat you while you’re distracted.
Instead, the darkness grows, and at the last, before it takes me completely, I realize death is not so bad, after all. There’s a growing warmth, a sinking feeling, and then…nothing.




Chapter Seven
Luc
She’s dead. They killed her. They killed her before I had the chance to explain and beg forgiveness. I can’t believe she’s gone. Aleah. Don’t be gone. I need you alive.
The loup is on me. His rabid strength is beyond anything I’ve ever experienced in a vamp. He’s readying for the death bite and I have one last chance to do this. I lay still, gather my strength, drawing upon every ounce I have. Everything I am, everything I was, and everything I might yet be, coalesces into this one, single, moment of truth.
“You have no idea who you’re up against. Join our cause, and I can promise you power beyond your wildest dreams.” It may be the rogue speaking, but the voice isn’t his. The authority emanating from the words feels ancient and strong, far older than this vamp will ever be.
A purple haze obscures my vision and I blink, trying to retain my senses. “Who are you?”
The rogue grins widely, baring his fangs at me. I snarl straight back at him. See? My fangs are bigger than your yellow, rotten teeth. “I am the one who will lead the restoration. Restore the balance of power to where it should be. Give us her true name, descendent of Dracule, and you will bask in the glory alongside the supreme ones.”
Give us her name? My snarl intensifies as I continue to gather my strength. A strange buzzing in my ears deepens. It’s now or never. I take a breath to steady myself, timing my moment, readying to twist this fucker’s head right off his shoulders.
And instead, my mouth drops open and I involuntarily freeze as a swarm of bees descends out of nowhere and coats every exposed inch of the rogue’s lily-white skin.
His screech of rage and shock is suddenly cut off as more bees fly into his open mouth. I quickly snap mine shut, though they seem to be completely ignoring me and targeting only the rogue.
Bee stings won’t kill him, of course, but this many in such a coordinated attack disable him long enough that I’m able to achieve the impossible.
Aleah’s bees. She’s saving my life yet again.
I switch off further thought and reach into the swarm, finding the loup’s ears and using them as leverage to twist violently with every bit of stored strength I have. The distraction of the bees does the trick. He has only just begun to claw at me when the head rips apart from the neck. It holds together when I’m done by a stubborn piece of the spinal column. With an extra yank I snap that too, then toss the head aside and roll the now sagging carcass off me. Bees continue to swarm all over it, the angry buzz so loud I can’t hear anything above the noise.
There’s no time to consider why the swarm only targeted the rogue, and whether or not they’ll go after me next. I sprint to Aleah’s side and drop to my knees beside her. An involuntary moan escapes when I see the amount of blood that has already seeped into the ground. Her throat is a mess, her beautiful face so white she almost shines luminescent in the moonlight.
She’s non-responsive, but as a vamp I feel her pulse still beating, even without having to reach out and search for it. It’s faint, but there. She’s still alive, albeit barely hanging on by a thread.
I have no idea how to help her. No idea whether her fae blood will protect her from death.
“Allie.” I touch her shoulder, dip my fingertip in the open flesh wound of her neck. She doesn’t stir. Her blood is calling to the vamp in me, desperately screaming, but I ignore the call. This is Aleah. The one I want to protect more than anyone in this world. And I’ve failed her. I’ve failed.
“Aleah!” This time I yell her name into the breeze. When did she become so important to me? I’ve known her scant days, and yet, her death seems unthinkable. I can’t bear the thought of a world without her in it.
A rush of latent energy washes over me and I jump instantly to my feet, standing over her broken body and growling. Threat. Who…?
A tall faerie woman in a long, pale blue dress stands in the clearing, staring at us. She has the same hair and facial features as Allie, but there’s a cold, translucent quality about this woman that denotes full fae, and a powerful one, at that.
“My daughter’s blood has been spilt. My blood.” She strides toward us, her mouth twisting as she stares down at Aleah. “What have you done this time, vampire? How many fae…how many humans…must die before the abominations are stopped?”
I ignore her question and frantically ask my own. “Can you help her? Can you save her? Is it too late—”
She kneels beside her daughter’s broken body and runs her hands over Allie from her head to her toes, stopping to dip her fingers into the blood that layers the ground around her neck. “Far too late, if she stays here even a minute longer. If I take her home with me—”
“You mean, to the fae realm?”
“Of course. If I don’t, I will shortly be singing in the death of my own child. I may still have to do that, regardless. Hurry.” She calls out loudly in a language I don’t understand, and out of a sudden silver mist another fae appears. A large man, in dark armor, who instantly bends and lifts Aleah into his arms. “Take her straight to my quarters, Tarrien, and commence without me. Go.”
And just like that, Aleah is gone.
The faerie woman straightens and meets my narrowed gaze with one of her own. “I recognize you, vampire. I know you were there at the death of my daughter’s father. Have you told her the role you played?”
My heart lurches in shock. “Not yet. I planned to, though I haven’t had the chance—”
“Now you never will. Farewell.”
“Wait!” She has already turned away but perhaps she can hear real desperation in my tone because she pauses and briefly turns back to face me. “It—whatever it was—wanted her true name. It’s not Aleah, I take it?”
Shock ripples across her features and the misty aura surrounding her briefly changes from silver to gray-green and back again. That got her attention, all right.
“That is not her true name. Did she give it to them?”
“No. I don’t think so.”
Relief flares in her features. “Good.” Aleah’s mother clearly knows more than she’s letting on.
“What’s going on? It was necromancer magic piloting that rogue. I saw the purple trace. It spoke to me. Something, or someone, is creating these abominations, as you call them. That much is clear. Who is it, and why do they need her name?”
The banshee opens her mouth and closes it again. She appears to be considering how to answer. Finally, she says slowly, “You are correct. We believe there are a group of magical beings—a conclave—who wish to destroy the Accord. To do that fully, they need a banshee child’s true name.”
“But why? Why a banshee? Why not any fae, or…or my name, for that matter?” I would gladly draw the danger toward me, if it would help save Aleah. Would have helped. Nausea threatens. Please let it not be too late for her.
The fae shakes her head. “There is great power in any name, Luc Durand, but particularly that of a banshee. We are not like other fae. We carry the life and death of whole species in our hearts. A banshee’s true name in the wrong hands would unlock access to that darkness within us all. Even a hybrid…especially a hybrid…the addition of human blood amplifies the very thing that they are after.”
“Why Aleah in particular?”
“All my babies are at risk. But as to why her in particular… I believe that is on you, or at least, your Maker. Her father may have been chosen at random as a victim, but her cry was heard before the protector managed to blast her into silence to hide it.”
“Wait. She has a protector? A fae protector?”
“Had. I dismissed him after a couple of years when nothing seemed amiss.” She waves a casual hand. “And it is now on those of you remaining in this world to find who would seek the power, and ensure you destroy them, before they destroy everything you all appear to hold dear.”
She disappears so quickly, even my vampiric eyesight doesn’t catch the exact moment she leaves. Now I have no way to know whether the beautiful woman who saved my life not once, but twice over, will even survive the night.




Chapter Eight
Aleah
Warmth. Pillowy softness. Light. So much light, beating back the darkness. I open my eyes, confused for a moment. Am I dead? Is this heaven? Then a pale face with strong cheekbones and pointy ears appears in my vision and I jerk back and away from the stranger. Definitely not heaven.
“She’s awake.”
I blink and lift my head. I’m lying in a huge white bed with the softest and most comfortable mattress I’ve ever lain on. White netting drapes the four posts that lead up from the bed toward a ceiling somewhere far above. Presumably above, anyway. There appears to be no ceiling whatsoever, only a silver mist that provides a sense of comfort despite its apparent austerity. What the hell is this place?
“Welcome home, Aleachiarsiwella.” A woman’s melodic voice washes over me, instantly creating images in my mind of a dark-haired woman caressing my face and crooning over my cradle. Memories? A weird dream? Mother?
I sit up so fast a wave of dizziness hits, and I close my eyes for a second until equilibrium returns. When I open them again, I meet the curious gaze of the faerie seated in a chair beside the bed. Definitely my mother. There’s no doubt in my mind that this is the woman who birthed me. It’s almost like staring into a mirror. Only, this mirror is a distorted one, where the reflection staring back at me is one thousand times more beautiful than the reality.
“Hello, Mom.” Gut instinct tells me she’ll hate that term, and by the brief tightening of the skin around her eyes and her suddenly pursed lips, I know I’ve gotten it right.
A slight guffaw emerges from the male fae standing a few feet behind her. He must be the one who was leaning over me when I woke. My mother turns and presumably glares at him because, after a brief moment where he narrows his eyes and glares back at her, he starts to back away slowly. I note his hand lifts to hide a persistent grin.
“So good to see you again after all these years.” I can’t seem to stop the hearty tone. There’s so much emotion roiling around inside me that I don’t quite know how to process it. I died. Or so I thought. And now I’m not dead. And my mother, who I haven’t seen in forever, is sitting here staring at me as if I have two heads.
Again, her lips purse, but her negative reaction is brief. Annoyance makes way for apparent delight. “My darling, Aleachiarsiwella. So happy we could bring you home at last and bring you back to the land of the living with our healing.”
“It’s Aleah, these days. Remember?” Now let’s see who can purse their lips the most out of the two of us.
“Of course. But—”
“Wait. Did you say…” Heal? Oh, my God. The memories come rushing back in. The crazed vamp. Luc fighting for his life. The yawning, stinky maw of that shifter…blood…darkness…the agony of death…
I clutch at my throat, running my fingers up and down the flesh, searching for imperfection. Nothing. It feels completely normal. “What the actual heck?”
“Here.” My mother waves her hand and an ornate, silver, hand mirror materializes in the air. She leans forward to pass it to me. I double-check my neck from every possible angle, confirming what my finger exploration already revealed.
How is that possible?
“I was dying. I was dead.”
“No, you weren’t. I would know.” Vaguely, I recall saying something similar to Luc when I first met him, and the urge to laugh is ridiculous but strangely comforting. Oh, Luc.
“You were less than a minute away from death in the human realm, by my calculation. You almost made me experience the banshee cry.” Mother’s indignation is so strong she almost has me feeling sorry for her.
“Hold on a—”
“Of course, I brought you back here.” She interrupts as if I haven’t spoken at all. “Our magics are strongest at home, and we needed everything we had to bring you back from the brink. We almost didn’t succeed.”
I’m intimately familiar with death and well aware how close I came to losing my life. My connection to living was as tenuous as spider silk, and not nearly as strong.
“We? Was it you who saved my life?”
“Well.” If I didn’t know better, even after spending only a few minutes with this woman, I’d say my mother was embarrassed. “Tarrien did, I suppose.”
Tarrien? I look beyond her to the male fae now standing several meters away. He raises a hand and tips his forehead. I nod back and tap my heart. He lifts his brows as if surprised, and then flashes me a quick grin. Bet dear old mom has never thanked him for anything.
Dear old mom is still speaking when I tune back in. “—at my say-so, of course. He’s a winter warrior, so he carries the power of healing as well as death.”
“Whereas your power—and mine, I guess—is only about death.”
She half rises out of her seat. I’ve clearly hit a nerve. “No! My power is about life, Aleachiarsiwella. As is yours. We might be destined to forever experience the banshee cry of death, but that cry is as much about life as it is about anything else. It provides the balance and harmony. Where there is life, there is also death. The yin to the yang, as the humans say. Our call provides the living with enough warning that they have a chance to say goodbye. Many don’t ever have that opportunity, especially when a banshee is not there to furnish a warning.”
But
that’s not enough. I don’t want to give people the chance to say goodbye. I want the power to save life. To protect the people I love.
“Is Luc alive?”
Mother raises a brow. How is it possible for her to convey supreme distaste in that gesture and still look elegant? “You mean that…vampire?” Her mouth lifts in a sneer. “The one who was there when your father passed? Yes, he survived. Though why you’d care about a non-fae—and that particular creature especially—is beyond my understanding.”
Horror punches me in the gut and I nearly lose the contents of my stomach all over this pillowy white comforter. “Luc…killed dad?”
Luc—the man I allowed to take my virginity? He’s alive. Relief fills me, followed by horror. He killed dad. But he made it. He made it. He’s alive. A roller coaster of emotions washes over me. It’s not possible. Is it? Surely, he didn’t…he’s alive. He made it.
I don’t realize I’m holding my stomach, rocking back and forth and moaning, until she gently takes my hands and forces me to stillness. “Stop, child. You’re embarrassing yourself, and me. Your supernatural lover is still alive. And no, he didn’t kill your father. Why do you have to be so dramatic?”
“Are you serious?” I stare at her, finally seeing her true nature. Seeing beyond the surface beauty that presumably attracted my father, to the cold and calculating creature that lies beneath. It is as if the deceptive silver mist has cleared. This banshee—this woman who birthed me—is not a nice creature at heart. She doesn’t care about anything except herself, and clearly, she receives enjoyment from baiting me.
For the first time in my life I’m seriously happy she left when she did. Imagine being raised here, in this cold, empty place by a woman clearly without empathy for others? I’m glad I was raised by my human half of the family. Even if my aunt was less affectionate toward me than she would have been if I were one hundred per cent human, she never deliberately said or did anything to make me feel bad.
“If he didn’t kill dad, then who did? How do you know about it? And why was Luc there?”
The answer to that final question is more important than why or how I ended up in the faerie realm.
She shrugs. “His Maker went rogue and partnered with a were shifter. Together, they killed many innocent humans before your pet vampire brought them down.”
He brought down his own Maker? Veronique, the woman he professed to love. I can’t even imagine the horror he must have felt at having to take such action. Oh, Luc.
I want to see him. I want to hold him. I want to confirm for myself that he really is okay.
Thoughts tumble through my brain. I don’t really understand. Another rogue pairing? Has this current strangeness in the world been going on for twenty-five years? Why wouldn’t he tell me that, if not the rest?” I think back to how quickly he disappeared out the door after he discovered my dad had been killed by a female vamp. There was opportunity then to mention it, surely? My eyes narrow. “And how do you know this?”
Mother stands and begins to pace the bedroom, if that’s what this strange mist-filled room can be called. There’s definitely a bed, and a chair and side table, but beyond that, nothing but white-tiled floor and a ring of archways around the perimeter, each guarded by a faerie in armor. Is that for protection, or to keep me imprisoned?
“I was not there, but others were. I had someone watching over you back then, to ensure your continued safety. I arrange protection for all my babies. Your true names are powerful and in the wrong hands, can be used for ill.”
What in fucking hell does she mean? I try to process her words as well as this overall situation, but it’s all becoming a little too much. I don’t really understand anything at the moment. “It’s a lot.”
“I beg your pardon? Speak up, child. Your voice may not work fully in the human realm, but it should work perfectly well here at home.”
“Nothing.” Part of me wants to smack this goddamn woman. Instead, I take a deep breath, and then another. Okay. Calm. “Do you confirm that Luc didn’t kill dad, but instead, he killed the person who did?”
At her affirmative nod, I add, “He killed his own Maker?” I still can’t comprehend the difficulty of that decision. I wish we’d had the chance to talk about it before everything kicked off and turned to chaos.
“Yes.” She shrugs and moves on to another subject, as if Luc and his potential angst is of no consequence. I guess, to her, it isn’t. “It’s good to see you healed, Aleah. Isn’t it lucky we found you in time to bring you back to the Court?”
“Ah. Yes. Lucky.” No matter what I might feel about her, the fact that I’m alive right now is clearly testament to her intervention. And Tarrien’s, of course. “Thank you for saving my life, Mom.”
“Stop—it’s Renna. Call me Renna.”
Nice to finally know my mother’s name at the age of twenty-nine. I’m guessing it’s not her true name, though, if she’s so hung up about that topic.
“Which Court, um…Renna?”
“Winter, of course. You’re a banshee.”
Winter makes perfect sense. Death is the ultimate ending, and yet there are many who also believe it is only the beginning. “I guess being a banshee could fit equally well in the Spring Court.”
“Don’t be ridiculous. There’re only two courts in our realm—Winter, or Summer. No in-between. Fall sits with us, and Spring with the other.”
Well, okay. You learn something new every day. “So, this is Winter, and you live here, now?” I slide my legs out of bed, not sure if I want to check out a part of my heritage I never considered before this moment, or if I just want to head straight home to my own world. And Luc. The decision is a no-brainer, really.
“I’ve always lived here. I visit the human world only to create more of us. It’s the task I’ve been given by the King, himself.” Pride laces her tone. “Banshees are fading out, Aleah, and it is my duty to re-populate however I can. You have several half-brothers and sisters in the human realm. Likely another in around eight months’ time.”
She lays a hand on her abdomen and I have to fight hard not to cringe. She’s expecting? Ew! Which poor human sucker has impregnated her this time? How long will she hang around in the child’s life before she says sayonara and disappears yet again?
I swallow back the bitter words and aim for general nicety instead. “Congratulations.”
She smiles widely and strokes her belly. “Thank you. At first, I thought one or two of you would do, but once I started it seemed like a good idea to keep going. Plus, humans make very good lovers.”
“Right. Okay.” Too much information. “So, how do I get out of here? I think it’s time for me to head home.” I really need to see Luc, and talk to him about what happened twenty-five years ago in my dad’s apartment. In my apartment.
I head determinedly across the tiled floor, searching vainly for a door. Which of the many archways leads to the exit? Or maybe there is no exit. Do they all simply teleport in and out of this place?
A wide-shouldered fae steps forward as I reach one of the archways, blocking my departure. He looks to my mother and awaits her response, stepping back silently to let me pass when dear old Mom glides up and gives an affirmative nod.
“Which way?” I don’t mean to sound terse, but this place is not conducive to calm and relaxing. At least, it definitely isn’t for me.
“Here.” Her hand touches my arm lightly and guides me to the left. “Come, you can at least see a little of home before you run away.”
We’re in a long corridor of what appears to be a grand home or perhaps a small castle. As we pass an opening in the wall—I won’t say window, because there’s no glass—I glance out on a world filled with silver-white wonder. Snow-covered grounds and thin trees bare of leaves shouldn’t be so beautiful, but my heart lifts at the sparkle of light twinkling among the branches. It’s the effect of sunlight arrowing its weak, winter beam through icicles dripping from the trees.
The view is picture-postcard-perfect and for the first time since I woke, I feel a faint sense of connection. “This is beautiful, Renna.”
“It is.” For the first time, her tone reflects true happiness. “And now that I brought you here, you will always be able to return if you wish. Despite your half-breed status, your fae blood is strong. All you will need to do is remember this view and this emotion,” she rests her hand briefly over my heart, “and you will find the path back to Faerie.”
As she speaks, the walls disappear and morph into a doorway, and we enter what appears to be a large throne room filled with people. These people, though, are like no others I’ve met so far in my life. These people are clearly all fae. Tall, pale and ethereal in their beauty, both men and women alike glide around with movements that seem effortless and smooth. Some have dark hair like that of my mother and me, but others are as pale-blonde as it is possible to be. All have the trademark pointed ears and high cheekbones that denote a full-blood fae.
I finger my own ears, glad in one sense that I inherited my father’s normal, human-shaped ears, but I feel so out of place here that I surreptitiously rearrange my hair to cover the anomaly. Everyone seems busy, intent on whatever business takes them scurrying through the space, but there are clusters of fae chatting and laughing and at the end of the great hall, a dais where two enormous thrones sit empty.
“Are they for the Winter King and Queen?” I’ve not heard anything about Faerie other than what I’ve read or seen on television, and most of those speculations are based on human imagination, rather than reality.
Renna laughs, the sound joyous and carefree. “Oh, Aleah. I didn’t realize how little you know.”
Well whose fault is that, woman? I don’t say it out loud, but I do raise a pointed brow when I turn to stare at her, and after a moment her cheeks turn a delicate pink. “Yes, well…” She clears her throat. “The Winter Court no longer has a Queen. King Tryppton banished her several years ago, when he discovered her in bed with her warrior protector. The king is currently in the market for a new consort. There’s a ball next week to introduce the current round of suitors.” Her gaze turns calculating. “Hmm. Maybe…”
“Absolutely not. Besides, I’m sure Faerie wouldn’t want a half-breed on the throne. No one likes a half-breed, do they?” Except, perhaps, a certain vampire policeman. The thought of Luc sends a pang right to my heart. Where is he right now and what is he doing? Does he wonder where I disappeared to? Does he even know I’m still alive? Has he managed to survive since I was brought here?
“How long have I been here, Mo—I mean, Renna?”
“You were unconscious for four days. Your wound was severe, Aleah, as was your loss of blood. It took all of our healing magics to repair the damage to your throat. Not a bad job, if I do say so myself.”
Four days. That’s not so bad. Unless… “Is time the same here as it is there?”
“You mean, in the human realm? Sometimes, but not always. Time is less…rigid here. Four days, four weeks…” She waves a laconic hand. “Could be four years, I suppose. When you return, you’ll know.” Four years? He could be with someone else. He could be dead.
“I appreciate you bringing me here and healing my wound, but please. I need to get home as soon as possible.”
My mother pouts daintily. “You’re no fun. Your father was the same. Very staid and proper.” She sighs heavily, and just as I’m about to insist, she adds, “All right. Just think of the location you wish to be. Think of exactly where you want to be, and with my magic to boost you…” She lays a hand on my forearm. “There. Now think of a location and the magics will guide you along the faerie paths.”
Guess I wasn’t far wrong with my teleporting joke. I close my eyes and fill my mind with thoughts of Luc. I don’t know where he is now, or even when now actually is for him, but I hope and pray he has remained in Hatton Grove.
Silver light bursts behind my eyes, growing and spreading until there is nothing but the light. I open my eyes and the light recedes until I’m standing in the dark. It is the dark of night. I’m back in my own world. Home.
Luc is seated on the front porch stairs, his head in his hands. As I take a step forward his head whips up, nostrils flaring, and he stares at me with obvious shock. “Aleah? You’re…alive?” A blur and he’s on me, lifting me into a tight hug and squeezing so hard I can no longer breathe.




Chapter Nine
Luc
She’s not dead. She’s not dead. I seriously can’t believe it.
“Stop—Lu—can’t…breathe.” Hell! I release the pressure of my embrace. I’m so happy to see her alive I instantly begin squeezing the life out of her.
“Sorry, I—I thought you were dead. I thought you died, and she took you back to…well, to wherever fae go when they die.”
When Aleah’s mother first took her away, I hoped against hope that she had taken her to Faerie for healing. When she didn’t return, hope began to fade.
“They used fae magics to heal me. I couldn’t believe it either, when I woke up. I’m fine, Luc. I’m alive, and I’m truly fine, I promise.”
Eventually I let her down, but keep her in the circle of my arms. It feels good to hold her solid warmth against me.
“Wow, you’ve lost weight, Luc.” Her hands flutter over my ribs, and exploratory fingers knead my back. “Haven’t you been…feeding?”
I shrug. “I waited here seven weeks, just in case you returned. Went back each morning to the Royal to sleep, and came back here every evening. Feeding didn’t seem as important as waiting to find out if you had…survived.” The despair grew every night she didn’t return. “But when time passed and you didn’t reappear…”
“I can’t believe that woman didn’t send word to let you know I made it.” She releases a hefty sigh. “On second thought, knowing a little more about my mother, I can believe it now. Wait, seven weeks? What’s the date?”
When I tell her, her mouth drops open. “The attack happened two
months ago? It’s been only a few days for me, Luc. I woke from a four-day coma—well, a healing sleep they called it—this morning. Wow. Time really does work differently in the fae realm.”
I don’t care how long or short it’s been. She’s here, and breathing, and now I have the chance finally to ask for forgiveness. “We need to talk, Allie.”
“Hmm.” She disentangles from my embrace and steps back, crossing her arms in front of her. “That we do.”
There’s awareness in her eyes. “You know?”
“Renna took great pleasure in telling me you were there at my father’s death.”
“No! At least, that’s not quite how it was. I—”
“I know what happened. I’m so sorry, Luc. Sorry that you had to be the one to…um....” 
My flinch is instinctive. Even after all these years, the guilt is like a gut-wrench of pain. She’s trying to spare my feelings, but maybe it’s finally time to face them squarely. “The one to kill my Mistress? Yes. It was the most difficult decision I’ve ever had to make. No choice though, in the end. Veronique went rogue.”
“She and another? Working in tandem, like the ones in this area?”
“Yes, exactly like that. And it wasn’t as if Veronique showed any signs of madness in advance. One night she was her usual self, holding court at the house and barking orders like she did every evening in our Melbourne nest. The next night when we all woke, she was gone and the killing spree began.”
Memories of family—the only family I’ve known since my turning—cause a pang in the region of my heart. “I had no idea, until you mentioned it after our lovemaking, that you were the banshee baby everyone talked about after your father’s death.”
She shivers, and moves away from me to take a seat on the top porch step. “What did everyone say?”
“They said the banshee child cried out when Veronique entered the apartment. She cried out to sing of death and sound a warning to her father, but a blast of protective power silenced the child.”
“Protective power? Took out my voice?”
“Your mother. Or at least, someone she appointed to watch over you.”
Aleah’s shoulders droop. “I don’t whether to love or hate that woman.” She drops her face into her hands.
“For what it’s worth, they do say that, without the protection, the baby would surely have died as violently as the father. She—or rather, you—would have been drained and left a husk. So, I guess that protection did save your life that day.”
“Or—” Her voice is low, spilling out between the fingers still covering her face. “Perhaps the baby was saved because a decent vampire swept in and took action. Action that went against every grain of his being. Action that involved a life and death decision between saving a human life, and destroying the Mistress he loved—the woman who gave him life. Perhaps that’s why I’m alive and sitting here with you today.”
“Perhaps.”
“Oh, Luc.” She lowers her hands and lifts her face to look me squarely in the eye. “I may have saved your life in recent times, but I suspect, twenty-five years ago, your actions saved mine. And most likely, many other innocent lives as well.”
The thought that it was my action that contributed to letting Aleah live all those years ago eases the ache that invaded my soul when I thought she was dead. I take a seat beside her on the step. Where our thighs touch, heat ignites.
“I think I still owe you one. Or at least, I definitely owe your bees.”
She smiles at me, and the vision is priceless. “I thought that was a hallucination. My dying brain playing tricks on me.”
“Nope. Without the intervention of your bees I would not be here now. How did you do that?”
“I have no idea. I just called them in my mind. Asked them to protect the one I—” Her cheeks transform from pale to an attractive shade of pink.
I knock her gently with a shoulder. “The one you…like? Maybe just a little?”
She stares down at her feet. “The one I like more than a little. The one I like quite a goddamn lot.”
I place a finger under her chin, forcing her face back up to meet my gaze. I hope she can read my conviction when I nod and say, “I like you a lot, too, Aleah. More than a lot. When I thought you were dead—” A shudder shakes my frame, and she rests a gentle hand on my thigh and leans her head on my shoulder. The pain of loss dissipates.
“I’m not planning to go anywhere, Luc. How about you?”
“I can’t promise to be here every night. It is the nature of my work to have to travel. We still haven’t gotten to the bottom of whatever or whoever is controling the rogues. Or turning preternaturals into rogues in the first place.”
“I think it might be necromancer magic.”
“How do you know that?”
“I saw it, that night. I thought it was part of my dying. The purple haze…it seemed to be winning, devouring you. I’m so glad it didn’t.”
“Hmm. Me too.” Necromancer magic. The fact that Aleah saw it too makes me certain my guess is correct. “We found a medallion at the site of your neighbors’ murder; a pendant with an unusual and intricate pattern. We think either Darrie or Gwen tore it off one of their attackers in the frenzy.”
She nods slowly. “Laura said something about that. With everything else that happened, I never got the chance to ask you about it.”
“It’s back at SUDAP now, in the secure facility in Melbourne. They’re still working on unlocking the pendant’s secrets.”
She shifts as if restless. “Did you touch it?”
“No.”
“Good. Not sure why that matters, but I feel like it does.”
“It felt wrong when I first saw it lying there in the dirt. Wrong…like…bad magic.” A shiver traverses my skin. Very bad magic.
I shift a lock of hair behind her ears. After all Aleah has been through, it seems petty to keep anything else back at this point. “I believe there’s a hidden agenda that is playing out here. An agenda that relates to the Accord. Someone, or a group of people, are trying to work against everything the Accord stands for. Possibly led by a necromancer. My team will need to investigate further. But at least we’re no longer proceeding completely blind.”
I cover her hand where it rests on my thigh and interlace our fingers. “While I will still need to travel, I do need a base…a place that…perhaps I might call…home?”
She raises our interlinked hands to her lips and drops a kiss on the top of my knuckles, one by one. The gesture sends tentacles of warmth reaching into every part of my cold vampire body. The residual unease that rose when I mentioned the medallion seems to dissipate into thin air. It feels so good to be warm. It feels so good to be with Aleah. It feels so good to finally, once again, feel alive.
“You are home, Luc. If you want. You have my permission to enter or leave this place as you wish. I rescind my own power to rescind the invitation. There. What do you say about—”
I end her inane chatter with a kiss that feels like everything I’ve ever wanted wrapped up in this one connection. Her mouth, her lips, her generous heart—even the strange gift of her banshee call. I accept everything she has to offer, and give all that I have in return. Home. Yes, I truly believe I may have finally found my place.




Epilogue
Tarrien
Neither of the creatures sharing a passionate kiss appear to have sensed my presence. Lady Renna bade me be discreet and no one, not even an armored winter warrior like myself, wants to end up on the wrong side of an enraged banshee’s temper.
My brief is to watch for danger, protect if needed, and above all else, don’t let the hybrid know of my presence.
The vampire is more problematic. If Aleah were full-blood fae, she’d sense my proximity in a heartbeat. Vampires, as a species, are generally far less skilled than fae in terms of their ability to detect the ancient magics, but this one in particular has a keener sense than most.
I roll my eyes as their kiss progresses to fondling. This is not a warrior’s task, to stand and watch others making love. And yet here I am, stuck until my brief changes and I am handed a new—and hopefully more suitable—task.
I touch the moonstone that sits in the silver filigree ring on my right thumb. The gem is a vehicle for communication, and it doesn’t take long before the air shimmers and Renna appears by my side.
“What is it, Tarrien? Is she in danger once again?”
My lip curls up in annoyance. Oh, how I dislike this woman. “Depends on your point of view.” I wave my hand, indicating the couple on the porch stairs now in the throes of tearing each other’s clothing off, and Renna takes a tiny step back.
“Oh!” Then her face clears and interest overtakes the shock. “Well. She seems to be doing all right for herself, doesn’t she? Truly, the vampire is not bad-looking at all. Hmm…his rear end is particularly shapely, now that he is free of his clothing.”
She leans forward. Not okay, woman. She’s your daughter. I drag at her arm, eventually managing to turn her attention back to me. “Do you seriously expect me to stay here and watch over this, Renna?”
She is quiet for a moment, closing her eyes and sniffing the air. “Can’t sense anything odd in these parts, any longer. Maybe they will be fine, after all. Maybe…” The banshee taps her lips thoughtfully, and then nods in a decisive manner. “Yes. I’ve decided. I want to relieve you of your duty here, Tarrien.”
Well, thank the winter gods for that. About time. I turn, readying to leave for home, when she stops me in my tracks. “Instead, I need you to visit Melbourne and check on Indigo’s welfare. I’ve been getting bad vibes about some of my other children. Should have had you check on Indie a while back, but to be honest—” She laughs lightly. “After my visit when she was seven, I forgot she existed.”
“How old is she now?”
Renna counts mentally. “Hmm. Must be thirty? Perhaps thirty-one. She came prior to Aleah.”
Distaste once again curves my mouth. This woman is seriously hideous, but my family owes her a blood debt and it is upon me, the first-born, to fulfil it. If I do not, my father will be killed, and my family will lose their place at Court. That fact alone would probably kill my mother.
“If I do this for you, my family debt will be paid, Renna. We will be even.”
“Of course. Now off with you, Tarrien, and report back via the usual channels.” She points at my moonstone and touches the matching gem at her neck, and then is gone before I can answer.
Fucking banshee witch.
I cast one last look at the couple making love on the porch. They seem well-matched and Aleah’s silver-white aura has extended to encompass the vamp. A sure sign that she has begun to find true happiness with her mate.
I’m glad for her. There was a moment there, in Faerie, when her kindness touched me more than I expected. She seems nothing like her mother, thankfully. Instead, she seems like the kind of creature I wouldn’t mind getting to know.
I wonder if I will ever find such a one? As a winter warrior, my heart is, of necessity, cased in ice. We are protectors, not lovers, and it is our duty to ignore the call of the flesh as much as it is within our power to do so.
Indigo. Indie. The name sends skitters of energy across my skin. Interesting. Will the hybrid prove to be more like her mother, or her half-sister? Or will she be nothing like either?
I turn my thoughts toward Melbourne and a human-fae hybrid named Indigo.
***
The End
I hope you enjoyed this first instalment in The Blood Fae Chronicles. Keep an eye out for Tarrien and Indie’s story, coming soon in Book 2, Banshee Song. Here’s a small taste…
Indigo
The last note dies away and silence fills the theater. The quality of that silence is sharp and expectant, as if everyone in the audience is holding their breath and waiting for more.
There is no more. Not for these humans. If I truly gave them everything I have, there’d be no silence. Only terrified screams, and the rush of bodies toward the exit. Away from the horror. Away from me.
Slowly the applause begins, escalating as the audience rises to their feet. A standing ovation. I must have excelled, tonight. I lift my chin and gaze out past the stage lights to acknowledge the accolades directed my way.
“Bravo, brava, huzzah…” The shouts vary from person to person, but all convey essentially the same message. I delivered what this audience wanted, and then some. “Encore, encore…”
I incline my head, blinking hard to force back the threatening tears. Do they know I sing of death? Do they know I sing of loss and all things that might be and never eventuate? Do they know how much it costs me, every time I stand up here on this stage, to croon the song of every human passing?
The power of a banshee is beyond any mortal understanding.
The power of a banshee’s voice is beyond the understanding of all of them, mortal and immortal alike.
Of course, I’m only a half-banshee. But even so, I have to rein in my voice to deliver as much as they can take, and not a single note more.
***
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Biting Temptation
Kim Cleary




Chapter One
I hesitated on the front porch of Tilly’s house—well, my house now—unlocked the door and peered into the darkened hallway. With a groan, I kicked off my heels and ran my fingers around the door jamb. Should be a light switch on the left wall, if my memory served me correctly.
After wriggling my fingers up and down, unsuccessfully searching for the switch, I collapsed against the wall and broke into a fit of chortling. Only a few wines and I was as tipsy as Aunt Tilly at the end of Thanksgiving dinner. 
Thinking about Tilly put an end to my laughter. It was still hard to believe the vibrant and energetic woman could be dead. We’d been close, but inheriting her wonderful Queen Anne house had been a shock. Getting the Literature Teaching role at the Dogwood Grove Private High School was a dream come true and my new work colleagues seemed like a friendly bunch. I’d somehow survived the first week of the school year—which was also my first week at the school—and several teachers had roped me into Friday evening drinks at their favorite bar. They proved good company and I’d drank more and stayed out later than I’d meant to.
I’d taken so long to get through the door my eyes had adjusted to the light. I’d left the kitchen curtains open and a sliver of moonlight cast a shaft of dull grey across the kitchen sink and table. Thank you, genetics, for my good night vision—better than daytime, given I needed reading glasses to do my job. I blinked at the still unfamiliar setting, the furniture little more than shapes in the dim light. I hadn’t changed a thing since moving in two weeks ago. Tilly loved this house and all her well-worn possessions, so changing things around didn’t seem right somehow. A heavy, antique coffee table occupied the middle of the rug in Tilly’s sitting room. My knee still ached from the thwack I’d given myself on its edge a couple of days ago. No way I wanted to do that again.
A hollow, lusty, meow came from the kitchen.
“Coming, Snugs. I know it’s past dinnertime.” My stomach rumbled and I let out a jaw-stretching yawn. “Past mine, too.”
Luckily my handsome fur-baby, Snuggles, possessed the easy-going nature of all Maine Coon cats and I’d soon be forgiven for a late dinner. Especially if I shared the spaghetti and meatballs waiting for me in the fridge.
“Food for both of us, a quick bath and then bed with a book, I think, Snugs.” Now I was home, I couldn’t wait to rejoin Dimitri, the sexy-as-sin vampire in the paranormal thriller I’d started reading last night.
Snuggles pattered across the floor to me, head-butted the back of my knee, and wailed even louder.
With hands outstretched, I made my way across the room. At the arch into my kitchen I jolted to a stop, mouthed a silent wow and let out a slow breath. Heavens if that wasn’t the biggest, silveriest super moon I’d ever seen. Snuggles trilled and chirped as he circled around and between my calves.
He jumped to the countertop, chattering nonstop. I reached for the light switch but let my hand drop away. The orb was just too gorgeous, and with the moonlight I could see well enough to find the vet only premium food my fusspot preferred to eat. I dropped my bag on the table, found his food and serving spoon and mixed half wet and dry in his bowl.
I pushed the bowl to his feeding mat below the window. “Do you think I could get a shot of that moon, baby boy?”
Busy eating, Snuggles didn’t answer. Being a Maine Coon, he normally did respond and we conversed easily all the time, but he also loved his food. Nothing going on here. Doesn’t everyone talk with their cat?
“I bet the camera is in one of the still packed boxes in the spare room.” Seriously, I’m talking to my cat, not myself.
I shrugged out of my coat and laid it across my bag on the table. “No way I’ll find the camera before morning, let alone find it while the moon still hugs the horizon. My phone camera probably won’t cut it.”
Snuggles jumped onto the window ledge, pawed at the window, and chirped at the moon.”
“Yeah, you’re right, bubs. Can’t hurt to try.”
I dug my phone from my bag, traipsed to the door, and swung it open. A blast of cold air raised the hair on my neck. Ignoring the shiver that ran across my shoulders, I snapped oodles of photos of the moon framed by the huge red oak at the back of the garden. Snuggles peered at me from the door mat but made no effort to join me on the top step of the back porch.
I was still trying to frame the perfect shot when a sudden movement at the bottom of the picture frame startled me. With pulse racing, I squinted into the dark shadows. Out of nowhere, a silhouette appeared at the bottom of the garden. A silhouette of a person against the moon, feet apart, hands in pockets, shoulders easy. A quiver in my stomach grew in intensity. It was either a silhouette, or a man dressed in head-to-toe black. I knew in my gut it was a man, and he had not been standing there when I started taking photos. Holding the phone like a tiny shield, I backed up to the doorway and slammed and bolted the door shut. Snuggles scampered off the ledge. I switched on the lights, yanked the blinds down, and raced to the front door to make sure I’d bolted it as well.
Yep. Safely locked in. Everyone raved about Dogwood Grove, a small town alongside the Columbia River in Oregon. Safest place in the whole USA, according to my work colleagues. No one ever locks their doors, so they all said. Of course, they nearly all kept shotguns in the house, just in case.
Good for them, I’d answered. This girl comes from San Francisco, hardly knows one end of a gun from the other, and is used to locking her doors.
I forced my limbs to relax, but I couldn’t resist a peek through the blinds.
He was still there.
In the same spot.
I started to dial 911, but canceled the call. What if it was a kid’s stunt? A cutout placed in just the right spot to catch my eye from the kitchen window? A welcome-to-the-neighborhood from the local teens? The kids I’d met so far seemed nice enough, but who knew what the adolescent terrors got up to after dinnertime.
“Put there by who? That’s the question, Snuggles.”
He gave me one of his hopeful more-food-for-me meows.
He obviously had about as much of an idea as me.
My bedroom on the second floor overlooked the back garden and the picturesque valley beyond. I ran up the stairs two steps at a time to get another look at the silhouette. Snuggles raced me up the steps, determined to win whatever game we were playing. At the landing, I stopped with my hand on the light switch, but instead of flicking it on, I crept around the perimeter of the room until I got to the window.
On my hands and knees, I crawled to the middle of the window sill and slowly lifted my head to gaze across the garden.
It was still there, inanimate as a statue. But from this angle, it was clear it wasn’t a cardboard cutout. His hair lifted in the breeze, and then he lifted his face and looked right at me. Our gazes connected and even in the moonlight, I just knew he’d smiled. The hair on the back of my neck rose and an unpleasant prickling sensation spread across my scalp.
I dropped into a squat, and my fingers fumbled across the keypad on my phone screen. I gave my name and address, explained about the strange, black-clad man in my garden and asked for police.
“It’s Doreen here, honey, we met on Tuesday at the school. Don’t expect you to remember. I’ll get the sheriff out ASAP. You stay right there while I put you on hold.”
Literally, she said ASAP as if it were a bone fide word. Even under stress, the English teacher in me churned to correct her. I pursed my lips together instead. Tuesday was my first day at my new job, and I’d met so many people, their faces and names jumbled together in my head in a mess. Her thin voice made her sound as old as her name implied.
I could have sworn the stranger’s eyes flashed a light, neon blue when our gazes connected. But no way could I see that, not even in the moonlight. I glanced at the call timer. I’d been on hold almost two minutes.
“He won’t be long, honey. Is the man still there?”
I risked another peek. “Yes. He hasn’t moved.”
“Sheriff Miller will sort everything out when he gets there.”
“I hear a siren already.” I let out a breath.
“No one is far from anyone else here in Dogwood Grove. Can you get to the door to let the sheriff in?”
“Yes, I’ll go to the front door now.”
I crawled to the landing and bolted down the stairs to the front door. At the bottom, Snuggles jumped to the stair post, and swished his fluffed tail from side to side.
“Stay on the line until he arrives, honey.” Doreen could have been swapping scone recipes. She sounded like she’d done this a few times.
“I can’t see the man from here. What if he’s moved?” Moved closer, for example. My voice betrayed my nerves with a high-pitched tremor.
“It’s not a problem, we just want to keep you safe. How you settling in? Tilly sure kept a fine abode.”
I couldn’t disagree with that. She’d left the house and its contents in good condition, obviously well lived in, and well loved. “Yes, so far—”
The siren grew closer and stopped. A car door slammed and footfalls pounded to my front porch.
“Miss Thompson?” The knocker rapped twice against the door, the sheriff’s voice somewhat muted by the thick wooden slab.
I peeked through the peephole. A man, tall, slim—and most importantly, in uniform—stood at the porch rails. “He’s here. Thank you, Doreen.”
He pushed his identification forward as I swung the door open. “Sheriff Ben Miller, ma’am.”
His sweet, southern accent tickled my ears. A brief smile lifted the corners of his mouth. He gazed at me through amazing blue eyes and my stomach did a back flip. Tall, dark and blue-eyed, with a killer smile. The combination sucker-punched me in the gut every time.
“Louisa Thompson.” Discreetly, I wiped my palm on my jeans and held out my hand. Is that what you did when meeting an officer of the law? Never met one before, so I had no idea. But one thing for sure, I was raised with proper manners.
“Miss Thompson.” He gave my hand a firm shake and nodded. “Can I gain entry to your garden through the gate?”
“The side gate? Yes, it’s unlocked.” No point in locking that one, as the whole back of the property opened to one of the many creeks crisscrossing the area.
“Bolt your door again. He probably ran when he heard the siren but I’ll have a look around.”
I bolted the door as instructed, scooped Snuggles into my arms, and darted to the kitchen window. Snuggles jumped to the counter under the kitchen window and bumped his head into my chest.
“Let me watch the handsome sheriff do his stuff, bubs.”
Snuggles was completely uninterested in Ben Miller, or what he was doing as he prowled the back garden with a powerful flashlight.  The cat’s loud purring helped to steady my pulse. With his dark clothes and hair, the sheriff almost disappeared into the shrubs. Occasional flashes of light showed where he was searching.
Damn, he was a good-looking man. Not handsome in a model way. Handsome in a sexy look-you-right-in-the-eye-and-smile-like-he-meant-it kind of way. He was surely taken. Or gay. Not that it mattered. I wasn’t looking. No, siree. As much as I loved Aunt Tilley and missed her, this inheritance couldn’t have come at a better time.
Ben glanced up as if he felt my gaze upon him.
My hand froze in Snuggles’ fur. I gave the sheriff a smile and little wave. Nothing wrong with watching the goings on though my kitchen window, was there? Not my fault if the man made the uniform look mighty good.
He switched off the flashlight and made his way to my porch. I swung the door open as he mounted the porch steps, shaking his head.
“Nothing?” I stood aside to let him enter the kitchen. “Can I get you a coffee?”
“No one is there now.” He glanced at his watch. “Thanks, I’d love a coffee.”
Still cuddling Snuggles, I busied myself with filling the old-fashioned percolator coffee pot and setting it on the heat. “Are you on call?”
Ben creased his brow.
“This evening. You arrived so quickly.”
His smile returned. “I wasn’t far away. We should talk.”
“Talk?” Despite his smile, his tone held an ominous ring. Too gloomy for just a stunt by wayward teenagers. “Do you know who it was? What he was doing just standing there? Should I be worried?” I set Snuggles on the table.
“Yes, yes and maybe.” Sheriff Miller pulled out one of the old shaker chairs, sat, and interlaced his long fingers on the tabletop.
“Wait.” I spun to face him. “You said maybe I should worry.”
“Have you eaten? A cookie might help.”
A cookie? A handsome chauvinist was still a chauvinist. Good. Meant I didn’t have to worry about whether he was free. “Shall I pour myself some milk as well? I’m not a child.”
“No. But what I’m about to tell you might come as a shock.”
My stomach decided to rumble and I remembered the spaghetti in the fridge. The salad I’d eaten at lunchtime was a distant memory. I made up a tray in silence, coffee pot, milk, sugar, and a plate of soft, saucer-sized chocolate chip cookies I’d picked up from the local bakery only yesterday.
I grabbed two of Aunt Tilly’s fine bone china mugs from the dresser, added them to the tray and slid it to the middle of the table. “I teach high school Literature and English. I’m not easily shocked, Sheriff.”
“Good. Hold onto that thought. And it’s Ben.” He poured for both of us, added two sugars and creamer to his cup and blew ripples across the surface of the steaming coffee. “I’m not sure where to start.”
“The beginning too obvious? Have you heard I’m a mean marker in creative writing class?” I gave him a bright smile to show him I was keeping this light-hearted and broke one of the cookies in half. “Why not start with the strange man in my garden.”
“About six-feet four inches. Slim build. Thick hair in dark waves on his collar. And when you meet him properly you will find he has shimmering blue eyes. Watch out when they change to amber.”
“Like Snuggles.” He jumped onto the table and tried to whack one of the cookies onto the floor.
“Hunter’s eyes.” Ben finished his coffee in a few gulps, leaned back and stared at me. “You must take this seriously.”
“You haven’t told me anything yet. Your description matches what I saw of the man.” I chewed at my lip, sure I hadn’t mentioned the eyes to Doreen, nor to Ben. “Is he dangerous? Why was he here? If you know who it is, why don’t you arrest him?”
A device at Ben’s shoulder beeped. He turned his profile to me to listen to the call, but by the tightening of his eyes, it was obvious he didn’t like the news the caller had delivered.
When Ben faced me again, his expression had settled into a poker face. “He’s dangerous, but not to you, not in the short-term at least, and not in any way for which I can arrest him. I must go. And we still need to talk—meaning you must listen.” He scribbled a phone number on the back of one of his police cards and thrust it into my hand.
I rested one hand against my hip while I gesticulated with the card. “You can’t barge in here, and start telling me the stranger is dangerous. Tell me I have to listen, then disappear—”
“No choice. Missing kid.” He ran his hands through his hair. “He’s run off before, but I have to go.”
“Of course. Hope you find him quickly.” No question that a missing kid took priority. I was in no danger, but I’d keep my blinds closed and doors locked.
Ben strode to the front door so fast I had to run to keep up with him.
From the front porch, I peered around the garden and into the road. “Good luck.”
“Your man has long gone. Sleep well.” Ben touched his fingertip to his brow as if in a small salute. “I’m sorry if I startled you. I’ll catch you tomorrow, if I can.”
“Sure. I’ll be home all day.” I grabbed Snuggles and bolted us indoors again. “Of all the nerve.”
Snuggles meowed his agreement. He nestled into the crook of my arm as I put the spaghetti into the microwave to reheat and tossed a salad.
“Sounds fishy. And nothing like the prime salmon you like to eat, bubs.”
Dangerous. But not to me, in the short-term, at least. And even though Ben knew who it was, he couldn’t, or wouldn’t arrest the man. The man with shimmering eyes.
I shook out a light tremor in my fingertips. I’d catch the mysterious sheriff tomorrow, no point in worrying.
Until I had something worth worrying about.




Chapter Two
The wonderful aroma of spaghetti Bolognese filled the kitchen. I set the table for one and turned to rinse out the coffee cups and plates from Sheriff Ben Miller’s visit.
Out in the garden, closer this time, the silhouette stood tall, again.
One of the coffee cups slipped from my grip and smashed onto the tiled floor. That was Tilly’s favorite set. My eyes tightened.
The nerve of him. Both men. The sheriff’s words repeated in my head. “He’s dangerous, but not to you, not in the short-term at least, and not in any way for which I can arrest him.”
Men could be so annoying sometimes. A lot of the time. Regardless, I couldn’t call Ben again, he had a lost kid to find. I rummaged for something I could use as a weapon and grabbed an old, heavy, rolling pin. I gave it a practice swing as I flung the back door open and strode to the top of the steps.
“Who are you and what do you want?” I lowered my voice several octaves and aimed for the student-quelling tone of authority I’d perfected in the classroom.
“Nicolas Gravier, at your service.” The man appeared at the bottom of the steps so quickly he must have sprinted across the lawn as I blinked.
He placed a foot on the second step. “Please call me Nic—”
“Stop right there.” I took a step down and brandished the rolling pin. The light spilling from the kitchen window highlighted his cheekbones.
He lifted his eyebrows and his lips quirked. “I sure don’t want to get on your bad side, Miss Thompson.” His cultured accent held a hint of European panache.
He shrugged his hands into his trouser pockets. His clear gaze held mine, his eyes a shimmering blue just like Sheriff Ben said. Probably in his mid-thirties, he wore his thick, dark waves brushed back from his forehead. A thin moustache and neat goatee surrounded plump, finely shaped lips. Even in casual clothes, he wore an easy, suave elegance. I leaned forward, watching carefully for any sudden change from blue to amber. He seemed amused by my silent study.
“My bad side is not a thing of beauty, Mr. Gravier.” My tone of authority wavered, but five years teaching high school students and dealing with both parents and school administrators had given me an elephant’s memory and the ability to hold a grudge like nobody's business. “You know who I am?”
“Your Aunt Tilly told me all about you.”
Well, she hadn’t told me about this tall, dark, and handsome stranger. I quirked my eye at him. “I know your family name, of course.”
“Of course.” He shrugged with the nonchalance expected of one of Dogwood Grove’s founding families.
“I see your name in the local paper often.”
He shrugged again and added a wave of his hand. “Properties and businesses, they build up over generations.”
“Your contributions to community buildings and projects keeps you in the spotlight, too. The Gravier Auditorium at my new school is amazing.” He didn’t seem dangerous so far. I shifted my stance slightly. “But Tilly never mentioned you as a friend.”
“Closer to a colleague, perhaps.” He reached for my empty hand. I thought he wanted to shake it in greeting, but instead he rotated my wrist and touched his lips to the back of my knuckles. It was a gentlemanly gesture, practiced and somehow sincere. He didn’t even hold on to my hand for too long. “Glad to see you settling in. It’s a lovely place you’ve inherited here.”
He sounded genuine, but the way he’d popped up out of the blue still rattled me. “Indeed." I gripped the rolling pin in both hands. "You were here earlier. Do you live nearby?”
If Tilly really knew him well, she would've invited him in for coffee by now. She’d have a fit if she got to hear about my lack of manners. But the man, while friendly enough, gave off an air of menace and intrigue. Sheriff Miller had called him dangerous, after all—just not dangerous to me.
He gestured toward the creek. “I live across the stream and down about half a mile. It’s such a beautiful evening, I couldn’t resist a walk.”
Stream gave the creek an air of grandeur it didn’t deserve. A walk in the dark on its boggy banks wasn’t my cup of tea, but with a shrug I acknowledged that it takes all kinds of people to make the world work. The Gravier mansion was closer than I’d thought.
“I’ve seen your place a few times. Aunt Tilly took me to open garden days and fetes on your gorgeous property more often than I can remember.”
He dipped his chin to acknowledge my compliment.
A cool wind made me wish I’d grabbed a cardigan before storming out of my nice warm kitchen. Rolling pin still in hand, I wrapped my arms across my chest.
We stared at one another for several moments. I envied the thick waves tumbling past his collar. Many women would, but somehow it looked masculine on him. Stubble accented his cheekbones, but there was nothing unkempt about him. I had no idea why I was studying him so closely. No way was I in the market for a man, not even one this enticing.
A flash of amber lit his eyes and drowsiness drew my eyelids down. I suddenly felt as stoned as if I’d vaped way too much hash oil.
“Tilly took me to a fair one time.” A strange bliss loosened my tongue even as warning bells sounded an alarm at the back of my brain. “I remember eating pink cotton candy and seeing a fortune teller in a blue and yellow tent near a lake on your huge grounds. She said I’d find my calling after many wrong turns.”
He gave a slight shrug as the glow in his eyes faded. “You are shivering. Go back inside, Ms. Thompson.” He cast his gaze from my face to my chest and back to my eyes, before half-turning and giving me a small wave. “I look forward to seeing more of you soon.”
Alert again, I stayed on the step and watched him walk with unhurried grace to the end of my garden. He had to know I’d almost drooled over him. More of me? Or more time with me? He hadn’t made it clear. Snuggles head-butted my ankles and I bent to pick him up.
“He sure is a good-looking man, isn’t he?” I scrunched my fingers around Snuggles’ head. “An enigma, a bit odd, and possibly dangerous, but European-model handsome.” I scooted back into the kitchen, pulled the door shut and bolted it.
I still wasn’t sure if I had anything to worry about.
#
I slept well and Saturday dawned a beautiful, blue-skied September day. I gazed across the garden as I sipped coffee and Snuggles lapped up milk. I skimmed through the pile of mail and flyers on the table, and stopped at a leaflet advertising ballet for seniors every Saturday at ten am in the school’s dance studio. There was no shortage of amenities at Dogwood Grove Private High School.
“What do you think, Snuggles? I’m not yet thirty, still decades off entering my senior years, but I have missed it.” And now I only had myself to please, not an ex-boyfriend who thought ballet was for spoiled little rich girls.
Snuggles chirped his agreement, so I showered and dressed in a unitard I’d held onto since I’d last practiced. I covered myself with an oversize t-shirt, used the online form to register for the dance class and Googled the closest place to buy suitable shoes.
At the school, with five minutes to spare, I stood in front of the printed notice, twirling brand-new canvas ballet slippers in my hand. I tapped my fingertip against my chin. Four years since I’d practiced properly meant I’d be rusty. I’d already Googled the teacher, a principal with the Kirov Ballet until a repetitive ankle injury cut her career short at the age of twenty-eight. That was ten years ago.
“Ms. Thompson, I presume? Are you joining us or studying my grammar?” A deeply accented voice cut into my dithering.
I spun to face Ms. Anna Osipova. Unlike a few people I knew, she looked as good as her Instagram pics. I guessed she knew my name as I was the only new kid registered for class. “It’s been years since I’ve…” I fluttered my hand as a wave of heat blossomed in my cheeks.
“A long time between classes, I see. We have a mix of beginners and returning dancers. Give this group a try.” She gestured to the double doors at the end of the long hallway.
We walked in silence. At the door, I stood aside to let her enter first but she waved me forward. A moment later she swept into the room as regal as the principal ballerina she had once been.
My eyes widened. A dozen women lined the mirrored walls in the large dance studio. I’d blown out a breath at the well-appointed Gravier Auditorium when I’d arrived. But this took my breath away as well. It wasn’t at all what I expected for a small high school in a small town. Several of the women smiled at me. They looked mostly around my age, though one graceful dame in a leopard print leotard had to be in her sixties, at least.
I took my place at the barre, stripped off the t-shirt and tossed it over my bag. I made the class thirteen. Ms. Osipova obviously didn’t believe the number unlucky. She took us through a series of basic stretching exercises to prepare us for barre work. My thigh muscles complained as we repeated forward and reverse lunge stretches, but my chest swelled with pleasure. I hadn’t even tried to dance in such a long time. But this room, these women, even wearing my old dance clothes, all swirled to pour joy into every pore.
At the end of class, a woman approached me. Barely out of breath and elegantly glossy rather than dripping with perspiration, she extended her hand and introduced herself.
“Imogen Williams.” She squeezed my hand in a firm grip. “My condolences. I knew Tilly Thompson well. Fine woman.”
She looked closer to my age than Aunt Tilly’s seventy-three years old. Though on closer inspection, perhaps her smooth skin and lifted cheeks were due more to Botox and fillers than youth.
“Thank you.” I retrieved my hand and gave her a quick smile.
“Do you plan to stay?”
Straight to the point. Just like Aunt Tilly. And a good question. It’s not like I had anywhere else to go. “I have a twelve-month contract with the school. We’ll see after that—”
“I’m on the school board.” She smiled, but it didn’t reach her eyes. “Let me know if I can help with anything.”
With the house and money Aunt Tilly had left me, I could afford not to work for several months, but it wasn’t in my nature to sit around and do nothing.
“We should catch up for coffee.” Imogen leaned closer and lowered her voice. “I’ll fill you in on a few things you need to know.”
I pulled away from her.
“More things I need to know?” Darn. I hadn’t meant to squeak that out.
The thought shouldn’t have come out at all, let alone in a queer, high pitch that made me sound as silly as if I’d sucked in too much gas at the dentist. I’d never found Dogwood Grove creepy on the many occasions I’d visited Aunt Tilly. But with first the sheriff and then this woman wanting to whisper secrets, it seemed downright eerie now.
Imogen lifted her carefully groomed eyebrows in question, but I wasn’t about to enlighten her. Not until after I’d spoken to Ben Miller again, at least.
I glanced at my watch. Darn it, I told him I’d be home all day Saturday. “I have to go. Expecting visitors.”
She raised her brow again.
I yanked my t-shirt over my sticky body and grabbed my bag.
“Perhaps coffee tomorrow.” Imogen proved herself not easily deterred. “The Tails and Hoops Cafe tomorrow morning? Shall we say eleven am?”
It was a favorite haunt of Aunt Tilly’s. When the weather cooperated, they opened large garage style doors to the road, letting in light and Norman Rockwell-style street scenes. Aunt Tilly always said it was to remind us why we put up with six months of grey sky and rain each year. On my many visits, we’d eaten walnut-pecan rolls, cinnamon rolls, pecan coffee cake, apple mazurka, blueberry scones, orange-currant scones, and banana-walnut scones. All delicious.
Imogen blocked the straightest path to the door, still looking at me expectantly.
“How rude of me. I’m sorry. I quite drifted down memory lane—”
“I hope the place brings back good memories for you. It was a favorite meeting place for Tilly and me also.”
I shook her hand again and pasted a smile on my face. No point in putting her off, I needed to network anyway. “Eleven tomorrow. I look forward to it.”




Chapter Three
The sheriff’s car was heading out of my street as I pulled in. I wound my window down as we slowed next to one another. “I’m sorry, Sheriff. Completely forgot about ballet class this morning.”
He grunted something unintelligible, turned his car, and followed me into the driveway.
Apparently, whatever he had to tell me couldn’t wait for me to reschedule. I glanced at my face in the rear-view mirror and let out a groan at what peered back at me. Not a smear of make-up, a shiny red nose, and hair flattened to my head from a scarf I’d worn to keep my hair from flopping into my eyes while stretching every which way during the cool-down exercises. I should have left the scarf on, at least I’d be sporting a fashionable bo-ho look. Too late to worry about that now.
Besides it was just a quick catch-up with the local law. It’s not like I was looking for a man.
I took a calming breath and faced Tilly’s house—my house now. My home. I had to remind myself this house I’d loved ever since I was a child really was mine now. I took a moment to admire the round tower, the wrap-around porch, its complicated asymmetrical shape, and its restrained embellishments in heritage blue and grey. It did the trick. No longer rattled, I strode to the front porch.
The sheriff beat me to the front door and stood politely aside to let me unlock it. “I can come back tomorrow if this isn’t convenient.”
“You’re here now.” I let us inside and dropped my bag at the bottom of the stairs. Snuggles looked up from where he’d been sunning himself in a patch of sunlight in the front room. “Did you find the child?”
His brow creased for a moment. “He arrived home this morning. Snuck out to go to a rave in Portland.”
“Thank goodness he’s okay. Just let me shower quickly and I’ll be right down. Perhaps make a coffee. I’ll only be a moment.”
He produced a tin foil covered pie pan from behind his back. “I brought pecan pie. My mom’s. Some say it’s the best in the county.” He didn’t try to hide the pride in his voice.
“Homemade pecan pie sounds great.” I crossed to the fridge to check the date on the cream carton. Pecan pie sounded great, but pie with cream sounded even better. “Got whipping cream here too.” I held the carton aloft like a trophy.
“Sure.” He gave me a smile that fluttered muscle-melting arrows into my legs.
Somehow, he looked even better in the daylight. I scurried to the stairs and grabbed hold of the bannister to stay upright. “Can you find everything—”
“No problem.” He gestured for me to climb the steps. “Tilly invited me in for coffee all the time. Coffee, pie and whipped cream will be ready when you get back down.”
I rushed upstairs to my bathroom, not sure whether I was more impressed with his ability to whip cream and serve pie and he knew his way around my kitchen, or worried that the lawman seemed to have an unnerving ease to send me back to teenage angst.
Either way, this would be one helluva quick shower.
He probably wasn’t lying about talking to Tilly all the time. Not that she ever mentioned him. And he surely wouldn’t lie about his mom’s pecan pie.
When I bounced down the stairs a few minutes later, the scent of fresh coffee had my nose twitching. He hadn’t lied about the pecan pie. I turned to enter the kitchen and sweetly scented steam wafted from the warmed pie on the table. The nutty and sweet aroma announced it as homemade and very fresh. Snuggles jumped on the table and meowed for a lick of cream.
“This looks and smells divine.” I scooped a small dollop of cream onto a plate and put it on Snuggles feeding mat.
“That’s a big cat. Should he be eating cream?" The sheriff served a generous slice of pie to my plate.
“He’s a big breed. And it’s either that or fight him off at every mouthful. You weren’t lying about whipping cream.”
“I try not to fib, ma’am. Not on the little things, at least.” He gave me a wink.
Going for light-hearted had the opposite effect and I recalled the urgency of last night, and his curtness in telling me I needed to listen. “Ma’am makes me feel old. Call me Louisa.”
“I’ll call you Louisa, if you call me Ben.”
“Agreed. Now what’s so urgent and so secretive?”
“Eat while it’s warm.” He shoveled a mouthful of pie in his mouth. It would have been churlish not to do the same. Besides, it looked as good as it smelled, and ballet induces hunger. I mixed a little cream with a small piece of pie and let it melt in my mouth.
I think I groaned aloud. When nothing but crumbs remained on our plates, we topped up our coffees and carried them to the front room. I sat on the sofa with a happy Snuggles licking his paws and cleaning his face. Ben sat opposite in the comfy recliner.
“I’ll listen, but don’t expect me to stay quiet when I have questions.”
“I’d appreciate if you’d ask questions, rather than throw me out.”
I might have thought him to be joking, except for the tightness around his eyes and the absolute gravity in his tone.
“Did Tilly ever talk about her role here?” He leaned back into the chair.
“All the time.”
He lifted his brow a little.
“She loved her role as the headmistress of a private girl's school. I’m sure I heard every story she had, two or three times each.”
“Not that role. The other one.”
“She retired at seventy. Sat on boards until her death. I hardly think—”
He lifted his palm to silence me. “I had hoped she mentioned something, especially given you’re the only one left in your family’s line.”
“Mentioned what? What line?”
“I better start at the beginning.”
“You’d better, or I will throw you out.” I waved my spoon at him for dramatic emphasis. But my curiosity was sparked. Something about the gleam in his eye suggested he knew I wouldn’t throw him out until I at least heard what this was all about.
Ben finished his coffee and crossed his ankle over his knee. Snuggles decided his lap looked inviting and jumped across the coffee table to turn a few times before settling against his chest.
“Jeez.” Ben puffed out a breath. “This beast weighs a ton. I don’t know how you carry him all the time.”
I flexed my biceps. “He’s only fifteen pounds, not so big for a male. Now out with it before I give him the order to attack.”
Snuggles chose that moment to whack Ben on the cheek for failing to pet his head appropriately. Ben barked out a laugh. “I guess I better pet the monster and start at the beginning. You know what a vampire is, right?”
“Of course. May or may not be sparkly, runs fast, incredibly strong, sucks blood and brilliant at sex.”
Ben pursed his lips. “You watch all the wrong movies.”
“Are you seriously telling me this is about my choice of movies?”
“No, I’m doing a lousy job of telling you fictional vampires aren’t necessarily accurate depictions of the real thing.”
“You mean in mythology?” That made sense. Aunt Tilly was a scholar in ancient mythology before she took the post as headmistress. “They aren’t real, you know. Aunt Tilly wrote papers on the subject. Her Buffy-verse article won accolades and awards.”
“She wrote papers on the subject because she knew they do exist.” He forestalled my objection with another raised palm. “You and she are both descended from a distinguished line of vampire hunters. Your friend in the garden last night, Nic Gravier, is the local vampire lord.”
Vampires and vampire hunters? I coughed out a laugh that ended in a snort. He had to be kidding, crazy, or both.
“There is no way my dear, sweet Aunt Tilly was a vampire hunter.” I shook my head firmly. “She studied mythology. She knew better than anyone supernatural beings don’t exist.”
Ben massaged Snuggles’ ears and the little traitor amped up his purring.
“You and she are both descended from a strong line of hunters. It doesn’t present in every generation. But it has in you. That’s why she chose you to inherit.”
A painful tightness constricted my throat. Aunt Tilly hadn’t said a word. Not a single word. This man had to be quite crazy. There had to be a catch to balance all the gorgeous. But then, out of all her relations, why did Aunt Tilly choose me? I’d always liked her, and had visited her at least twice a year, I was her only niece, but she had other relatives. I swallowed hard. “She told you that?”
“You think I’d make this up?”
“If it is true, and I doubt it, why do you know? Why did she tell you and not me?”
Ben moved Snuggles off his chest and leaned forward. “Because I’m the same as you.”
I snorted out a harsh laugh. “A vampire hunter. From a long line of the same?”
“From the same as you. We’re second cousins.”
“What? That means we shared a grandparent? Where did your Southern drawl come from? Is it fake?”
He opened his eyes wide in exaggerated astonishment. “My accent sounds fake? I’m hurt. We share a great-grandparent. My branch of the family is still in Austin Texas. I’m sure there’s a genealogy chart amongst Tilly’s things.”
“What brought you to Dogwood Grove?”
“A promotion and Tilly.”
I raised my eyebrow and he shrugged. “Our parents kept in touch.”
Looks like we had some history to explore, another day. I could accept him as a second cousin, but the rest? “No, this is silly.”
“Have you ever wondered where your great night sight and superior strength come from? I bet you enjoy a rare steak and streaked ahead in gym class at school.”
I jammed my fists against my hips. “How did you know—”
Ben stood. “You obviously aren’t going to listen to me. Find Tilly’s journals. Perhaps you’ll believe her.”
“And where are these journals, hidden in an old chest in the attic?” I didn’t bother to disguise the sarcasm I felt.
He paced to the front door. “Last time I visited, they were in her bookcase in the study. She kept meticulous notes.”
I remembered my manners, sped after him and let him out. “Thank you for coming, and for the pecan pie.”
On the doorstep, he gave me a brief nod. “We’ll talk again after you’ve read them. Until you know who knows what, keep this to yourself.”
He didn’t wait for a response. Snuggles jumped onto the wide window sill next to the door and we watched the sheriff stride to his car and drive off without looking back. Cousins, distant or not, put him in the not available category. That was a damn shame. Not that I was looking for a man. No, siree. I sang the words out like a mantra.
I glanced across the hall to the spare room. The door was closed tight. I’d shoved most of my luggage in there and was yet to fully unpack and stow it.
“We didn’t have a good look in there when we arrived did we, bubs?”
Snuggles bumped my hand with his head and let out a short meow.
“We might as well look. Need to unpack, anyway.”
I strode to the spare room shaking my head at myself. No way could I believe Sheriff Ben Miller, second cousin or not, and I couldn’t wait to refute his claims with evidence.
#
It took several hours to sort through the boxes I’d pushed together in the spare room. With everything put away and the boxes broken down on the back porch, I could finally see all of the shelves clearly. Snuggles had grown bored long ago and disappeared to find fun, or sleep, elsewhere.
I sat behind the large mahogany desk and stroked my fingertips across the birds-eye maple inlaid into its surface. It needed dusting. If Aunt Tilly was looking down at me, she’d be shaking her head. I’d often sat in the easy chair reading while Tilly worked and I never saw so much as a speck of dust in here. I’d always assumed one of her papers on mythology kept her busy. I spun the chair to face the bookcases behind the desk.
Surely, even if she donned a black cape and hunted vampires in her spare time, it would be secret? Would she leave journals lying around? I smacked my palm into my forehead. Was I going to take Ben’s far-fetched claim seriously?
Wouldn’t hurt to look and tell him to his face that he was dreaming. Or suffering from nightmares, perhaps.
I scoured all the shelves. No handwritten journals anywhere. Tilly used her laptop for research but not for writing. She dictated her academic papers for her straight-laced secretary to type up. I couldn’t imagine Tilly giving vampire notes to her or anyone else to type.
The corner shelves held various awards, family photographs and a few gorgeous crystal ornaments. But the doors at the bottom of the corner unit were locked. The only locked doors in the room.
I searched through the drawers and found no keys. My stomach growled. I needed coffee, and perhaps more pecan pie to tackle this. Wait—I pulled out the drawer and smiled to myself. Sure enough, someone had taped a small key to the back of the drawer. My smile broadened at the recollection of my grandfather and his favorite place for hiding anything he didn’t want a casual seeker to find.
Key in hand, I no longer felt hungry. My scalp prickled like it had when I saw Nic Gravier at the bottom of my garden, the local head honcho vampire, according to my distant cousin.
Enough of this. I marched to the corner unit, tried the key and pulled open the doors. Inside, a dozen or more leather-bound journals were neatly stacked. I grabbed the top one and opened it. Definitely Tilly’s writing. The last entry was dated one week before her death, I dropped cross-legged onto the floor and started reading.
The entry covered almost three pages in her dense, neat handwriting. She expected to live another twelve to eighteen months. She hadn’t said a word, and kept a diagnosis of an inoperable brain tumor to herself. My body collapsed into itself as my chest tightened and fresh waves of grief slammed into me with a vengeance. It was several minutes before I could face the journal again. When I did, I kept a tissue to my face to ensure I didn’t drip tears onto any of the pages.
She wrote about meeting her attorney to make sure her will reflected her final wishes, and about writing to me to tell me why she’d chosen me to inherit and inviting me to visit with her soon.
But I hadn’t received a letter. The first I knew about my inheritance was when the lawyer had contacted me, and if he knew about Tilly writing to me, he hadn’t said anything.
The entry concluded with a few paragraphs about how she hoped I accepted the Thompson family baton and thrived in our shared legacy. Our shared legacy? What the hell did that mean? I pulled out all the journals and found the oldest entry, written fifty-three years ago when Tilly was just twenty. She wrote differently then, full of excitement, enthusiasm, a yearning to embrace her destiny.
Snuggles head-butted my hip and let out a hungry meow. My stomach rumbled, gurgled and squeaked in sympathy. I glanced at my watch. Somehow, I’d read for hours and missed both lunch and dinner.
I scrunched his head and scooped him into my arms. “She called herself a dhampir.” Snuggles made a willing listener, as long as I kept him in salmon. I kept up the ear tickling as we descended the stairs. “It’s hard to believe, bubs. Tilly believed she was the daughter of a male vampire and a female witch, and she traced her ancestry back at least five generations of witchery. My father was Tilly’s much younger brother.” I jolted to a sudden stop halfway down. Snuggles wriggled but I hung on to him. “Dad could be a dhampir too. Maybe me as well. Do you think Ben is right and that’s why she picked me to inherit her house?”
Snuggles mewled. Dhampir, vampire, witch or plain human, he just wanted his salmon.
After feeding Snuggles and making tea and toast for myself, I grabbed all the journals and took them upstairs to my bedroom. The curtains were open to the early evening sky, the moon still glimmering behind light, wispy clouds. No one stood at the bottom of the garden. I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding and drew the curtains shut.
Snuggles turned circles until he found the most comfortable spot next to my stomach and I settled against the pillows on my bed.
“What do you think we’ll find in here?” I petted his head and I opened the journal on the top of the pile. “Perhaps Tilly did believe in vampires. Maybe I am a dhampir, a vampire hunter destined to join Ben in the chase.” I couldn’t help guffawing. Me, a hunter? Just too preposterous.




Chapter Four
Sunday morning already. I stood at the end of the huge pantry with coffee in one hand and my other fingers resting on the handle that opened the door to the basement. My eyes burned from reading too late last night. I’d read Tilly’s journals, flipping back and forth from the earliest to the latest entries, until words swam on the page.
The basement housed all her tools. Her arsenal, she’d called it. The journals read like a novel, or perhaps research for a series of novels, or maybe Tilly believed it—some of it, at least.
My brow creased as I tried to remember any evidence that she practiced witchcraft. Nope. Nothing. I rested my forehead against the door jamb. What else didn’t I know about my great aunt? We’d shared an interest in literature and research, we’d hiked and gardened together. We’d talked late into many a night. I thought I knew her as well as anyone I’d ever met. But obviously not.
Apart from an occasional present or card, I hadn’t heard from my father since my parents divorced almost ten years ago. He’d never talked about his older sister—Tilly—unless it was to poo-poo her scholarly research. Besides, I’d no idea where he might be. Mother drifted through a Wiccan phase, but too interested in my school life and dancing, I’d hardly paid attention. I couldn’t phone her. A keen anthropologist, she was studying the Kazakh eagle hunters of the Altai Mountains in Mongolia with no internet or mobile coverage.
I finished my coffee, cast a glance across the empty shelves in the pantry and bent to pet Snuggles. “We need to do a decent grocery shop, baby boy. And I’ll email Mom later, she’ll see it when she goes back to the capital for supplies.” Good grief. How was I supposed to start that message? ‘Dear Mom, did you by any chance marry a vampire or vampire heir, and by the way, are you a witch, or descended from one?’ I might have to play around with the wording for a while before hitting send.
Snuggles meowed and scratched at the basement door. Probably assorted rodents down there he wanted to corner. Perhaps damp, mold, mildew and other nasties as well. It was an old house, after all. My stomach knotted. Maybe I should call Ben and ask him to accompany me.
I blew out a sigh. No way.
I set my watch to remind me about meeting Imogen Williams for coffee at eleven. I gave myself an hour to get ready and drive into the town center. Plenty of time. Though if the well-groomed Ms. Williams expected to see me in my Sunday best, she was heading for disappointment.
“Get your big girl panties on,” I muttered to myself as Snuggles seemed bent on ignoring me. “If there is a rat down there.” I petted his back as he head butted my ankles. “I expect you to protect me.”
I took a deep breath and yanked the door open. Snuggles sprinted down the stairs, into the gloom. So much for protecting me. I flicked the light on and descended, the cold biting deeper with each step. The stairs were solid, and the handrail felt firm under my hand. At the bottom of the stairs another bulb flooded the entire room in bright, yellow light. With breaths hitching in my chest I paced to a metal workbench in the center of the room and circled slowly.
Sweet heavens above.
I'd expected a basement that matched the Victorian house above. Instead, a polished cement floor and stainless steel cabinets gleamed in the light.
Weapons hung across one wall. The entire wall! Shelving and drawers covered another wall. A huge kitchen unit stood against the wall opposite the stairs. That’s where I paced first. Herbs and crystals filled small drawers, a well-used mortar and pestle stood next to a set of glass mixing bowls. Here was evidence of potion making, if not witchcraft. She’d never mentioned that either, though her notes referred to her grimoire. If her secret spells were anywhere, that’s where they would be. I worked my way around the room until I came to the weapons. A crossbow, silver tipped arrows, two large knives, and two serious-looking guns and a smaller one. Several types of cartridges sat in a labeled drawer. Tilly had kept her arsenal as meticulous as her notes.
It didn’t mean anything. I fidgeted with the cartridges. A loud, critical, inner voice told me to stop being so gullible. It was probably part of the research. For her novel. That would explain it.
The alarm on my watch beeped a reminder.
From the opposite corner where he’d been sniffing intently, Snuggles raced across the floor and jumped onto the counter in front of me. Back arched, his fur stood upright. The lights flickered, and every horror movie I’d ever seen flashed into my head and my breath hitched in my chest.
A narrow door I’d assumed to be a closet opened. I sucked in a breath, grabbed the sturdiest knife, unsheathed it, and held it at my waist. My education had been sorely lacking, I’d absolutely no idea how to use the damn thing effectively.
Nic Gravier, as smolderingly attractive as ever in a fitted shirt and dark jeans, stepped through the door with a smile that managed to be sexy as hell and give off an air of danger at the same time. “Fancy meeting you here."
Snuggles bared his fangs and hissed.
"I live here." My voice quivered and my hand trembled, but I kept a tight grip on the knife. "How the hell did you get in? Were you hiding in the closet?"
“The what?" Confusion crossed his face for a moment, then he laughed and pointed at the door. "It's the underground tunnel.”
If I didn't have one hand gripping the counter, and the other gripping the knife, I would've slapped my palm into my forehead and added a theatrical groan for good measure. No more surprises. That’s all I asked.
With a tightening throat, I held his gaze. His shirt was open at the neck and gave me a glimpse of seductive muscles. The sleeves, rolled to his elbows, revealed firm and toned forearms. His eyes brightened until it almost hurt to look into them. Childish maybe, but I refused to look away.
He cast his gaze to the floor first. Blinking away moisture, I forced myself to focus and tried to ignore the waves of attraction, or perhaps lust, that tingled across my skin. The tunnel, the one that ran between the Gravier Mansion and Aunt Tilly’s basement—my basement—that’s what we were talking about.
“What tunnel?” Unread journals still sat on my bedside table, but nothing I’d read so far mentioned any tunnel from this basement to anywhere else. Nic had yet to respond, so I repeated the question through a clenched jaw. “What tunnel?”
“Didn't Tilly tell you about—”
“Clearly, I'm missing a lot of information here." I couldn't rein in the sarcastic tone.
“Ah.” He scratched his head. “Her death did take us by surprise." His gaze softened and he reached for me. “Perhaps I can help."
“Keep your hands up." I waved the knife in what I hoped was a threatening manner. “The tunnel?"
“It was dug out over one hundred and fifty years ago, not long after your great-great-grandmother built this house.” He shrugged and gave me one of his disarming smiles. "It hints at a relationship between our two families that goes back several generations." He circled his hands to take in the entire basement, his gaze lingering across the wall of weapons. “Impressive, isn't it?"
My brain seemed to be slushing through goopy mud. I was still digesting the relevance of a tunnel between Tilly’s house and the Gravier Mansion. The door wasn’t locked or blocked. That had to mean Tilly welcomed Nic, and maybe other members of the Gravier family into her basement.
“We don't need to be enemies, Louisa." Nic took a step towards me. “Let's return the knife to the drawer.”
Snuggles flew at him with claws outstretched and drew blood across Nic’s forearm. Open-mouthed I watched crimson globules drip onto the floor, each one shimmering like a ruby in the golden light. He raised his arm, our gazes connected and he slowly licked the blood from the scratch. He even licked a drying trail of blood that circled his arm.
I cleared my throat to distract myself from an unexpected tightening in my lady bits.
Snuggles leapt onto a shelf above my head and steadied himself, as if ready to pounce.
The bleeding stopped, Nic shrugged and jammed his hands in his trouser pockets. “Cats never like me.”
“He’s normally friendly.” I lifted my brows. “The sheriff calls you dangerous. Perhaps Snuggles agrees with the sentiment.”
A full-lipped, impish grin turned him into a drop-dead gorgeous hunk. Gorgeous, but with a “don’t trifle with me” edge. He leaned back against the counter, his stance casual, one ankle crossed over the other. “Perhaps, but no more so than you."
A fluttery sensation started in my chest and lodged in my stomach. I circled my finger around my neckline. Either someone switched the heating up a notch, or it was just me. Wait, if I was a vampire hunter, and Nic was dangerous to me, was he a vampire? I shouldn’t have read so late into the night. My imagination was doing crazy things.
I tossed the knife in the drawer, settled next to Nic against the counter and rubbed my hands across my face. “I’m just an average English Lit teacher. I have no idea what’s going on.”
His laughter—almost a purr, gently amused and yet still so commandingly masculine—flicked a switch deep inside the part of my brain that operated on pure instinct. I stepped closer to him, lips turned up, my jaw angling up towards his. His scent swirled around me, citrus, woody and earthy. A ginger-spiked a cocktail of mandarin and lime, with a hint of rosemary that was grounded in earthy patchouli and musk.
“Never average, and you are so much more.” Nic stroked the back of his fingers across my cheek, his hand cool against my heating skin. “You will work it out with my help, if you will accept me.” He lifted my chin to focus his cerulean gaze into my eyes. “And when you do, we will make a formidable team.”
When, not if. Accept him, not just his help. I creased my brow at his choice of words, but with his body so close and his intent gaze locked on mine, thinking straight wasn’t high on my priorities. He brushed his lips against my mouth, lingering for just the briefest moment. When he pulled away, his long hair feathered against my face like a teasing caress. I could have stopped it then. He was obviously letting me take the lead, pulling back or diving in. I should have stopped. I never kissed almost-strangers, not even on New Year’s Eve.
But I didn’t want to stop. A frisson of excitement quivered through my body. Why not kiss the man? I wanted to. I wanted the whole package—his feathery soft, long, dark hair, his dramatic, good looks and enticing, toned body, even his chilling charisma. It's not like I'd fallen in love at first sight. I’m way too old and experienced for that. But insta-lust, now that I could believe in. I hugged my arms around the back of his neck to pull him closer. His eyes brightened again before he curled his hand around my neck. He lowered his head slowly and covered my mouth with a firm, assertive kiss. I parted my lips and he snaked his tongue between them.
He’d taken a master class in kissing. That was the only explanation. If anyone ever bottled pure pleasure, added a hint of sin and a whole lot of hedonistic mastery, this is how it would taste. Mysterious, intoxicating, and impossible to resist.
He slid his hands along my arms. The barest touch left goose bumps behind where his fingertips had sent delicious tingles through me. An unmistakable thrumming started deep inside, and my pulse sped as my throat dried. I pulled him closer and tangled my hands in his hair. My reaction to him baffled me, but I didn’t care. I craved his embrace, no matter the hint of danger that hung around him, or the fact we’d barely met.
His lips were cool, full but firm, and our tongues twined together as if we’d known and bedded one another all our lives. My nerve endings flared with sensation, my knees almost gave way and he cupped one hand under my bum to steady me.
Too quickly he pulled his lips away, but his hard body still pressed against the length of my torso.
“An alarm sounded when I arrived. I am interrupting something.” He wasn’t even slightly out of breath, whereas I gulped for air like a drowning woman.
“Nothing important.” Whatever it was could wait. What could possibly be more important than continuing what we’d started? I caressed the side of his throat. Still cool, even though I could self-combust.
He let out a groan. “Such a wonderful touch, mon ange.” He clasped my fingers and pressed my hand to his skin. “So much to look forward to. But, I’m sure you didn’t set that alarm to remind you it’s time for brunch.”
Brunch. I pulled back from him and glanced at my watch. “Damn. I’m meeting Imogen Williams for coffee in forty-five minutes.”
“Ah. Imogen.” He lifted his brow for a second.
“You know her.”
“Of course. Everyone in Dogwood Grove does. I will leave you now, but we will catch up again soon.” He kissed my hand like he had on Friday night. “Enjoy your chat. An alliance with her would be beneficial.”
“Wait. I have a thousand questions—”
“You know where I am. Call on me later.” He glided from the room as elegantly as he’d arrived.
For a few seconds, I stared at the door to the secret tunnel.
What the hell had just happened? I might have ravaged him here on the floor if he hadn’t stopped to remind me of the alarm I’d set. My angel. He’d called me my angel in French.
Snuggles jumped to the countertop and head-butted my chest. I gathered him into my arms and he kneaded his front paws against me. The familiar action dragged me from my dreamy imagination. The cool air sent shivers across my skin. It was unbelievable that I could have self-combusted only moments ago.
“There is nothing wrong with kissing a man in my basement, is there?” Hair prickled on the back of my neck. I spun around, half expecting Nic to reappear. But the basement was empty, except for myself and Snuggles.
I climbed the stairs to the pantry with Snuggles still encased in my arms. In the kitchen he wriggled free, jumped to his placemat, and immediately meowed for biscuits.
This was all normal. Nice and normal. I took a deep breath. “You know the sheriff called you fat?”
Snuggles meowed again, clearly more interested in food than watching his waistline. I fed him a small handful of kitty treats and ran upstairs to find something to wear and make myself look presentable. My head swam with suppositions and questions. So many questions. Perhaps Imogen would have some answers. Whether she did or not, Mom would get to her email the next time she visited the closest town for supplies. She’d answer my questions, hopefully, as soon as she could.
And if not, Nic said to call on him later. My heightened emotions made thinking straight difficult.
One thing for sure, I’d felt on edge before but never like this. Never in such a temptingly fabulous way.




Chapter Five
Imogen already sat at a small booth at the back of the room when I dashed inside the café where we'd arranged to meet. The enticing smell of freshly-brewed coffee and ground beans enveloped me. I shook water from my umbrella, wove my way between the crowded tables, and pulled out the chair opposite her.
“I’ve ordered cinnamon rolls and coffee.” Imogen stood to shake my hand. “My treat, of course.” Confidence radiated from her.
“Perfect.” Normally I hated anyone else ordering for me, but I damped down a sarcastic retort. Luckily, I wanted a cinnamon roll. Besides I couldn’t wait to find out what she thought she knew about Tilly, Ben, Nic, the Graviers, and as the old adage says—you catch more flies with honey than vinegar. I smiled back as my stomach rumbled. “I’ve just realized how hungry I am.”
We both sat and a blonde, blue-eyed waitress served our food with a lovely smile. “Good morning, Ms. Thompson.” She tucked a stray strand of hair behind her ear.
I smiled back, though I could not recall the girl’s name. Faith, perhaps? Yes, Faith from my grade twelve Literature and Composition class. So far, she’d sat at the front of the room and listened earnestly. Poor thing blushed pink when I’d addressed a question to her. She was in my study hall too, and seemed bright and eager. Lost in thought about how I could help Faith, I almost forgot about Imogen. I let out a sigh. Hopefully I’d get more than a handful of the pupils genuinely interested in both writing and reading.
“A thoughtful sigh, my dear.” Imogen broke off a small piece of cinnamon roll and popped it into her mouth.
I did the same, though I admit my piece was larger. Light and silky soft, I savored the buttery after-taste almost hidden by a cinnamon explosion. I even managed to take a bite without getting an icing moustache. “Just thinking about my curriculum and students.”
“Getting to know the students at a new school is always interesting.” She watched my face, as if trying to read me.
“Do you teach, Imogen?”
She dabbed a napkin to her mouth and laughed. “Indeed, no. My charity and board work keeps me busy.”
Figured. I’d pegged her for the kind of woman who poked her manicured fingers into everything happening in Dogwood Grove. The murmur of voices and laughter surrounded our silent table. A compilation of indie folk music bubbled in the background. It seemed a good choice of location for what might be a fascinating conversation. We ate and drank in silence for a few moments. Neither of us seemed prepared to make much small talk. Would she answer direct questions or clam up?
“At the ballet class, you said I need information.”
Imogen’s gaze followed Faith as she moved from table to table, refreshing glasses of water. When she snapped her gaze back to me all traces of a smile left her face. “Straight to the point. Like Tilly. Let’s get down to business. I fear your students may be involved in something they do not understand.”
I blinked rapidly. Suddenly my head filled with images of impressionable eighteen-year-old school-girls and sexy-as-hell vampires coming together in a decadent mélange from which the girls could lose more than their reputations. Reading Tilly’s journals had obviously penetrated my thoughts more than I realized. Speaking of sexy-as-hell vampires, the memory of kissing Nic lifted my pulse.
Imogen pursed her lips as if she could read my mind. More likely my face. I’d never been any good at poker and I’m sure my cheeks positively glowed. She grabbed her purse. “I’ll get us another coffee.”
I didn’t really need a third coffee before noon, but I couldn’t leave now. I had to find out what the hell was going on in this town. What was going on with me. I let my eyes drift shut and rubbed at my temples while Imogen waited at the ordering counter. 
“Dogwood Grove is an unusual place.” Imogen’s clipped tone dragged my attention back to the café. She sat, leaned forward and lowered her voice. “I trust you are as open-minded and your views are as moderate as Tilly’s?”
“My views on what?”
Imogen made a small movement with her eyebrows. We both leaned back, silent again, as Faith delivered the coffees.
“I hear you met Nic Gravier Friday evening.”
My eyebrow lift creased my unbotoxed forehead. How could she possibly know? I’d told no one? “No. I met the sheriff, though.”
“I heard that too.”
“What’s going on?” The back of my neck tightened.
“Not much escapes my notice in this town. Nothing of importance.”
I folded my arms across my chest, the tightness spreading across my shoulders. At least she didn’t know about Nic Gravier in my basement this morning. Perhaps she didn’t know about the tunnel. “Why is my Friday night important to you?”
“Ben and Tilly kept the Graviers in check. With Tilly gone, the family,” Imogen stroked her throat and leaned forward again, “let’s say they have expanded their operations.”
Annoyance changed to anger. I grabbed my purse from the floor. “Imogen, I don’t have the patience for this. Speak clearly, or I’m done.”
Her eyes narrowed. Her expression and body language showed as much irritation as chafed in my chest. “Don’t get your panties in a bunch.”
I bristled at her tone. “Then tell me what my students are getting involved in, and what you meant by moderate views like Tilly’s.”
“Ben told you about Tilly’s journals?”
“Yes.”
“Read them yet?”
“Some.” I shrugged, aiming for nonchalance, but probably gave off more of a spooked squirrel vibe. “The makings of a great fantasy series so far.”
Imogen shook her head. “The truth is sometimes more fantastical, and I’ll hedge a bet you know it. The man in your garden on Friday night, Nic Gravier, is the eldest son and heir apparent to the family fortune.”
It sounded like Imogen knew about the first incident I reported to the police, but maybe not my two separate conversations with him. Perhaps the sheriff told her, but I couldn’t figure out why and I wasn’t about to tip her off. “Why on earth was Nic in the bottom of my garden on Friday night?”
“Checking out the new teacher and Tilly’s successor, I suspect.”
I grabbed my purse again. “I agree it’s creepy, but—”
“He’s a vampire.” Imogen bent closer to the table and muttered quietly. “The Gravier family were amongst the first settlers here. They moved from Canada when the trails first opened.”
My guess was right. He didn’t look anything like my mental image of a vampire. He wasn’t pale and wan, with yellow eyes, skeletal fingers and sharp nails. He laughed and smiled with sincerity, or at least it looked like sincerity to me. And man, he could kiss. Imogen watched my face expectantly. If she’d expected a shocked reaction to her statement, then she was disappointed. And how did she know?
“So were your family.” I glanced on either side to make sure no one listened in to our conversation. “Are you a vampire too?”
“Of course not. I’m out in the middle of a sunny day, am I not? And I’m not a dhampir like you.”
I almost blurted out “how do you know,” but I stopped myself from yelling the question at her. My non-existent poker face must have given my emotions away.
Imogen waved her hand, as if to dismiss my concerns. “Tilly and I talked. I know she left her lovely home to you because she expected you to follow her path.” She tapped the side of her nose. “I keep a watch over my town.”
“And over my students?”
She shrugged, as if that was obvious. “My nephew, Jake, is in your class. Our young are our future, Louisa, and I know you share that view. The Graviers are usually careful. Good citizens, in fact.”
I suddenly remembered reading about the latest Gravier commercial enterprise. “They own the new hematology research lab and pay students for donating blood.” I felt the color drain from my cheeks as the implications hit me.
Imogen nodded emphatically. “Now you get it. It is a real research lab—I always give credit where it is due—and the family is trying to create a synthetic blood that tastes like the real thing and will sustain their kind. Naturally, they take much more blood than they need for the research.”
I leaned forward, my voice low. “You mean they drink it?”
“I’m pretty sure they don’t bathe in it.” Imogen quirked an eyebrow and smirked.
“That’s good, isn’t it? It means they and their kind.” I lowered my voice again. “They aren’t biting random humans, at least.”
“I don’t care about a snack taken here and there.” Imogen pulled a face at me. “And neither should you. Nic also holds frequent parties at the Gravier mansion. Special parties, if you get my drift.”
Not for the first time I wished Imogen would talk straight. “Special, how?”
She grimaced and pressed two fingers on her jugular.
“Oh.” I couldn’t help laughing. “Snacking parties. That you approve of?”
“Indeed. Not our concern. Nic and his staff make sure it’s consensual. However, a number of your students attend those parties.” Imogen pursed her lips. “The Graviers are careful to include only the girls over eighteen. Still, girls can be so impulsive at that age.”
Impulsive at my age too, if my sudden move to Dogwood Grove meant anything. Images of my female students, naive eighteen-year old schoolgirls who thought they knew everything, and sexy-as-hell vampires partying together returned to my mind. This time I imagined one of my students locking lips with Nic. My stomach hardened, and if my skin could have turned green, it would have. I almost coughed up my coffee. After one steamy kiss, I didn’t have any right to jealous thoughts.
“I fear things may spiral out of control,” Imogen continued, oblivious to the green monster battling my common sense. “They respected Tilly. She and Ben worked together to make sure the Gravier family kept their friends on short leashes.”
She’d gestured quote marks with her fingers when she said the word friends.
I was lost again and shook my head. “Their friends?”
“I trust the Graviers.” Imogen wrinkled her nose. “Mostly. But even before Tilly passed, the problem was worsening and after her death the number of nests in the area doubled. One simply cannot trust all the...” She coughed delicately as a large family settled at the table next to us. “Special people who start and settle in those establishments. When you speak with Nic Gravier, ask him how he deals with leeches. That’s what he calls the rogues who refuse to behave.”
Clarity, finally. She was worried about uncontrolled vampire nests setting up in the area. Now I knew what Tilly meant when she referred to controlling the leech problem—it was nothing to do with the slimy black things that inhabited shallow ponds and attached themselves to your wading boots.
“What brings them here?
“The sun, or lack of it, in our case. Old vamps like Nic aren’t susceptible to daylight, but the youths in his community can’t handle it at all.
“Aren’t the Graviers successful in controlling the rogue vamps? Especially the newbies.”
She pursed her lips. “I daresay they try. But they aim to balance their own politics alongside our safety, and sometimes accidents happen.”
The word “accidents” was in air quotes and we were back to me guessing again.
“I can’t stay, but this has been a pleasure. Must do it again soon.” She draped her exquisite jacket over her shoulders and stood as I murmured my agreement. She handed me a gilt-edged business card. “Contact me if you need to, my dear.”
We air kissed, she left, and I slumped back into my seat. I rubbed at the spot between my eyes. All I wanted was a new start, a great job, and a quiet life in the country. Instead, I’d landed in the middle of a fantasy novel and it looked like both Imogen and Ben expected me to step into Tilly’s kick-ass vampire-hunting boots.
Thank the heavens it sounded like no one expected me to hunt and harm Nic Gravier. Hunt him maybe, but not to cause him harm. My lips quirked as I imagined what I might do if I captured him. I quickly sobered. I had no idea what he wanted with me. With his looks and money, he could have anyone, including his pick of the women who attended his parties. In his own words, if I accepted him, we would make a formidable team.
There were quite a few things I’d like to do with the gorgeous Nic Gravier. I blew out a breath as I shrugged into my coat. Knowing my luck, Ben was yet to tell me about a firm rule against vampire and vampire-hunter relationships. And wouldn’t that suck big time!
#
Monday morning came too quickly. The sheriff, Tilly’s journals, Nic and Imogen, paled in comparison to my first test as a teacher in my new role. I woke at four am with my stomach churning and my brain imagining everything that could go wrong in my first real lesson this school year. I must have fallen back to a fitful sleep because Snuggles woke me—as he always did with a soft paw to my nose and a meow in my ear—when I hit the snooze button on my alarm at seven am.
Three hours later, I sat at the front of the classroom waiting for my year twelve students to drift in and take their seats at the long white tables arranged in a curved u-shape. Faith arrived first, sat at the front of the room and gave me a shy smile. Veronica, a conventionally pretty girl who wore far too much make up for the classroom, strode to the back of the room with two clone-like acolytes hurrying in her wake. She reminded me of the queen bee from my own school days and I gave a silent thank you to whoever implemented the uniform requirement. With everyone wearing mix and match combinations of coordinated prep-wear at this school, clothing distractions should be avoided. I’d seen more than enough clothing bullying and cruel judgments about what others wore at my last school.
I re-read the notes I’d prepared last week. The first semester theme, the development of European horror literature, was set before I’d arrived. I’d looked forward to it until the last few days threw me into a whirlwind of real-life trepidation. I’d read my fill of vampire stories, from pure horror to paranormal fluff, but I never imagined I’d hear that vampires lived in plain sight amongst us. I practiced calming breaths and shook out my tingling arms. Everything would be fine. Teaching was my passion.
A dignified cough at the door startled me.
“Louisa.” Penelope Merryweather, the always poised headmistress, stood with her hands clasped at her waist and a small smile gracing her face. “I will join your class this morning and observe from the corner. Please just ignore me.”
I held in the groan that fought to escape my mouth as she settled into the wing back chair in the corner. Now I knew who the chair was for, I didn’t like it one little bit. Three boys swaggered into the classroom behind her. The trio spent our first meet and greet lesson last week leering and behaving like caricatures of a high school jock. I’d met a few at my last school, seniors bent on getting an athletic scholarship, convinced their athletic skill would help them score big in life. I added another prayer for payback in the form of all three ending up serving fries or selling funeral insurance over the phone. At this moment though, they were kings.
“Boys.” I found my teacher tone from somewhere deep inside. “You’re late. Sit quickly and quietly, or I will assign you additional compulsory homework.”
The leader, Jake Williams, groaned and looked like he would argue until he noticed the headmistress in the corner. The boys did as I asked and my twenty-four students gazed at me.
“Let us begin by welcoming our school headmistress, Ms. Merryweather.”
The class mumbled a good morning.
I walked to the front of my desk, gripped the solid, carved edge and leaned back against it. “I’m sure everyone received the reading list for this semester.” I glanced around the room, everyone nodding or murmuring yes.
“Excellent. I hope you’ve made a start on the recommended books.”
Faith raised her hand. “Did you choose the required reading? I need to save for the books.”
“The theme was set before I arrived but I get to choose the set texts. If you don’t want to download or buy the books, there are sufficient copies in the excellent library.”
I turned to the electronic whiteboard and connected to my notes. “In this semester, we will study the development of the horror genre in European literature, discuss what this genre teaches us about society, and we will watch two movies and discuss differences in the alternative interpretations.”
Faith raised her hand again. “Will you send us these notes by email after class?”
“Of course. No need to rewrite what’s written on the board.” I gave her a quick smile and flipped to the next page. A snicker of giggles greeted me. I raised my brow and directed a firm glance at the grinning students. Not that I minded some humor in class, but not with Ms. Merryweather taking everything in.
“I’ve chosen three popular novels spanning two hundred years. Mary Shelly’s 1818 work, Frankenstein, generally accepted as the book that launched the genre. Bram Stoker’s 1897 classic, Dracula. And John Lindquist’s 2008, Let the Right One In. Your homework will include watching and analyzing two movies. The 1935 James Whale horror classic, Bride of Frankenstein, and the 1974 box office comedy-horror smash, Mel Brooks’ Young Frankenstein.”
“Why do we have to watch such old movies?” Hands in his blazer pockets, Jake stretched his long legs out and leaned back in his chair.
He’d mastered a look of bored indifference, the same entitled tone as Imogen, and even managed a sly yawn.
I was ready for the question and the indifference. “It’s important to read books in the light of their historical setting, and it’s informative to identify differences and compare the alternative interpretations across generations.”
“What’s the matter, Jake? Worried there might be more dialogue than explosions in the old movies?” The kid next to Faith glared at him before giggling.
“Piss off.” Jake whispered the words, but his tone held a hint of menace.
“And that deserves a double dose of homework. See me after class.” I held his stare, paced to him and slapped the handouts I’d pre-prepared in front of him. “Hand those around, please, Jake.”
He shuffled to his feet and took his sweet time about organizing the papers. I waited until everyone had a copy, Veronica handed a sheet to Ms. Merryweather with a simper.
“Your comprehension homework is already online. This is a practice comprehension test. You can answer on paper or online and should have enough time to complete answers to all of the questions before our lesson ends. Regardless of how much you have finished, submit your class work before you leave.”
A series of groans told me how much most of my class enjoyed comprehension tests. Bad luck for them. I needed a baseline assessment for each student. It also helped to know who would choose the paper option, if anyone. The sounds of bags zipping open and laptops sliding onto the tabletops drowned out a hum of conversation.
“Damn. I forgot my charger and it’s out of juice.” Jake slapped his ultra-thin and new-looking model laptop as if it was responsible for the oversight.
“Then borrow one from the closet, Jake.”
“There won’t be one for this baby, the connectors are new and different.”
“Check the closet, Jake.” Regardless of the volume and situation, Ms. Merryweather always managed to add a tone of calm authority and command to her voice.
With barely a sigh, he shuffled to his feet, rummaged in the closet and returned—not the slightest bit repentant—with a power cord. I walked slowly around the edge of the classroom, answering questions. Ms. Merryweather tapped her chin thoughtfully as I passed her. She didn’t look impressed by my first class. A flutter of hands under the table caught my attention. Veronica accepted a folded note from her neighbor.
“I’ll have that.” I held out my hand.
Veronica tried to hide the note with her palm. “Sorry, Ms. Thompson?”
“The note you’re trying to hide. Give it to me, please.”
Veronica frowned but handed the paper to me.
“GBSE Friday night, nine pm. I’m going as a flapper.” I read aloud.
“That’s private,” Veronica said.
“Not when it’s handed around in my classroom. What is GBSE?”
“None of your business.” Veronica didn’t try to hide her anger. 
“Gravier Basement Speakeasy.” The girl next to Faith glared at Veronica before speaking again. She was either clueless or very brave. 
“You are not invited, Cindy Kerr.” Veronica moved her glare from Cindy to Faith. “Neither of you. And you never will be.”
So, this was one of the parties Imogen mentioned, and so early in the year. “How often are these parties held?”
“Why? What’s it to you?” Jake asked.
“Curiosity. I’m new here.”
The bell for class change sounded. Students shuffled their chairs back.
“Wait.” I raised my voice above the scraping sounds. “Remember to hand in your comprehension tests now and have your homework finished by our next class.”
The students filed out of the classroom in an untidy gaggle. Faith and Cindy lingered, whispering to one another. I approached, but Cindy noticed me and elbowed Faith.
“Any questions, ladies?”
They both shook their heads, scooped their books and laptops into their bags and deposited their paper comprehension tests on my desk as they left.
“Well done, Ms. Thompson.” The headmistress gave me a small nod and left.
Some of the tension in my shoulders drained away and I let out a slow breath. I had the classroom to myself for the next period so I started glancing through the handful of handwritten tests. My focus wandered, though. After a few minutes, I flipped my laptop on and started Googling anything I could about the Gravier family. I found a lot of photos of Nic at various events, movie-star handsome in all of them. Good information about their 1850s mansion, their philanthropic work and their business success. Even information about the blood lab—though not about what they did with the blood, and nothing at all about a speakeasy in the basement.
Veronica’s cutting retort to Cindy suggested the party was invitation only.
I snorted. Like I would let that stop me.




Chapter Six
Snuggles and I were sharing rocky road ice cream after dinner when someone rapped at the door on Tuesday evening. The cat leapt to the window and gave a welcoming meow. I peeked through the peephole and gazed, for a second too long at the attractive profile of Sheriff Miller. Pity we were related, but then again, his gruffness was enough to put a girl off.
He lifted his hand to knock again and I yanked the door open.
He stood with hands on his hips. “Louisa.”
“Who were you expecting?”
He rolled his eyes and leaned against the door jamb. “Have you read the journals?”
“Good evening to you too, Sheriff.”
Snuggles twirled around my ankles then paced to the sheriff, put his front paws against his knees and chirped out a greeting. Looked like the fluffy traitor still preferred the sheriff to the friendly neighborhood vampire. The reality I was getting dragged into plowed into my thoughts and I shuddered.
“Come in.” I stood aside to let him enter. “Yes, I have started reading the journals Tilly wrote.”
“You saw Imogen Williams on Sunday.”
“Does everyone know everyone else’s business here?” This time I jammed my hands on my hips.
“Only the important people,” he said, straight-faced.
I almost gave him my classroom “everyone is important, equal and deliciously different” talk, but I opted for a glare instead.
He shrugged. “We bumped into one another in town.”
“Convenient.”
“It’s a small town.”
“Look, Sheriff—”
“Ben. Are you leaving that wide open?” He nodded to the front door.
I closed and locked the door with a sigh. “Is this a neighborhood watch visit?”
“No.” He faced me. “Have you seen your visitor from last Friday again?”
“No.” The lie flowed easily. I wasn’t sure why I didn’t just blurt out the two meetings with Nic since seeing Ben on Saturday. Not that I had any intention of sharing the details of that kiss with anyone. Ben’s grumpy mood didn’t make me feel like confiding anything.
“You’ve checked the arsenal?”
“Sheriff Miller,” I stabbed a fingertip into his chest, “would you like to shrug out of your bad temper and start again?”
He rubbed his chest, a slow smile curving his mouth. “The bruise Tilly gave me when she jabbed me with an angry finger lasted for weeks. You’re nothing like her, and yet…” He blew out a slow breath and his demeanor changed subtly. “Weapons practice. I’d like to get you started tonight—”
“Tonight?”
He held up his palm. “Imogen is right about the nests proliferating.”
“A house where vampires gather to,” I gesticulated widely, “do whatever they do?”
“Exactly. They do everything that vamps do. Most troubling is new vampires, gathering together with no one mentoring them. The Graviers do what they can.” He shrugged.
“So, the Graviers aren’t the bad guys here?”
“Bad to the bone. Totally ruthless. But better, in the grand scheme of things, than either unsupervised or poorly taught newbies.”
Not bad enough to stop Tilly and Nic knowing one another very well. Did Ben know about the tunnel? Surely, he would have said something by now. I brought my gaze back to his face and found him watching me intently.
“So, we don’t hunt all vampires?”
He sneered. “They have as big a stake in maintaining the status quo as we do.”
I needed to finish Aunt Tilly’s journals. I didn’t know enough about vampires, let alone their politics and alliances. “It’s already dark out. How will we practice?”
“We work in darkness, Louisa. It takes time for them to develop a tolerance of sunlight. The newbie vampires can’t stand it, so are primarily nocturnal.”
“I have a day job.”
“And need little sleep.” He quirked his brow.
True. I’d managed with five to six hours of sleep every night for as long as I could remember. I grabbed my head in both hands. “Okay. Weapons practice. We start tonight, but I want to be in bed by eleven. I’ve still got journals to read and I don’t need a sleep-deprived brain to deal with a classroom of hormone-fueled teenagers.”
#
Ben finished nailing the high-vis, neon yellow, human-shaped target to a tree stump and paced seven steps toward me. “Stand here.” He dragged his heel across the lawn to make a straight line.
“The garden lamps cast shadows everywhere.” My voice quivered. The basement arsenal with its shiny surfaces and kitchen-like cabinets could have belonged in a fantasy. But this was real. Me, a target, and a gun. I glanced at the illuminated target, at the bag of equipment Ben had grabbed from his car, and back to the target. “I don’t shoot.”
“You do now.” Ben was all business. “We’ll cover knife training later.”
Sweet heavens. Knives? My legs suddenly felt too weak to hold me up. “I cut myself peeling potatoes, you know.”
“I didn’t. But thanks for the update. I’ll keep out of your way until your aim improves.” He stood and placed his hands on my shoulders. “You will be a natural at this. I promise. Just let yourself be who you are.”
A natural hunter. A natural killer. Tilly wanted me to follow her path, but could I? Did I want to? “I’m just an English teacher—”
He tweaked my nose, just like a cousin would. “We’ll shoot a few rounds, review over coffee, and schedule a training plan. Okay?”
I felt myself nod as he handed me ear protection and placed a gun into my right hand. He stood behind me and molded my hands around the gun as he named each of its parts—the action, frame, clip and barrel. He showed me how to use the trigger and manage the recoil.
“This is a double action handgun. I know Tilly uses—used—a few of these and she had plenty of good-quality ammo for them.”
“I saw bullets.” I swallowed a hard lump. “And other stuff.”
“I’ll take you through what everything is and does later. Maybe this weekend. Tonight, we’ll get you used to a few basic shooting positions and fire off some shots.”
My hands shook so much I felt the tremors in my arms.
Ben gripped my elbows and held me still for a few seconds. “It will get easier. Your fear will evaporate once you get into a regular practice routine.”
“Regular as in weekly?”
“Daily.”
I spun to face Ben. “What? I have a job—”
“You have your destiny.” He gently pointed the gun barrel toward the ground and well away from us. “Always know your gun is loaded, and never aim it at someone you aren’t prepared to kill.”
I didn’t believe in fate or destiny, but Ben wasn’t interested in my opinion on the subject. He turned me so he stood at my back and gripped my arms again. “Both hands steady on the frame. Feet shoulder width apart.” His voice oozed confidence, and was well-modulated. A great tone for teaching. “Fully extend your arms and point the barrel downward at a forty-five-degree angle.”
“Like in cop shows.” If I concentrated on the small details, I could pretend I wasn’t practicing on a human-shaped target.
Ben barked out a laugh. “Rarely. Most get it wrong.” He adjusted my aim and extended my fingers on either side of the barrel. “We are going to talk a lot about trigger discipline. When you’re ready, raise your arms to the target, aim for the center, and squeeze the trigger.”
My first three shots missed the target altogether and I couldn’t help laughing. The fourth hit the ground in front of the target and clods of earth flew into the air.
“Excellent.”
Without moving my hands, I glanced at Ben over my shoulder. He grinned back at me.
I aimed for a withering glare. “No need to get sarcastic.”
“No sarcasm. Your aim is improving fast. The first went way wide. The second and third closer, and the fourth was directly in front of the target.”
“If my target doesn’t like getting dirty, I guess I could buy some time to run fast. Or make him mad.”
“Plus, you’ve mastered your fear. This time you’ll hit the torso.”
“If you say so.”
“See Snuggles on the window sill, watching us?”
I nodded. “He’s laughing at me.”
Ben pointed at the target. “That vampire is coming for you. It’s a leech, desperate for and addicted to fresh human blood, and he wants yours. He hates cats. They all do. And he enjoys killing them—”
“Stop.” I stamped my heel onto his foot.
Adrenalin surged through me. No one threatened my cat. I sucked in a breath, held it and aimed at the torso again. A puff of yellow drifted in the air for a few seconds.
Ben squeezed his hands around my upper arms, the pressure brief but welcome. “I was right.”
“But leech or not, he’s a vampire. That wouldn’t kill him.”
“No. But with silver bullets loaded, it would slow him down, let you get to safety. Let you call me.”
“You’re my back-up?”
“And you will be mine.”
How could I be anyone’s back-up? If I partnered with Ben, then how could I team with Nic, my dangerous—but not dangerous to me—enemy? I had to push the questions away to focus on practicing basic gun-handling skills.
We practiced for another hour. With arms outstretched, with elbows tucked into my sides, and about halfway in between. My aim improved, until I started shooting wide again.
“Enough. Go inside and I’ll clean up out here.” Ben nudged me to the back porch.
“Coffee?” I scrubbed the back of my neck.
“Sounds good.” He gave me a double thumbs-up. “We’ll make quick progress with daily practice.”
“I need Friday night off.” The words were out of my mouth before I’d admitted to myself that I was going to the party at the Gravier house, invited or not. Besides, Nic said to call on him at any time and that he was looking forward to seeing me. Surely that included Friday evening too.
“Why?” Ben glanced quickly at me and returned to his clean-up.
“I deserve one night a week off.” I kept my voice casual, glad Ben couldn’t see the heat flaring in my cheeks. Something stopped me from telling him my plans. I felt sure he’d try and stop me.
“I guess I do too.” A note of suspicion crept into Ben’s tone. “Friday, it is.”
#
The week flew by. My senior literature class on Friday morning passed without incident and almost everyone completed their set homework. Ben turned up every evening for weapons and hand-to-hand fighting practice. Surprisingly, I not only felt myself getting better each evening, I enjoyed it. Especially knocking Ben to the ground, not that I managed it often.
My last two classes on Friday were student-free time so I headed home early.
Snuggles greeted me with excited yips. I scooped him up, he rested his paws and head on my shoulder and purred into my ear.
“I know you love me, gorgeous boy, and I love you. But you are not getting early dinner because I’m home early.”
In the kitchen, Snuggles trilled and chirped in excitement as he circled around and between my calves.
I tapped the calendar on the fridge where the folded note I’d confiscated from Veronica served as my old-fashioned event reminder. “I’m going to practice, take a bath then take my time getting ready for the speakeasy party this evening.”
Stupid move. As soon as I taped the fridge door, Snuggles combined head-butting my calves with crazy, loud chirps.
I cupped my hands over my ears. “Not so loud. The neighbors will complain.”
I don’t know how he did it, but he gave me one of his total stink-eye glares.
“All right.” I held up my arms in surrender and grabbed his food. “Some vampire hunter I am. I can’t even take on a fifteen pound Maine Coon cat.”
Sensing he’d won, Snuggles jumped onto his feeding mat. After half filling his kibble bowl, I changed into yoga clothes to run through the practice exercises Ben had shown me.
Ninety minutes later, lying in a heavenly jasmine and yang ylang scented bath, I considered my options for the evening. The dress was a given. The gorgeous, vintage, sparkling, sequined cocktail LBD hung on the bathroom door. I’d bought it for a party at the Speakeasy club in San Francisco. I’d gotten so many compliments, I knew I looked good in it. It fit perfectly and looked both modern and flapperish. I’d look fine even if the flapper comment led me astray.
I still hadn’t told Ben, so I’d no idea if he had an invitation or he kept his vampire hunter eye on these parties. Still no invitation for me either, but Nic said to call on him anytime. Sounded like an open invitation to me.
Somewhere on YouTube or Pinterest I’d find some ideas for make-up and hair. I’d look better than any of the teenagers, I’d make sure of it. Not that I was doing it for Nic. No, siree. This was all for me. A tiny part of me wanted my students to see me as a person, not just a nameless literature teacher. But a much bigger part knew that teenagers were unlikely to pay attention to anyone a decade older. Unless you were a vampire, apparently.
Vampires. I slid deeper into the cooling bath water. Sweet heavens. What was I doing? Three training sessions with Ben did not make me a kick-ass hunter. Not even a mediocre fighter. I took deep breaths until the tightness in my chest eased. Nic was a good vampire. Mostly, so Imogen said, and Ben seemed to agree. Nic wouldn’t let anything bad happen in his own home. Surely, he wouldn't let anything bad happen to me, not after that toe-curling kiss. Besides, this was as good a way as any to meet people and get my head around the scene.
I could let out some water and add hot, or get out of the bath and start my make-up. Better make a start. Saying goodbye to Miss Thompson, demure literature teacher, and hello to twenties “it” girl would take time, attention to detail, and a bit of practice. I quashed all early signs of panic. Ben’s favorite adage seemed to be “panicking prey gets eaten.” I wasn’t about to become any predator’s prey.
Snuggles joined me in the bathroom and watched me in the mirror. I Googled 1920s make-up and practiced with kohl eye shadow until satisfied I had the smoky-eye look just right. I rummaged in my make-up drawer until I found a perfect, deep crimson, stay-on-all-day lipstick. Snuggles ran off with my blusher brush while I was trying to paint on a perfect cupid’s bow. Did they wear false eyelashes in the twenties? Thank goodness for Google. Yes, falsies were all the rage.
If there was one thing Snuggles liked more than stealing my brushes, it was running off with my false eyelashes. I applied them sneakily to avoid a house-wide chase, added lashings of mascara, and applied pink blush in circles and gave myself a corpse-like pallor, thanks to buckets of pale powder. My curling iron created soft waves, and with a glitzy headband that matched the dress, I nailed a signature hairstyle of the era.
I checked my outfit in the cheval mirror. “Not too bad, even if I do say so myself.” Snuggles meowed. “Dinner before I go, okay?”
I scrunched my hands around his dear face and kissed his nose. He turned his head away from the kiss, rather like a reluctant teenager.
After eating, he cleaned his face as assiduously as only a cat can.
“Don’t wait up, but I won’t be late!” I called from the front door and immediately glanced around so no one saw me having a conversation with my cat.
Walk or drive? I should've tried the secret tunnel earlier in the week so I knew where it came out. Silly me, too late now. It wasn't far walking by the river, but the sky had threatened rain all day. Decision made, I would drive. I’d gone to a lot of trouble, no point risking a something-the-cat-dragged-in look.
#
I came to a stop under an ancient spreading oak at the front of the Gravier mansion. Even though it was only nine-thirty pm, eleven cars, none of which I recognized, were already parked around the circular drive. Unless they had another parking lot, then this party was a more intimate affair than I expected.
I pulled on the matching, black satin gloves and shoved my phone and the small Smith and Wesson revolver I’d found in Tilly’s arsenal into a beaded clutch. The solid silver bullets might not kill a vampire, especially not one of the starving newbies Ben worried about. But not much chance of an ill-behaved vamp getting an invite surely? Then again, I didn’t have an invite, either. Worst case scenario, if I managed to hit an attacker, it would slow him down.
I let out a breath and shook tension from my shoulders.
“It’s just a teen party. If I see anything interesting, I’ll snap a few pictures to show Ben and get out of here.” I spoke aloud and groaned. As Snuggles was no doubt curled on my bed at home, I had to admit I talked to reassure myself.
Lighting edged the path that circled around the house. One way led to the elegant front door, another disappeared around the corner. Like my much smaller home, the grounds dipped toward the creek. The basement, or at least the entry to it, had to be at the back of the home. I set off at a steady pace towards the back of the house.
“Your invitation?” The clipped British accent startled me.
A tall man, his skin pale in the moonlight held out his hand.
“I’m afraid I misplaced it.” I aimed for a coquettish pose.
“No invitation, no entry, ma’am.”
As my eyes adjusted to the light I noticed that the man stood in front of an unadorned metal door. Like a sentry, he planted his feet in a wide spread, crossed his arms and fixed his gaze somewhere beyond my head.
He looked unmovable. I considered my options. Not many.
“Mr. Gravier invited me.” I said the first thing that came into my head.
The man lifted one eyebrow.
“Which one?”
“Mr. Nic Gravier.”  I straightened as I solidified behind the lie. Besides, he’d visited me, and said he wanted to see more of me. Seemed only neighborly to return the interest.
“You are?”
“Louisa Thompson.”
He lifted his eyebrow again and rapped three times on the door. Seconds dragged by, and the sentry wrinkled his nose, as if a bad smell emanated from me. Perhaps he was allergic to jasmine and ylang ylang.
A small metal hatch opened. He quickly relayed my details and the hatch slid shut again. More waiting, then finally, the door opened wide and Nic Gravier himself stood grinning in the doorway.




Chapter Seven
Piano notes tinkled from behind Nic.
Beats me how he managed to look so suave, sexy, and darkly alluring at the same time. Maybe it was a vampire thing. With training every evening, papers and tests for marking, and classroom notes to write and upload, I hadn’t had time to return to Tilly’s journals, so my knowledge about vampires and their ways was still sorely lacking.
I returned his seductive smile. “Nic. I believe you have a party this evening.”
“She doesn’t have an invite, Mr. Gravier.” The sentry blocked my way forward with a muscled arm.
“Ms. Thompson is my guest, Gaspard.” Nic stretched his hand to me.
I threw a triumphant smirk at the sentry and ducked around him to take Nic’s arm. The door closed behind us, a lock clicked into place, and low lighting illuminated stairs leading down.
“You look good enough to eat, Louisa." For a second, his eyes flashed amber.
“Not literally, I hope.”
He chuckled, the sound low and decadent. His gaze seemed to take in all of me, and somehow focus on my eyes at the same time. He lowered his head, his lips dangerously close to mine. “Sweet Louisa, you will beg me to eat you one day, and soon.”
A tremor shook my shoulders, a buzz of excitement pulled a small gasp from me. Only a vague recollection of dating rules and my pride stopped me from begging him to taste me right then and there. I wasn’t even trying to fight the attraction.
“Modest, you are not.”
“I know my skills.” He kissed my cheek, then feathered his lips to mine. "I'd like to drag you somewhere private and kiss you crazy, but I don't want to muss up your adorable face.”
“It's super-stay—”
He cut off my blathering with a searing kiss that left me breathless and my knees weak.
He cupped one strong hand under my bum and the other around my face. “My sweet Louisa.”
His stubble, surprisingly soft, grazed my cheek. Breathing hard, I closed my eyes as he slid his lips to my neck. The touch of his tongue sent delicious shivers across my skin and I pressed my chest closer to his. He lifted me from the floor and pushed my back against the closest wall. Sandwiched between the stone wall and his hard chest, I found it difficult to breathe, but even harder to care.
“I’ve waited so long.” He licked his way back to my lips and took possession of my mouth with dominating flicks of his tongue. A long, low groan came from somewhere deep in my throat. Desire filled me as he tightened his hand in my hair and I sank into the aphrodisiac of his kiss.
The brush of his teeth made me gasp. Each one felt like a sharp needle pressed against the hollow between my collarbone and neck. Slowly, he increased the pressure of his mouth until my heart pounded and I rubbed against him like an alley cat in heat. He rumbled again, another sound so primal that my nipples hardened and scraped painfully against my lace strapless bra.
A discreet cough sounded below us. Nic pulled away. “Yes, Jason?"
“My apologies, sir. Your sire wishes to speak with you for a moment. In his study."
“It can't wait?"
“He said not.”
I took several deep breaths to calm my racing pulse.
“Forgive me. I must go.” He kissed me again. "I can’t tell you how pleased I am to see you. Can you wait for me to return?”
I nodded. Hell, yes. The man could kiss my socks off any day. I circled a fingertip around my face. “Is it mussed?”
He planted a light kiss on my forehead. “A little. I’ll show you to the restroom.”
Nic led me downstairs, into a lush and elegant lounge area. He guided me to a strand of potted palms and to a door marked with cupid bow lips. “Take a seat at the bar when you’re done and I'll send Sam over to get you a drink. I won't be long." He pecked my cheek and sauntered away.
What on earth did he mean about waiting for me, waiting so long? I needed to get my brain working if I wanted to gather any useful information tonight, so I feasted my gaze on the room.
The bathroom was an Art Deco masterpiece, with a lobby, cubicle area and a separate powder area. I had to touch the cool, smooth, grey-streaked white marble covering the walls and floors, and they felt as cool and smooth as I imagined. In the powder room, I sat on a geometric-patterned stool and gazed into a sunburst mirror across a black and gold vanity. My favorite design period, but sadly not one I could replicate in Tilly’s mid-Victorian home. 
By the time I’d removed a few black splodges from under my eyes and touched up my lipstick—impressive staying power, but not perfect—my breathing was back to normal and my head back in the game.
Back in the lounge, floor and table lamps cast soft lighting across the space. It was impossible to miss the leather-topped stools lining an old-fashioned bar that ran the length of the room.
The bartender must have been watching for me because he came to me as soon as I sat down. Miss Thompson?”
“Louisa, please. Is your name really Sam? It's such an iconic name for a bartender, isn't it?"
“Yes, and yes.” He grinned.
“Must get old—your name question, I mean.”
“It gets people talking. That’s usually a good thing. What will it be, Miss Louisa?”
The place hummed with conversation and laughter. I certainly hadn’t noticed any morose drunks that needed encouragement to talk, but the night was young. “I guess I’ll have a wine.”
He grabbed a wine list.
I waved it away. “Surprise me.”
As I sipped a lush Willamette Valley pinot noir, I gazed around the softly lit room. Around thirty people occupied the soft leather sofas and chairs that were grouped in arrangements for intimate conversations. Veronica, surrounded by her friends, held court like a movie star diva. She must have missed the message about dressing for the 1920s—or she Googled different sites than me. She’d dressed as a burlesque dancer in a white fringed bra top, raw hem denim hot pants—showing toned butt cheeks, no doubt—stiletto ankle boots, and with a fur wrap across her shoulders.
When Nic returned and sat next to me I slid my bum back into the seat and angled toward him. As I did so, my dress rode up over my thighs.
He feathered a touch to the top of my leg, though he held my gaze in his own. “I love the way your dress accentuates your curves. I should have sent you an invitation.”
“Just for my curves?”
His laugh, half chuckle and half purr, tickled my ear. “Definitely not just your curves.”
It shouldn’t have done, but the coolness of his touch surprised me. It was cool outside, but warm in here. I waved his concern away. “Don’t feel bad, we hardly know one another.”
He lifted his brow. “We both want to change that, don’t we?” It was a statement rather than a question. He gave me a seductive smile. “We can start tonight.”
I knew he didn’t mean twenty questions to get to know one another. A flicker of amber showed in his eyes. I pulled back, and his eyes quickly returned to their blue shimmer.
He snapped his fingers and the bartender rushed to serve us. “A couple of Negronis, Sam.”
I lifted an eyebrow.
“Never had one?”
I shook my head. “I’m not a big drinker.”
Nic leaned closer, close enough for me to inhale the scent of his citrusy cologne. “You will enjoy it. The Negroni is a tribute to the definition of a cocktail. The ultimate balance of spirit, sweet and bitter—rather like you, Louisa—it will stimulate all your senses.”
His seductive voice drew me closer, and I was now practically straddling his lap.
Thank the heavens above, the bartender finished stirring and straining the drinks and the spell was broken when he pushed the glasses towards us. I pulled back on to my stool and crossed my legs. A jazz trio in white suits carried their instruments onto the small stage.
“What made you create a speakeasy-style bar in your basement?”
“Create?” Nic smiled as if amused again. His eyes sparkled. “It’s been here forever. Well, since prohibition. My sire had it built.”
“This is all original?” I gestured to take in the whole room.
“Mostly. If not original, then lovingly restored.”
“Wow.” I couldn’t think of anything else to say so I took a small sip of the golden cocktail, the taste quite like grapefruit, except, of course, with the punch of gin, vermouth and Campari.
“I’ll give you a tour of the house later.” Nic leaned in again, his hand resting on the small of my back, almost possessively. “It’s a fine example of French Country as interpreted by West Coast settlers back in the day.”
The musicians finished tuning their instruments and launched into smooth jazz, the mellow soundscape and flowing melodies a perfect backdrop for the elegant party. A party of young people throwing back mocktails and brightly coloured cola’s like there was no tomorrow. I felt like an old prune in a sea of sparkling youth. Another sip of the crisp and bitter cocktail helped a little.
“I’d like that. I don’t think I’ve ever been inside.”
“I’m sure you haven’t, my dear.” He leaned closer, his face so close to mine I couldn’t miss hearing his slow intake of breath. He stroked from my temple to my chin and I leaned into his touch. “I would not forget seeing you.”
Maybe he was just flirting. But he spoke with a sense of urgency and with undertones of mystery, danger, and dominance. Not all alpha males wore uniforms, probably not many vampires either. I knew from reading Tilly’s papers that one thing modern vampire stories got right was a vampire’s sense of entitlement, their belief in their position at the apex of the food chain. On the one hand, it wouldn’t be sensible to get too close to this man—on the other, come hell or high water, he pushed all my buttons and I wanted him.
I tried to keep the confusion from my face and disguise the tremor in my voice with a laugh. “I must be the oldest person here.”
Tried and failed, if the smug expression on Nic’s face meant anything.
He squeezed my forearm, his mouth quirked and he winked. “Not by a long shot.”
Damn the man. I held my chin high. “The oldest non-vampire, perhaps?”
He quirked his mouth again. It was a sin how handsome this man was with a smile on his face.
“Carla Williams over there,” he pointed to a tall, slim woman with long blonde hair, “is having her fiftieth birthday party here.”
“No way. You mean in a decade, right? Not anytime soon.” She couldn’t be fifty. Maybe she used the same plastic surgeon as Imogen?
Nic wriggled his brow. “Next month.”
“Is she related to Imogen?”
“Older sister.”
Interesting that Imogen hadn’t mentioned a sister who frequented the Gravier parties. “Does Imogen come here?”
“To dinner parties in the main house, but not here.”
Dinner parties attended by beautiful women, no doubt. I finished the cocktail in my hand in two swallows. It did nothing to ease the sudden hardening ball where my stomach should be. But when the alcohol hit me, the buzz filled me with a comfortable, cozy warmth. We’d kissed twice, and flirted a bit. I had no cause to turn into a green monster because Nic held dinner parties in his home.
“Tilly used to visit us at both.”
“Did you read my mind?” My grin was real. This was much better than letting Nic see my unwarranted jealousy.
“No, but I do pay attention and that seemed to be your most obvious next question.”
“How old are you?” I let my gaze wander across Nic’s chiseled face and down his hard chest. He could be thirty or three hundred. Perhaps not polite to ask in the vamp community. “Not that it matters. Just curious. I mean how do you…you know, count your birthdays, from birth or… from the other thing?”
One drink and I was prattling like an idiot.
“The other thing?” He quirked an eyebrow.
Heat burned in my cheeks.
“How do you know I wasn’t born like this?”
My eyes widened. I lowered my voice to a whisper. “I thought vampires couldn’t breed.”
“It’s rare. And I’m teasing you. I’m fortunate my sire is here with us, though he is largely a recluse.” Perhaps that explained why Nic was the vampire lord rather than his sire.
Another cocktail appeared at my elbow. I grabbed it in both hands.
Nic pulled it from my grip, brought my hands to his mouth and kissed the back of both hands. “I’m over three hundred years old.”
“Thank you.” I gave him a smile to show how much I appreciated his honesty. I assumed he was telling the truth. He would have distracted me if he didn’t want to answer. The man sure was distracting. I tried to think of a few dry, dusty facts from history to quell the quivers and clenching between my legs. I failed miserably. “I bet your family history is interesting.”
He gave one of his throaty laughs. “You could say that. Eastern Europe, France, Canada, and finally here. A story for another time.”
A tuxedo-clad man tapped Nic on the shoulder and whispered into his ear. Nic’s eye’s tightened and he stood. “I’m sorry, business calls again. Shouldn’t take too long.” He kissed the palm of my hand. “I will catch you later.”
Good timing. I could have ended up in his lap. Private snogging was one thing, public displays—especially in front of my students—a different thing entirely.
He strode away, greeting the dancing party-goers as he passed them. Every woman in the place swiveled her head to follow his movements. When he stopped to converse, the person preened him or herself at his attention. The men either stood taller and tried to match his confidence, or seemed to deflate in his presence. The women gazed at him in open admiration. I couldn’t blame them. There was a lot to admire.
Dammit, I was in over my head. The rush to intimacy with Nic didn’t feel wrong, but hells bells, this was the fastest I’d ever gone from kissing a stranger to wherever we were going next.
A slow prickle tickled the back of my neck. I spun to try and catch whoever was staring at me. Jake sprawled on one of the sofas, his arms spread across its back, a charming smile on his handsome face. He lifted his glass as if to toast my presence, and I had a feeling Imogen would soon find out I’d attended the party. I did the same with my cocktail. I had nothing to hide after all, even if the kid had seen my flirting with Nic. If Imogen queried me, though she had no right to, I could pass it off as harmless chit-chat. Getting to know the frenemy, so to speak.
Nic’s smooth, host demeanor hadn’t faltered, but the antsy behavior of the man in the tux suggested something urgent demanded his attention. I leaned back against the bar and sipped the remains of my cocktail. Already my head spun. Veronica sat not far away, draped over a blond man who nibbled against her neck. She’d lost the fur stole and her bronzed shoulders shimmered under the lamplight. As I watched like a voyeur, he stood and lifted her in an easy, flowing movement. He carried her to the far end of the room and they disappeared behind blood-red velvet drapes. She was eighteen, I reminded myself. An adult and able to make her own decisions. But did she have all the facts or the maturity?
Imogen told me that she feared the situation could spiral out of control. That she mostly trusted the Graviers, but she didn’t trust the vampires who started and settled in proliferating nests. I should have Googled the heck out of it after our coffee and chat. I guess I’d yet to process and accept the whole vampire thing.
“Ms. Thompson.” Someone tapped my arm.
I spun to face her. “Faith. What are you doing here? I got the impression—”
“That Cindy and I weren’t invited?”
“Well, yes.”
Faith folded her arms across her chest. “Veronica only thinks she knows everything.”
Like Imogen, perhaps.
Faith called Cindy over and the girls stood on either side of me.
“I love your dress. Did you rent your costume?” Cindy lightly touched the elaborate sequined hem of my dress.
“No, it’s mine. I got it at a vintage shop for a party in a speakeasy in San Francisco. How about you?”
“We rented our dresses from the costume shop in Portland.” Faith laughed and twirled in her layered dress. The movement set the fringes swirling. Her eyes shone, her long, fine, hair draped over her shoulders like a black, silk cape. It gave me pleasure to see her having fun.
I couldn’t help glancing back at the drapes. I hadn’t noticed Veronica or her consort reappearing.
“Looking for Veronica?” Faith followed my gaze.
“Well, yes. I know she’s over eighteen, but—”
“She’s not particularly mature.” Cindy giggled.
Faith leaned in, as if to whisper a secret. “And she makes bad decisions.”
“Especially about men.” Cindy hid her response behind her hand.
The bartender pushed another three cocktails towards us. “A Negroni for yourself ma’am, and Nogronis for the young ladies.”
“Say what?” Faith accepted the glass and gave it a small sniff.
“Non-alcoholic Negronis.” Sam flicked his tea towel over his shoulder. “Taste delicious so I’m told.”
“Not from your own experience?”
“Long time since I’ve been younger than twenty-one.” Sam winked at us.
“My goodness this is bitter.” Cindy wiped her mouth after taking a gulp of the cocktail.
“Maybe it’s not for gulping.” Faith took a smaller sip. “It is delicious, Sam.”
I’d love to sample a Nogroni one day, but not with so many questions in my head. Time to refocus on the curtain Veronica had disappeared behind.  “What is behind the curtain?”
Faith and Cindy glanced at one another then back to the curtain. I sipped again while waiting for one of the girls to respond.
“It’s for people to be private,” Faith answered. Her cheeks flushed so red I could see it clearly in the dim light even though she lowered her gaze.
I pushed on, regardless of the girls’ growing discomfort. “Private to do what?” For sex or a drink of fresh warm blood, perhaps. Or both. Or something else. I started imaging the deprivations the girls could suffer at the hands of a hungry lustful vampire. And the boys, as well. Jake was most likely here for a female vamp, not one of his classmates he could hang out with any time.
Both girls shrugged, their stares fixed on the floor. Faith fidgeted with the fringe on her dress until sweat from her palm stuck the strands together.
“I’m not judging you, but this is important.” I touched her hand and she flinched away. But she lifted her face to look at me. “Have either of you been to a private room?”
Cindy took Faith’s hand. “It’s not what you are thinking. They pay fifty dollars a visit and it doesn’t hurt. In fact, it’s the best feeling you will ever have.” Her eyes lit up, but whether it was at a memory or in anticipation of what was to come was impossible to tell, and I’d pushed them enough.
“Thank you for sharing that with me. One last thing—were you pressured in any way?”
They both shook their heads rapidly and I let out a breath. Thank goodness for that. I desperately did not want Nic to be the fiend Ben thought he was.
Perhaps I could get inside myself.
Nic might tell me if I asked. I glanced across the space, but couldn’t spot him anywhere. Imogen seemed concerned about random vampires in nests rather than the Graviers, but she made a point of mentioning these parties to me. Made a point of the girls in my class who attended. Maybe Jake attending didn’t worry her, if she knew.
The alcohol in the cocktails must have switched off my normally cautious nature. Instead of waiting for Nic to return, I found my curiosity too aroused to sit still. I excused myself from the girls, grabbed my clutch purse and crossed the floor to the drapes.
No one stopped me from crossing the room. I wove my way between couples on the dance floor until I reached the drapes. The soft velvet tickled the backs of my hands as I reached behind them to find an entryway to wherever Veronica had disappeared.
A commotion broke out behind me. Strong hands pulled me away from the drapes.
“Ms. Thompson.” Gaspard pushed me behind him.
A tall, dark-haired man strode through the dancing couples carrying an unconscious young woman in his arms. I didn’t recognize her, but she looked to be around senior year age.
“What happened? I know first aid and CPR.” I tried to push my way around Gaspard.
“We have it covered, ma’am.” He had the bored official monotone perfected and was broad enough to effectively block my attempt.
I ducked under his arm. Not fast enough to get past, but I didn’t miss the drops of blood on the floor, or the fact that they came from a rip in her neck.




Chapter Eight
Gaspard held the curtain to one side, another man—also in security, by the look of his broad shoulders and military posture—pushed a panel on the wall and a door slid open. I saw my chance and took it without a second thought. I ignored Gaspard’s shout and dived through the opening as the door slid shut behind me. It took a few seconds for my eyes to adjust to the dim, reddish light. A long corridor stretched in front of me. It couldn’t have been more than a few seconds, but it was as quiet as a morgue. There was no sight or sound of the man or the unconscious girl. I crept along the wall, and every so often I came to a locked, recessed door. I’d counted five doors when one knob turned in my hand.
I pushed the door open and closed it behind me, painfully slowly so as not to make a sound. A murmur of voices came from the other side of an ornate screen that separated a small entry area from the rest of the room. I tiptoed across the floor, carpeted, thank the heavens, reached the screen and peered around the side.
The most beautiful woman I’d ever seen in my life glanced at me. “You may as well come in, Louisa. It is Louisa, isn’t it?”
I nodded, though I couldn’t help lifting my brow. “And you are?”
She held out a dainty white hand. “Emilde Gravier.” She circled her arm to where the injured young women lay on a hospital bed, quite still while blood dripped into her arm via an intravenous transfusion. Damn they’d got the girl hooked up to a drip in record time.
“She’s okay?” I hated how tentative I sounded.
“She will be. She is sedated now, and will leave feeling better than before.” Emilde’s tone held a stronger accent than Nic, reeking of culture and entitlement. Her smile did not reach her eyes. In fact, it barely touched her mouth.
I didn’t get to ask any more questions. A hand covered my mouth and I was lifted from the floor.
“You shouldn’t be back here, Ms. Thompson.” Gaspard’s voice.
“Please see her out, Gaspard.” Emilde turned her back to me.
I kicked at his shins with my heels but he barely slowed his stride. He easily managed the door one-handed and loped to the end of the corridor where we arrived at an elevator. He pushed the button with his elbow, the doors swished open, he carried me inside and the lift started moving up. Blinking and wriggling in the bright light, I scored a direct hit on his kneecap and he dropped his hand from my mouth.
“Put me down!” I yelled.
“Sweet Betsy.” He rubbed at his knee. “What did you do that for?”
“You kidnapped me.”
“I am removing you from a private area you had no right being in. That’s my job.”
“Where is the injured woman? I want to see her.”
“You saw her. She’s being looked after. It’s no concern of yours.”
The elevator stopped and Gaspard pointed a fat finger at me. “Go home, go to bed and read a book.”
“Don’t tell me—”
He picked up my purse from where it had fallen, slapped it into my stomach and nudged me outside. The gun clunked against my phone and the door closed silently behind me. Some vampire hunter I was. I hadn’t even thought to use the gun. And how was I supposed to tell which of Nic’s friends were undead? And which of them were rogue sleaze-ball leeches? No way I wanted to get close enough to see their eyes turn amber and fangs descend. I shivered in the cold air. A vintage flapper’s dress was no match for after dark in an Oregon autumn.
Thank the heavens I’d parked under good lighting. I tried to bring my breathing back under control as I paced to my car. Halfway across the parking lot I jolted to a stop. I needed to hang on to my vampire hunter card. I had questions for Nic Gravier, and I would get answers. I turned and stomped around the house to the front door instead. The lighting barely reached the path, but anger quelled any fear. A gorgeous calico cat crept around the perimeter. He gave me a head-bump and I petted his head. Cats and I had always made friends easily. 
The hair on the back of my neck lifted before I made it to the steps. I spun and scanned the area as a prickling sensation covered my scalp. A tall blond man, his hands in his trouser pockets, pulled away from the wall. The cat let out a long hiss and scampered away. The man sauntered closer.
Too close.
His eyes glinted and flared a deep amber, almost blood red. “Aren’t you a pretty little thing.”
I took a step back.
His handsome face broke into a charismatic smile. “Are you afraid?”
“Yes.” I saw no reason to lie. In spite of the smile, this guy radiated a serious off vibe. “Who are you?”
“You don’t need to know my name.” He let out a brittle, forced laugh as he circled closer. “But what the hell. Seeing as you asked so nicely, I’m Adrian Broadman.”
“Louisa.” Maybe I could keep him talking until help arrived.
“Enjoy your fear, my sweet. I have fed. But I fancy desert.” He widened his smile and revealed sharp white fangs. Fangs that suggested conversation wasn’t his immediate priority.
My heartbeat thrashed in my ears. Ben had shown me how fast I could move, and I was impressed at the speed and skills I hadn’t known I had. But I knew there was no point in trying to outrun a vampire. Prey panicked and ran, and prey got eaten. So nope, no panicking happening here. No point in waiting for help to arrive, either.
I unclasped the clutch bag, slowly withdrew the pistol and flicked the safety off. “Do you get off on scaring pretty little things?”
“Fear is as delicious as lust, don’t you think?” Adrian watched me with an amused grin. “You will need a steady hand to damage my head enough to stop me.”
A steady hand and some target practice. He didn’t know this was my first time face to face with a renegade vamp rather than a target. I forced myself to breathe deep, slow breaths. Ben had taught me to take advantage of my increased sensitivity to monitor every change in the situation and to watch for tells. Adrian adjusted his posture a fraction, a sure tell. He came at me but I’d already leveled my gun at his chest and pulled the trigger. The recoil only set me back a step, but the sound left my ears ringing.
He staggered back, clutching his shoulder. Blood seeped through his fingers. “That hurts.” He let out a slow groan. “Damn it, woman, where did you get pure silver bullets for your toy weapon?”
Good question, as I’d no idea where to buy more. The only thought that screamed in my head was whether to try and kill him, or run to the house as fast as I could. I needed more than a few vampire hunter lessons, I needed the confidence to take a head shot too. Ben said that all except very old vampires died with a silver bullet in the heart or brain.
Adrian leaned forward, hands on his knees, more clumsily human than elegantly vampirish in that moment. He wiped his forehead, as if trying to collect himself. I couldn’t feel anything for him. He was still a vampire who intended to drink my blood by force, no matter how human he looked.
“Stay back or I’ll shoot again.” Still aiming the gun at his chest, I edged toward the front door. My voice sounded so steady I barely recognized myself.
Adrian stood, and this time he was on me so fast I had no time to use the gun. He twisted my arm, and I screamed as bone crunched in my wrist and my purse and the gun clattered to the walkway.
Suddenly he was behind me, holding my arms behind me, his chest pressed into my back and he squeezed me in a vise-like grip in front of him. His cold lips touched my collarbone. Breathing was hard. I kicked back and connected with soft tissue. Adrian grunted but didn’t move or loosen his grip.
“I had planned on just a small drink. But you have to pay for shooting me.”
I kicked back again. He laughed and scrunched my broken wrist even harder.
Pain shot throughout my arm and I couldn’t help whimpering.
“I’m doing you a favor. Time to learn your place.” Adrian grazed his cold lips across the hollow in my neck, the touch horrifyingly intimate. “Delicious.” He groaned and licked at my skin. “Fresh dhampir blood in such an appealing package. I’ve hit the jackpot tonight.”
My fear ratcheted up a notch. No one told me vampires found my blood irresistible.
I struggled ineffectively. Somehow, I found my voice. “What are you talking about?”
He made a sound halfway between a laugh and a growl. “We both know it. You can’t deny your blood.”
Adrian grazed his teeth, sharp as dagger points, across my neck and I kicked like a wild thing.
“We could have made this pleasant.” He twisted my head to the side and down to expose more of my neck. “Remember, you have chosen this way.” Twin blades grazed and scratched before plunging through my skin. A trail of blood dripped down the front of my dress. It hurt like a bitch and I came close to fainting. But the real agony came when he moved his lips around the wounds and he started sucking out my blood.
After a couple of deep pulls that sent agony spiraling to my toes, Adrian groaned like a gastronome at a degustation dinner. He loosened his grip around my torso. Adrenalin spurred me to fight for my life. I freed my uninjured hand and jabbed fingers into both his eyes. With a roar, he pulled back, I elbowed him in the gut and dove for the gun. He jumped me in a flash, but I twisted and slammed my good fist into the silver-encrusted wound in his shoulder. My hand slipped on the gun barrel, but we were so close I couldn’t miss. The recoil rammed the small gun into my chest as the bullet shot out through the vampire’s back. I was going to have one hell of a bruise on my sternum.
He struggled to his elbows, but couldn’t hold himself up and dropped his weight back on to me. I tried to wriggle out from under him but he grabbed my hair and held me in place. Shouts, screams and footsteps neared. I had to get away before another vampire charged to help his colleague. As I wrenched myself away, the strands of hair wrapped around the vampire’s hand yanked from my head. I kneed and kicked, hoping to catch the man in the groin. If I could get him off me, I’d kick him again and again until his balls turned black and blue.
Suddenly the weight of the vampire lifted.
It took me a few seconds to reconcile the images in my head with the one in front of me. Nic held Adrian Broadman, his hands tight around Adrian’s throat. He shook him so hard his feet swung around in wild circles. Nic shouted something into the vampire’s face, grabbed his head and wrenched it from his body.
“Thanks for that.”
Emilde’s voice. I’d know her cool tones anywhere. She kneeled beside me, pulled a dainty handkerchief from a hidden pocket in her long skirt and wiped spots of blood from her face.
Nic squatted on the opposite side. “Could have been worse. At least our kind has little blood.”
“Speaking of which, she’s lost too much.” Emilde tugged my dress away from the wound and tutted. “I’ll get the door.”
She sped to the front of the house. I struggled to sit, but waves of dizziness blighted every attempt.
“Easy.” Nic lifted me gently into his arms.
At any other time, I would have welcomed the contact. But his cool, clammy skin reminded me too much of the man who’d attacked me. I wriggled and pain burned. I whimpered like a silly damsel in distress and hated myself for it.
“The pain will ease soon, I promise.” Nic carried me through the front foyer, up a wide staircase and onto the second-floor landing.
Emilde stood just outside a wide-open door. Nic rushed past her and lowered me to a sheet spread across the floor. I must have blacked out for a few moments, because when I came to, he cradled my head on his knees as he brushed hair from my eyes and lips. He dragged his thumbnail across his wrist and held it to my mouth.
I gagged at the thick liquid and tried to twist my head away. Emilde gripped the sides of my face. “Drink. We need to heal you fast or you will bleed to death.”
Nic pried my lips apart. “Trust me, you will feel better. I promise.”
Blood still dripped from my wound. The vampire bite had filled me with an anti-coagulant to keep my blood flowing out of my veins and into his mouth. I knew that much from reading Tilly’s papers even before I found her journals. I didn’t have many options. Trust him or die.
He held his wrist against my lips again. The horrid smell pulled a heave from my chest. I ignored it, stopped myself from grimacing and sealed my mouth over his wrist. I tried to pretend I was drinking a Bloody Mary. A very Bloody Mary. It didn’t work, but I forced myself to grip his arms and lick at the blood pooling in the gash. After a few deep swallows, the excruciating agony in my collarbone eased to a dull roar of pain. The bones in my wrist realigned themselves back together and a euphoric pleasure engulfed me. I tried to cling to his arm when he pulled away. He wound his hand in my hair and gently drew my head back, his touch so unlike the other vampire’s it was hard to believe they were the same creatures. Creatures. Predators. Not human.
But then, neither was I.
His eyes changed back to blue, his intense gaze focusing on my face. “Just a little longer.”
I licked my lips in anticipation of more of his blood. The gash on Nic’s wrist had already healed so he cut it again, but this time he dropped some of his blood straight onto the still open wound in my neck. I hissed at the sharp sting and missed the sensation of his pulse throbbing under my lips. In a few minutes, the dull roar of pain settled to a background swoosh. As the hurt eased, I became aware of my surroundings—the hard floor beneath my butt, Nic’s strong arm under my head, his fingers gently stroking my face.
I licked the last traces of blood from my mouth. He lowered his head closer to my own and slowly traced his thumb across my still moist lower lip. With my pulse racing, I reached to his chest. The bloodstains on his once pristine shirt had already stiffened and turned black. I pulled the buttons open and rested my hand on his taut skin. His gaze never left mine as he lifted my hand to his mouth and delicately kissed my palm.
“Let’s get you into bed.” His voice honeyed into a deep baritone.
My passion was ready to say yes, but my body felt like I’d taken on a T-rex and lost. I gripped his shirt as my head swirled with harrowing emotion. “I’m not sure I’ve got the energy.”
He let out a low chuckle. “Not that sort of bed, my sweet Louisa.”
He lifted me as if afraid to break me, but instead of the large bed in the middle of the room, he crossed to a door recessed into the wall. “Is the bath ready?”
Emilde pulled the door open and ushered us inside. “Don’t let the heat out, she’s a regular human. We need a thick robe to wrap her in.”
“I’m not a normal human.” I tried to stamp my foot, but it came out as a tiny tap.
Nic deposited me in a chair, mumbled something back to Emilde and scooted off, presumably in search of something to wrap me in.
“I’m not a regular human.” I faced Emilde. I’d fought off an honest-to-god vampire attack. Almost. The strength I felt while fighting with him was like nothing I’d felt, ever before, at any time. It was as if the attack flicked my latent vampire hunter gene on. I’d ask Ben next time I saw him. I grimaced at her. “I’m a dhampir. That’s half vampire, you know. Wait, could be that I’m an eighth vampire, or maybe a sixteenth.”
“Whatever.” She rolled her eyes, seemingly unimpressed with my claim. “Still human. Can you stand so we can get those clothes off?”
“You want to see me naked?”
“You wish,” Emilde sniggered. She helped me to my feet, unzipped my dress and let it tumble to the floor as I clutched my healing wrist to my chest.
“It’s ruined.” I tried to bend to pick up the remains of the once beautiful dress. A wave of dizziness sent me swaying into Emilde’s legs.
She steadied me until the dizziness passed. “I’ll get it washed and repaired while you heal.” She unclasped my bra and held me steady while I scooted out of my panties.
Nic returned with the fluffiest, whitest robe I’d ever seen. He gave me a soft, lingering kiss, which was over far too quickly, and scooped me back into his arms. He started lowering me into the sunken bath and the sweet yet astringent scent of a meadow after a summer shower enveloped me.
“The water is yellow and full of grassy stuff.” I yanked my toes up.
“Stop wriggling. It’s full of healing herbs.”
“What herbs?” I clung to his neck.
“Ginger, hops, lavender, meadowsweet, parsley. What else, Emilde?”
“Stinging nettle. Combined, they will help your circulation, skin, muscles, and joints.”
“But I want bubbles.” I started giggling and couldn’t stop. I’d almost died at the hands of a vampire, drank the blood of another—admittedly much sexier—vampire, and I was about to be laid in a bathtub of sodden herbs by the same delicious man. Some days just went bad, then got better and better.
Emilde flicked a switch and the water swirled. I may have heard the words “I’ll give her bubbles” before she stomped out of the bathroom.
“I’ll be right out here.” Nic lowered me into the warm, gently fizzing water, propped my head against a bath pillow, and turned to leave.
I grabbed his wrist. “No. Stay. Please.”
He pulled my hand off his arm and held it gently between his own. “I’d like to talk about it, if you are ready.”
I knew from past experience that by tomorrow I’d hate to be reminded of the attack and would probably try and wrap it in shrink wrap until it was barely a dot on my soul. Not healthy, according to my mom, who was usually right.
I puffed out a sigh and nodded.
Nic ignored the chair, folded a towel next to the bath and sat cross-legged at my side. He took my hand in his and softly stroked my forearm. “Tell me what happened.”
His touch should have been a major turn-on, but instead I found it calming. “I guess you mean everything before you twisted that vampire’s head right off his shoulders.” Every breath of scented steam eased a band of tightness across my shoulders. “He introduced himself as Adrian Boardman.”
“We will get to him.” Nic’s eyes tightened, but so quickly I wasn’t certain what I’d seen. He hid whatever he was really thinking by a small, enigmatic smile. “I mean from when Armand pulled me away on a business matter.”
A yawn escaped me, followed by a sigh. “At the bar in your club? The man in the tux?”
Nic nodded.
Images flitted through my mind and I squirmed in the water. “Was the business matter related to the girl getting the transfusion?”
Nic lifted his brows. “You first.”
I didn’t have to try to recall the agony and fear of dying, but the events between parting from Nic and meeting Adrian were a lot hazier.
“What happened to Adrian’s body? Is he a pile of ash now?”
“No, but his body is desiccated and will be ash before morning.”
“But in the books—”
“We can discuss that later. Back to your story or you can rest.” Nic’s tone permitted no argument.
“I remember the girl, and Emilde. Gaspard kicked me out. Then the other one tried to kill me.”
“Go back to how you came to see the girl getting the transfusion.”
“If you just want to tell me off for entering out of bounds areas—”
“No.” He leaned closer. “I do not tolerate attacks on my guests. The safety of my people is up to me. I need to know what happened. But you are tiring, this conversation can wait.”
“No. It’s important. What if I forget details by the time I wake?” I settled back against the bath pillow and struggled to put the events in sequence. I befuddled myself a few times, but I did get through the story in the end. My heavy lids drooped. “Now I’m lying in a bath of yellow water trying not to fall asleep when that’s all I want to do.”
“Then sleep.”
“But I’m here with you.” I tried to stifle a yawn and failed. “I don’t want to waste time sleeping.”
He smirked. “It won’t be wasted. You will have the energy of a dozen nymphomaniacs when you wake.”
“Just a dozen, huh?” I yawned again, and this time could not stop my eyes closing.




Chapter Nine
A soft duvet caressed my bare shoulders when I woke. I stretched my arms above my head and gazed across the airy bedroom. Someone had dried my skin and hair and laid me naked in this huge, firm yet soft mattress. I loved everything about the elegantly decorated room. The Shaker-style bed looked like a genuine antique. I stroked a finger across the gleaming wood until naughty thoughts of my hands tied to the headboard while Nic pleasured my body came from nowhere.
I’d been reading too many romance books. I snatched my hands back under the covers as if the wood singed my skin.
Heat rose in my face until my cheeks and the tops of my ears burned. I’d let Emilde see me nude. The fact that I’d been helpless as a babe didn’t lessen the embarrassment. I buried my face in my hands. Sweet heavens, I’d let Nic hold my naked body in his arms like a shameless hussy. Was almost dying at the hands of a bad-boy vampire a good excuse? Perhaps drinking Nic’s blood freed my inhibitions.
A tingle started in my chest and ended up as a whole-body tremor.
Forget naked. I’d. Drank. His. Blood.
Far out. I moved to Dogwood Grove barely two weeks ago, discovered my beloved Aunt Tilly enjoyed a secret life as a vampire hunter, felt my own dhampir genes switch on when forced to fight for my life, and to cap everything off, I’d drank fresh freaking vampire blood straight from a real-life vampire’s arm.
At least I lived. Or would I become a vampire myself after drinking Nic’s blood? I tried to recall Tilly’s words on the subject but my brain was too scattered to think straight. The good news was that I’d survived so far, even if I now found myself naked in a bed, in the Gravier mansion.
The robe Nic found for me lay across a wingback chair, too far for me to reach without getting out of bed. My bloodied dress was nowhere in sight.
I flexed my wrist. Still a little stiff, but usable. I fingered my neck where Adrian had bitten me. I needn’t have worried about forgetting any of the details or shoving the memories into a tight ball. The attack still played like a movie in my head and emotional memories were still fresh, but two small depressions—a little sore but otherwise healed—were all that remained of the physical wounds.
I couldn’t sit here nude. Besides, I needed the bathroom rather urgently. A proper bathroom, not a room with nothing but a giant sunken tub like the one I’d bathed in last night. Nothing to do but to grab the robe and go in search of the facilities I needed. I tossed back the covers and slipped out of the bed. At the same time Nic swept into the room, carrying a perfectly balanced breakfast tray in one hand. Another flush of heat rose in my throat. I lunged for the robe and wrangled it over my shoulders.
Nic was at my side in a heartbeat. “Never be ashamed of who you are or how you look.”
Had he read my mind or my face? Probably my useless-at-hiding-emotions face.
He softly touched his lips to each shoulder as he helped my arms into the sleeves and knotted the robe around me. “You are perfect.”
Not a description often applied to me, nor one I agreed with. I could have mentioned my sticking out belly, but ignored the compliment instead. “Breakfast smells amazing, but I need the bathroom. I mean, a toilet.” My flush deepened.
“This is one of the rooms reserved for human guests, with all the facilities humans need.” Nic slipped his hand around my waist. “Can you walk?”
“I feel great. Whatever you gave me worked better than a pharmacy full of drugs. Thank you.”
“You’re welcome. Don’t ask me to explain.” He lifted his palms and shrugged. “It’s the arcane magic in vampire blood.” He nudged me across the plush carpet to an elegantly glazed door. “Breakfast will be waiting when you return.”
Mysterious magic had to explain everything about vampires. I padded to the bathroom deep in thought. I still had so much to learn. The deluxe room was as large as my bedroom and bathroom combined, and fully equipped for all human needs. My clean and repaired dress hung on a rail, my clean underwear and shoes sat under the dress in a low credenza. Next to them, someone had laid out jeans, a t-shirt and a soft-looking sweater.
Someone with talent had mended the dress, only a razor-thin line of sequins in an inconspicuous place hinted at a major salvage operation. I made a mental note to thank Emilde before going home. The lights around the huge mirror over the double sink hid nothing. I didn’t feel tired, but purple half-moons under my eyes showed my body’s stress. The faint remains of a shiny bruise surrounded one eye, and an almost healed gravel rash decorated the same cheek. Both courtesy of Adrian grinding my face into the ground when I shot him the second time. I stared at my reflection. It didn’t improve under my gaze but my stomach rumbled and I realized I was famished.
Sunlight filled the room when I tiptoed back to the bed. Nic had opened both blinds and a luminous blue sky shone behind the bare branched trees outside the windows. I slipped under the covers without removing the robe and burst into tears.
“What is it? Are you in pain?” Nic wrapped his arms around me and stroked my back.
I blubbered into his chest until hiccups replaced my hitching breaths.
“Talk to me, Louisa. What’s wrong?”
I turned my face so I could speak freely, though not completely truthfully. I didn’t want to admit how much the attack rattled me. “You always appear good enough to eat, but look at me.” I pulled away to point at my face. “An old crone on a really bad day.”
He lifted my chin and kissed my mouth. “You are always beautiful. Even better, today you are a rare beauty who fought a leech and won. Expect your emotions to be all over the place. It’s completely normal after everything that happened.” He’d seen right through me. He plumped the pillows behind my head, set up the breakfast tray over my thighs, and slid next to me. “Now eat. I know you are hungry.”
I forced myself not to think about the attack, the sickening sound of Adrian’s head leaving his body, or what may have happened if Nic hadn’t made it in time. An oval plate of bacon, scrambled eggs, sausage and maple-syrup-drenched pancakes sat under the cloche plate cover. I sampled everything and groaned in appreciation. It all tasted wonderful. “There’s enough for two here. Help yourself.”
“Thank you, but all food tastes like clay, and it’s not nourishing for me.” He flashed me a smile before pulling his knees to his chest and gazing out the window.
I drank him in while I sipped my juice. He wore his dark hair in tousled surfer waves, a light stubble hugged his strong jaw, and long eyelashes framed the amazing blue orbs that were his eyes.
I knew how dangerous he was. I knew I shouldn’t get involved with him. But excitement shot through me every time we touched. I’d felt lust before, but not like this. We were both creatures of the night. I was as much a part of his world, as he of mine. But would drinking his blood make me a vampire too? I had to find out.
“You know how I drank your blood. Thanks, by the way. Will I be a vampire now?”
He laughed at that. “No. The process to sire new vamps is rather more complex and should never be started without express consent.”
I shoveled food into my mouth for several minutes. “If food tastes like clay, I guess you only eat, drink blood?”
“And the occasional glass of wine or cognac.” He circled his fingertip across my wrist.
“Or cocktails.” Laughter died on my lips as my cheeks heated again. Damn it. I’d almost climbed into his lap in the speakeasy. That was before I drank the Negroni cocktail, so I couldn’t burden the drink with any blame.
“And an aged whiskey.” His fingertips continued making lazy figure eights across my forearm.
“Aged in oak, of course.” I tried for a posh, upper-class tone, but the touch of his fingers sent currents of desire from my skin to my very core and I couldn’t keep a tremor from my voice.
He laughed and the soft rumble sent a shiver across my skin.
I had visions of Nic and Emilde warming bags of blood in a microwave and drinking it from silver goblets, quickly replaced by young women bleeding from two holes in their necks. Adrian may have been a rogue vampire, a leech, but all of them needed blood to survive. Even though I knew getting involved with Nic was risky, I wanted to get to know him better and to do that I needed to accept his diet.
“Do you only drink human blood? I’m guessing it doesn’t come from a supermarket.”
His gaze searched my face for a few seconds. “I’m sure you’ve heard of the research lab I fund.” He scooted closer and poured heavenly scented coffee into an oversize mug. “You know there is no shortage of willing blood donors. I need to explain a few things, then I will answer your questions about the girl who received a blood transfusion.”
I let out a breath and felt my shoulders relax. I could trust him. He’d get straight to the point. “Yes, please. It worries me. And how you manage the nests in the area. Can you explain that, too?”
He didn’t answer immediately. I sipped my coffee and waited.
He moved so he could face me easily. “The blood from the lab sustains us, but not in the same way as fresh blood pumping from a healthy human. We keep a number of people here—”
I pushed the tray away and put some distance between us. “Blood slaves? Prisoners. You feed on humans, you keep them in cages—”
“Stop.” He gripped my arms. “You sound like a B grade horror movie. I do not keep prisoners. The humans who live here all choose to do so, enjoy the many benefits I offer, and are free to leave any time they choose.”
I wanted to believe him. Wanted to believe the world I inhabited resembled a paranormal romance story where the vampires were urbane gentlemen, skilled in the sensual arts, rather than gothic horror where vampires were either disgusting or terrifying, or both.
He’d never been anything other than charming, and he’d saved my life by decapitating Adrian. An urbane gentleman with a bite fit him in more ways than one.
I aimed for humor again. “Sounds like a living pantry.”
He ran his hands up my arms. “I will introduce you to them and you’ll see their living quarters for yourself.”
“You could hypnotize them, force them to say only what you want.”
He gave me a slow, disbelieving shake of his head.
The hurt look on his face tore at my heart. I leaned closer and squeezed my hands over his. “I’m just trying to understand.”
He focused his intense gaze on my eyes. “Vampire allure increases with age, and we often have little trouble encouraging someone who wants to do our bidding. But stories of our ability to hypnotize anyone to do absolutely anything are just that—stories. All will speak freely, I promise. Now, will you let me continue?”
I drained my coffee cup. It was difficult not to worry a little about vampire enthrallment. Tilly wrote mainly about vampire lore long before the twenty-first century, when we glamourized the image. In the old legends, no one found the bloodsuckers anything but disgusting and terrifying.
A memory from our first meeting on my back porch came to mind. “When we first met I felt blissed out, just for a few seconds. A flash of amber lit your eyes and drowsiness drew my eyelids down. I remember thinking that I suddenly felt as stoned as if I’d vaped way too much hash oil. My tongue loosened even as warning bells sounded an alarm at the back of my brain. As the glow in your eyes faded I became alert again.”
He ran his hands up and down my arms. “You may recall you brandished a solid rolling pin. I did try a light glamour, you resisted it well, even then.” He kissed my cheek. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have done it.”
“Can I cast a thrall over someone?”
He pulled back. “One day, when all your skills are developed.”
“Wow.” Something to look forward to. “I trust all your blood donors will speak freely. Please continue.”
Ben rolled his eyes at my quasi regal tone. “Back to the blood that nourishes us. You may object to the parties. Ben does. I keep the invitation list small so people hunger for an invite. No one is forced to participate. But those who want to are encouraged to move into the private rooms to satisfy their desires. Once bitten, forever enthralled, is a myth. But I admit some people become as obsessed with our bites as we are with their blood. Some enjoy drinking a few drops of our blood. A rare pleasure when the two are combined. We take their blood and return a tenfold pleasure. The vampires I invite are all within my line or vetted by Gaspard.”
A shudder took hold of my shoulders. “There is nothing enjoyable about being bitten.”
Nic hugged me tight. “Adrian fooled us. He was a bastard leech. He deliberately hurt you when he could have made the experience pure pleasure. He was responsible for the girl you saw receiving a transfusion.”
“Do you mean he took so much blood she nearly died?” My gut tightened. “Did he attack her like me? He said something about having me for dessert.”
Nic stroked my back. “He didn’t attack her, but he did take far more blood from her than he should have and he did not close the wounds. Gaspard told him to leave and never return. He should have killed Adrian then. I’ll never forgive myself.”
“It wasn’t your fault. You saved my life.”
“But I didn’t get there in time to stop him from injuring you. Even worse, I’m almost glad he gave you no pleasure. I am looking forward to introducing you to my bite, and I promise you will get a kick from the experience.”
His silky voice edged with ragged hunger awakened my senses like no other sound ever had. I nestled into his neck, he caressed my cheek with feather-light strokes and I almost purred in weightless bliss. When he lowered his mouth in a hard kiss, I parted my lips with a moan. He snaked his tongue into my mouth and we fell back against the pillows in a tangle of heaving limbs.
I wanted to shout Yes! Yes! and more. But I couldn’t do anything except moan into his mouth. This was the raw, demanding kiss I’d been craving. Pure pleasure, with a hint of sin. Mysterious, intoxicating, and impossible to resist.
His hard torso pressed me into the soft bed. Sandwiched between the two, exquisite sensations rippled across my skin. Moisture blazed between my legs. Without breaking the most amazing kiss of my life, he pulled me onto my side, wrapped his arms around me and expertly explored my curves. He skillfully swirled his tongue around mine until my pulse pounded in symphony with my throbbing mound.
I pulled away to suck in gulps of air. “Way too many clothes.” My voice shook with desire.
“I couldn’t agree more.” His eyes gleamed as I wrenched the robe’s belt undone and shrugged the garment off my shoulders.
His hungry gaze traveled from my face, down my body and legs, and back up again.
I shrugged my shoulders. “I’m not much to look at—”
Another searing kiss cut off my words. He wound his hands into my hair then stroked slowly down my back until he cupped my buttocks in his hands. “The next negative comment about yourself will earn a spanking. Got it?”
The threat didn’t scare me like it should have. My skin heated and tingled as his fingertips worked their magic. The junction of my thighs clenched, the throbbing deep within almost painful. I dug my fingertips into his back and clutched him to me as I ground my pelvis against the thickening shaft straining his jeans and pulsing against my abdomen. Too many clothes separated his skin from mine. I wanted to touch all of him, stroke his chest, taste him, wanted him to fill me so deeply I drifted to another plane, screaming in pure pleasure.
A burst of indescribable lust pushed away all thoughts except yanking off his clothes and rubbing my naked body against his.
I groaned deep in my throat as I pulled his shirt from his jeans. “You too—too many clothes.”
He gave a low, decadent chuckle, and climbed off the bed. I lay on my side, elbow holding my head up, rather like a sultry renaissance nude, to watch him strip.
He removed his cuff links and set the square stones of deepest ruby red on the bedside table. Gazing into my eyes, he slowly undid each shirt button. Too slowly.
I collapsed onto the bed like a 1920’s silent movie star. “Do you want me to implode?”
He laughed his delicious laugh, kicked off his shoes, teased off his belt and unbuttoned his jeans. When he finally threw his shirt to the floor, I sucked in a breath. His clothing flaunted his lean, muscled physique, and I’d felt the tautness of his chest so I’d looked forward to a spectacular body. But my jaw almost hit the bed at the sight of him. He stood before me like a Greek God, his torso naked, his jeans hanging low on his hips, all of him stunningly masculine and full of raw sensuality.
I. Just. Stared.
He was chiseled and lightly covered with fine, dark hair that headed south, down his flat stomach, and disappeared into his jeans. The throbbing and tingling coursing through my body amplified. His trousers dropped a fraction and his swollen cock surged and leaned in my direction. A sudden flush of warmth spread through my body. No doubt at all about my readiness. No doubting his desire, either.
I’d never wanted anything more than this.
He kicked off his jeans and in one elegant step, settled his body next to mine.
I pushed my tingling nipples into his chest, practically begging him to get on with it.
“Patience, mon ange.” He nudged our bodies apart, caressed my breasts and pinched my nipples to throbbing tips. Ripples of desire flared under his skillful hands. Desperate for him to ease my aching need, I plunged my tongue into his mouth.
He nipped the tip of my tongue and sucked it until I ran out of breath and broke away from him.
“I cannot wait a moment longer.” I clutched his shoulders, my breathing fast and noisy. “I will explode—”
A low tone rumbled from his throat. “Open your legs.”
My heart thundered, but I didn't think twice. I was barely thinking at all.
He delved two fingers inside me and I let out a cry. Rhythmically, he slid in and out, building the tempo until I couldn’t control my spiraling gasps. I clutched his head to my breast, lifting my hips in time to his hand. With a wet finger and slow, rippling strokes, he circled my sweet spot. Pulsing with passion, I couldn't focus on anything but the tension soaring with every intimate touch. Fireworks erupted inside me and I scraped my nails down his back.
I floated in a delicious haze. Best orgasm ever.
He let out a low groan. “Beautiful. I could watch you orgasm all day.”
He took possession of my mouth again and gripped my hips. His shaft pressed at my center, so hot and hard, I groaned with anticipation. He lifted himself onto his elbows, our faces so close his hair hung like silk around my face. He smoothed a wayward tress from my cheek. His intense gaze—possessive, passionate, unrepentant—sent tremors rippling over my skin. He feathered my neck with the lightest kisses, and almost breathless, I turned my head and stretched my neck to give him free access. Logically I should be afraid of his bite, but instead I yearned for the scrape of his fangs on my skin.
“Not this time,” Nic whispered into my ear and continued flicking his tongue down my cleavage, to my abdomen.
My skin tightened under his expert touch. Aching with desire, I spread my legs wider, inviting him in, already slick with wetness, desperate for him to fill me.
His gorgeous body glistened with moisture. I pulled him into another breathless, sloppy kiss. When we pulled apart, I cradled his face in trembling hands. “Now. I’m ready now.”
“I know.” He flashed me one of his full-lipped, impish grins before kissing me again, crushing my lips against his.
He slid his hands down my hips and cupped my buttocks in his smooth hands. He caressed my inner thighs as he licked tiny circles at a tortuously slow pace across my pelvis. Currents of half searing torture and half pure pulsating pleasure shot to my curling toes and I shuddered out a long, low moan.
He moved lower and his mouth descended between my legs. He caressed his lips against me, his tongue hot and deliciously wet. Sweet heavens above. So wet. So hot. I lost control of my body and my back arched in a slow, sinuous curve. He swirled his tongue, alternately gentle and probing. My muscles clenched with every deep, spine-searing stroke. Spirals of bliss flowered from my crease. Pumping my hips, I writhed beneath his mouth until, from a fathomless place at my core, a kaleidoscope of shattering sensation saturated my entire being.
He pulled away and I choked out a noise of sheer frustration, but when he slid his body so our hips aligned, I let my knees drop to my sides.
He pushed his hips between my legs and delved his fingers into me. He circled and probed for only a few seconds, drew his fingertips to his mouth and licked off my moisture.
So hot. I hadn’t thought I could be more turned on than I was. Wrong.
He gripped my hips and speared into me. I moaned as he slowly pumped himself deeper, but more from pleasure than pain. I stretched to accommodate him, the fullness triggering a burst of passion and a whisper of pain. He swallowed my whimper with his lips as he sheathed himself inside me.
Intense pleasure gripped me and replaced all traces of pain. With each slow, sensual probe, I let out primal moans, sounds I had no idea I could make. Slivers of pain enhanced every other sensation. My muscles tightened, gripping every inch of him, urging him even deeper.
He tightened his grasp on my hips and thrust deep and fast. He swelled inside me, stretching my walls, the heat and friction between our bodies building. He gazed into my eyes, right into my eyes as if I were the most important thing in the world. At that moment, the only thing in the world that mattered to him. 
I wrapped my legs around his waist, moving with him, our breaths mingling.
“Mon ange, mon Cœur, ma moitié.” His ragged yet tender voice spurred more pleasure.
We rocked together and as we neared the peak of pleasure, he claimed my mouth again in a torrid kiss. I curled my fingers into his hair and squeezed my legs around him. I convulsed beneath him, my back arching, my screams probably heard throughout the house. Shards of pure bliss filled my body until every part of me tingled and vibrated.
He sunk into me so forcefully I cried out, but that cry turned into moans at the new spasms. With one hand on the headboard, he cried out, his face twisted in ecstasy and he ground against me while his orgasm pulsed inside me.
My brain barely worked, but I knew what I heard. Mon ange, mon cœur, ma moitié. My angel, my heart, my other half.




Chapter Ten
After another kiss that emptied my lungs of breath, Nic rolled to his side, curling me against him.
“Guess what?” I whispered into his ear.
He brushed a soft kiss onto my lips. “Enlighten me.”
“I could watch you orgasm all day. As long as I’m the cause.”
“Minx.” He gave me a throaty laugh and pulled the duvet over us.
We snuggled like that for several precious moments. I couldn't remember ever feeling post-sex bliss like this. What did that say about my sex life up until now? My body seemed to fit perfectly against his. He was cool to the touch, but not enough to be a turn-off.
I wrapped my hand around his bicep. Not too big, not too small, just the right size. All of him was just the right size, I smirked.
“Are you laughing at my muscle?" He stroked his hands down my spine, sending tingles across my back.
“Just the opposite." I rolled my fingertips across his shoulder. So tempting. But as much as I wanted to stay curled against Nic, my weekend was full. I had responsibilities to attend to.
“I need to get home to Snuggles.” I palmed Nic’s pectoral muscle, perfectly sized and shaped for my hand. “He will be worried about me. I rarely stay out overnight.”
Nic stroked his fingertips from my shoulder to my wrist. “I don’t want to let you go.”
“Poor Snuggles is all by himself. Besides, you know where I live and have your own tunnel direct to my basement door.”
“Is that an invitation?” Nic quirked his eyebrow, then burst out laughing. “You should've seen the look on your face. It's not true—the myth that vampires can't enter without it an invitation is just that, another myth. But I appreciate it all the same."
And that convinced me. I was reading every word Aunt Tilly ever wrote to make sure I knew everything she did about them, about him.
“You’re welcome any time. I might even invite you in for coffee." I winked at him. “But I’m still going home to Snuggles." I ignored the thrumming between my legs and forced myself to focus on Snuggle’s sad and hungry face. If I didn't leave soon, it might be a while before I did.
“Last time I checked, that little monster is perfectly capable of looking after himself.”
I kissed Nic’s mouth. “Maybe, but Ben and I have lots of practicing and training scheduled this weekend. If I leave now, I’ll make it back in time for my Saturday afternoon knife lesson.”
Nic kissed my forehead and pulled me into a hug. “It’s Sunday lunchtime, mon ange. You slept for over thirty hours.”
“Sunday!” I leapt from Nic’s embrace and sat upright. “My baby boy, all alone since I left the house Friday evening.” My breaths came in short, painful gasps. “I promised him I wouldn’t be late home. It’s been almost two days. “I forced myself to swallow as my throat thickened and tears threatened. “He could be squashed by a car, eaten by a coyote, hurt somewhere and I’m not there to help him. Who fed him?”
Nic’s silence told me all I needed to know. He looked a little remorseful. I threw back the covers, jumped from the bed and grabbed the robe from the floor. “My clothes. Need my clothes.”
“You are panicking unnecessarily—”
“I’m not panicking.” I glowered at him as I tried to wrangle my arms into the robe. “I just have to get home fast.”
“Emilde arranged clothing and other items for you in the bathroom. She assured me it will all fit.” He lifted onto his elbow and lounged on his side. His turn, it seemed, to watch me hopping about naked like an uncoordinated puffin. He, however, looked every bit like a marbled Greek god.
Damn it, he was gorgeous. His bed hair looked like sexy beach waves rather than my bird’s nest. His lidded eyes hinted at carnal pleasures sated, while mine, I’m sure, would remind me that I hadn’t removed my make-up properly. I wanted to either slap him into next week or kiss him stupid, but both would lead to places I didn’t have time to go, not today at least. I didn’t dare risk the temptation.
I bolted to the bathroom intending to splash cold water on my face, throw on some clothes and make a run for it. But when I saw the designer jeans, a soft cashmere top in an elegant turquoise, and matching exquisite lingerie, I couldn't bear the thought of putting my dirty body into such lovely clothes. Emilde had excellent taste and had somehow rustled up my size in everything. Even the Gucci leopard loafers fit snugly. The whole outfit had probably cost a month of my pay. Maybe two months.
Small bottles of shampoo, conditioner and shower gel lined a shelf in the shower. I'd make it a quick one. I turned the temperature controlled tap on, dropped the robe and stepped under the perfectly hot water.
“Need any help in the shower?" Nic, as naked as the day he was born, leaned against the door frame.
“Definitely not.” I forced myself to stare at the tiles and chanted ‘Snuggles, Snuggles, Snuggles’ in my head.
I heard Nic’s low laugh as he retreated and grit my teeth. A shower together in the near future sounded like a very good idea. Hanging onto that thought, I ordered my hormones to behave themselves.
After the quickest shower in history, I toweled dry, scrunched my wet hair into a ponytail and pinned it up. The cashmere top draped luxuriously over my curves. The color emphasized my eyes and I felt like a million dollars even without make-up and loose hair to frame my face. When I left the bathroom, Nic was already dressed and on the phone.
He ended the call as soon as he saw me. “I’m sorry to see you distressed. But I won’t apologize for putting your recovery ahead of feeding a giant moggy who is capable of taking care of himself.”
“He’s a beautiful Maine Coon and my baby boy.” I jabbed my fingertip into Nic’s taut chest.
He grinned at me and grabbed my finger, his speed too fast for my reflexes. He wrapped his arms around me. “You are strong. You almost poked a hole in my chest. I’ll take you home so you can see his happy, furry face for yourself.”
I hugged Nic back. His first introduction to Snuggles had drawn Nic’s blood. I really couldn’t blame him for not thinking about feeding my baby boy. Besides, that wasn’t the only thing I was worried about. I pulled away and kissed his cheek. “Thank you, but my car is here and I need it to get to school tomorrow.” I found my purse and gun. Sunday afternoon was meant to be hand-to-hand combat training. I sucked in a deep breath and let it out slowly, trying to force my heartbeat to slow. “Ben will yell when he finds out what happened.”
“He already knows—”
“What?” Tension pulled across my shoulder blades.
“He called here yesterday afternoon.” Nic squeezed my upper arms and spoke softly, as if to calm a hysterical child. “Looking for you.”
I slumped onto the bed, my mind whirling with questions. How did Ben know to come here to find me? If he’d found out about the party, about me attending without even letting him know, he’d want to skin me alive. “He’s gonna kill me.”
“I told him a little of what happened. He wanted to take you home right then.” Nic sat next to me. “I couldn’t let him in case you needed more of my blood to heal.”
I squirmed into Nic’s chest. One thing for sure, I’d never look at a Bloody Mary in the same way again. “Maybe Ben fed Snuggles?”
“Maybe. But he left here in a high temper.”
“How angry?” Does he know about you healing me?” Maybe Ben recognized that Nic saved my life the only way he could. Or maybe he was plain furious.
Nic massaged the back of my neck, his fingertips finding painful knots of tension. “I didn't let him see you, or describe the detail of what happened. I had to ask Gaspard to escort him out.”
“Noooooooo.” I blew out the word like a teenage drama queen.
“Let’s get you home. I’ll come with you and use the tunnel to get back.”
I let Nic pull me to my feet. “I need to avoid Ben for the rest of forever.”
“You are overreacting?”
“No. I’m in all sorts of trouble. He’s training me to be his back-up. He has to be able to rely on me.” Not only could he not rely on me, but I’d proven myself to be the kind of idiot who walked into danger ill-equipped and ill-prepared.
“I can train you.” Nic’s smoldering gaze triggered the primordial part of my brain.
For a few moments, I imagined him pinning me to the mat, lust turning his eyes the deepest amber.
“As if we’d get much training done.” I thumped his shoulder.
He faked a trip backwards with a wicked grin on his face. “We’d enjoy it, though.”
Someone rapped on the bedroom door. We both spun to face it. Heavy footfalls followed the gentle raps and the door swooshed open.
“This is taking sleeping with the enemy to a whole new level.” Ben stomped into the middle of the room, hands on hips, nostrils flaring.
I recognized the vampire who interrupted us on the stairs on Friday night. “I’m sorry sir, he forced his way—”
“We’ll talk later, Jason.” The look on Nic’s face suggested the talk might not be pleasant for Jason. “Shut the door.”
Jason bowed his head slightly, closed the door silently, and Nic positioned himself between Ben and me.
“Nic is not the enemy.” I nudged Nic out of the way and faced Ben.
“Really? Then who’s to blame?” Ben closed the distance between us and towered over me. A vein in his neck twitched.
Instead of backing away, I squared my shoulders and glared at him. “The leech who attacked me, that’s who. Nic killed him.”
“Exactly. One of his kin attacks you on his property. At one of his parties.” Ben made rabbits ears in the air when he said “parties.”  He didn’t yell, but he either couldn’t stop or didn’t care about the tremor in his voice. Our heads were so close, his breath blasted across my face. “Do you know if the leech is really dead? Do you know if it was acting alone?”
Adrian’s head was ripped right from his body. I’d seen it and would never forget it. Nic had tossed the bloody noggin to the side like a misshapen cabbage. Nic gripped my arm and pulled me back. With that disgusting vision in my head, I was happy to let him speak.
“Adrian was not my kin.” Nic tightened his eyes and fixed a cold, hard gaze on Ben’s face. “When Adrian accepted my hospitality, and gave me his allegiance, he told me he didn’t know who sired him. Until Friday night he gave us no trouble.”
Ben swept his arm around the room. “How many other strangers have you taken into your lineage? You know little about them and do even less to control them.”
Nic glanced at me but kept his lips tightly shut. He looked like he barely had his anger under control. The two men circled one another, lips curled, as if ready to pounce.
I jumped between them. “Don’t fight. That’s not going to solve anything.”
Ben shoved me. His strength shocked me and I stumbled back to the bed.
Nic bared his teeth, fangs clearly visible.
“Stop it. Both of you.” I leapt back between them, my arms outstretched like a referee in a boxing match. “Yes, I was attacked, but I’m okay now.”
Neither man paid any attention to me. They seemed to stare at one another right through me.
“That’s not of your concern. I have the problem under control.” The tension in Nic’s jaw was visible, but he covered his teeth.
“Right. Sure looks like it to me.” Ben stopped prowling and glowered at both of us.
“Ben, it’s okay. I know I missed a session, I’m going home now so we can continue our training.”
“Training?" He barked at a harsh laugh." You don't need training, you need a good dose of common sense.
I couldn't argue with that, but I gripped my arms across my chest anyway. “What I do in my own time is none of your business.”
“It is when it involves him.”
Nic hugged my side, one hand possessively on the bottom of my spine. “Back off, Ben. What happened at the party was regrettable, but it’s been dealt with.
Ben pointed his accusing finger at me. “You need lessons in how to use your innate skills and the weapons in your basement before entering an enemy’s lair.”
Nick stiffened beside me.
I touched Nic’s chest to silence him. “This is my argument with Ben.”
Nic raised his eyebrows. “As you wish.”
“I came to a party. To check on my students.” I didn’t need to add that seeing Nic again was part of the attraction. “I didn’t try to break and enter into anyone’s lair.”
“A party at which you were so injured you needed care that apparently only he could give.” Ben stabbed a finger toward Nic. His face wrinkled in apparent disgust. He must have guessed about Nic providing me with his blood to heal.
My cheeks heated as guilt, shame, and revulsion washed over me.
“You’re in his thrall, aren’t you?”
“Of all the—” Nic’s voice betrayed his anger.
I gripped his forearm and squeezed hard. This was still between Ben and me. “No. Of course not—”
“Did he tell you dhampir’s can’t be thralled?” Ben harrumphed. “Experienced dhampir’s can resist vampire hypnotism, but you are far from experienced. Besides, vamp blood is addictive.”
I kept my gaze on his face even though my thoughts raced. Having tasted the erotic thrill from drinking a vampire’s blood I could see why. It explained why the girls were so ready to join Nic’s guests in private rooms to indulge themselves. I hadn’t even experienced a proper vampire bite yet. My body tingled just thinking about it.
“No one is immune to that. You need to decide which side you’re on.”
“Nic did not hypnotize me. He is on our side.” I jutted out my chin. “I trust him and so did Tilly.”
“Tilly was getting old.”
“So does Imogen.”
“Imogen is a fool.”
“I am neither.” I grabbed my purse. “Let’s go. Training time is wasting away.”
I stood on tiptoes to kiss Nic’s cheek. He feathered a light, chaste kiss to my lips. “I’ll see you to your car.”
Ben looked about ready to blow a fuse, but he followed us outside. His car was parked next to mine, but he got in and drove away without a backward glance.
“He’s furious.”
Ben rubbed my back. “Would you like me to come with you?”
“That would make him worse. I need to have this out with him.”
Nic lifted my chin and brushed his mouth against mine. Nothing chaste about that kiss at all.
“Thank you.” I whispered into his chest. “I’ll get through whatever happens.”
“My offer for training still stands.”
“Tempting. I might take you up on it. But as an extra, not a replacement. Ben is my cousin. He’s trying to help me, and was a good friend to Tilly. I have to mend the relationship.”
Nic kissed me again.  “He respects you and likes you. Things will work out.”
#
I drove home the long way through town rather than taking the dirt road shortcut I’d used to get to the Gravier mansion. Cowardly, I know, but I definitely was not looking forward to facing Ben.
I turned into my street with my pulse pounding in my ears.
He lounged against his car in my driveway, ankles crossed. He almost appeared casual, but the arms jammed across his chest and stiff shoulders showed just as much tension as I felt.
I pulled under my carport and took several deep breaths, still gripping the steering wheel. I kept my back straight as I paced to my front door, but tremors shook my hand when I turned the key in the lock.
Ben stomped inside and slammed the door behind him. “Of all the stupid—”
“Not now.” I slammed the palm of my hand into Ben’s chest. “Snuggles needs me.”
I ran into the kitchen calling his name and almost burst into tears at the silence that greeted me. Nic wasn’t wrong about an emotional roller coaster ride.
“He won’t be far.” Ben’s voice had lost its gruffness.
“He could be—”
A loud meow sounded from the landing, followed by a series of high pitched chirps. I dashed to the bottom of the stairs and scooped Snuggles into my arms. Blinking away tears, I hugged him to me. He touched his paw to my cheek before jumping from my arms, darting to his feeding mat and pawing the empty dish.
“I’m sorry, bubs. You must be half starved.” I found his salmon in the fridge and broke a chunk apart for him. At another meow, I added more chunks to a clean cat dish.
“He could live on his fat for a few days.” Ben leaned a shoulder against the door jamb. Some of the anger had seeped from him, but I wasn’t sure if the inscrutable stare he leveled at me was any better.
I petted Snuggles head, gave him his salmon, and refilled his kibble and water bowls. Turning back to face Ben, I gave him one of my best glares—the one guaranteed to stop teenage pupils in their tracks.
With his arms jammed across his chest, Ben lifted his brows. “I know you’ve been through quite a trauma, Louisa. But—”
“I knew there was a but coming.”
He shook his head. “We need to talk. Coffee?”
I didn't want to think about the trauma, but I couldn't help it. I tried to force myself to think about making love with Nic earlier this morning. Tremors started in my hands, I slumped onto a kitchen chair before they made it to my knees. “If you make it.”
Ben busied himself with the coffee pot while I rubbed my hands over my face. When he slid a mug of coffee in front of me, the heavenly scent drew a sigh from my lips.
“Go for it.” I stared into my coffee and gripped the mug so hard I feared I might crack it. “Talk, yell, cuss. I’m listening.”
Ben pulled out the chair across from me and sat down. “Why didn’t you tell me you wanted Friday night off to go to a Gravier party?”
I shrugged. “I thought you might shout.”
“Probably. I would have recommended against it, that’s for sure.”
“Why? I went as a party guest not as a vampire hunter.” I lifted my face and returned Ben’s gaze. I expected to see his eyes blazing in anger. The softness I saw there almost undid my resolve not to cry in front of him.
“That’s what we need to talk about.” For a few seconds Ben’s eyes glowed. He took my hand and squeezed gently. “You are, and always will be, a vampire hunter. It’s what we are, not what we do. It’s not a nine-to-five job where you leave the classroom behind at the end of the day.”
“I didn’t sign up for this.”
“None of us do.” The sadness returned to his eyes. “Do you know why Nic and the leech, and probably countless others are drawn to you?” He didn’t wait for me to answer. “You are part vampire, part human witch. They smell your blood, crave it. Most of them see you as a gourmet meal in an attractive thermos— “
“But mostly human.”
He shrugged.
“Wait.” I thumped his chest. “Why suggest I’m not?”
“You are closer to part vamp, part witch.” He shrugged again.
“Who said I’m a vampire/witch hybrid?” At the sound of my raised voice, Snuggles ran to the stairs.
Ben stood and paced the room. 
I chased and cornered him in the sitting room. “Who Ben? Why did you say that? I think I’d know if one of my parents was a vampire.”
He raised his hands in surrender. “It was just something Tilly said. She made me promise that if anything happened to her, I’d keep an eye on you, help you understand— “
My body tensed. “Why the hell didn’t she tell me?”
“Louisa, please.” He motioned to the chairs.
I slapped his hand away. “Don’t you ‘Louisa please’ me. You could have told me.”
He grabbed my elbow, steered me to the sofa and nudged me into a seated position. “Tilly had every intention of explaining all this to you. She didn’t expect to get cancer, and she sure didn’t expect to leave us so soon.” He slumped into one of the easy chairs and gripped his hands around his head. “None of us did.”
His obvious distress mollified my anger somewhat. “I can tell you right now, neither my mom nor my dad are vampires. Mom could be a bit witchy, but I’ve emailed her some questions and hopefully I get answers soon.”
“Tilly tried to find her brother, your dad, no luck though.” He sighed. “I’m sorry. I’ve let you down. I’ve tried to ease you into it.” He gave me a grim laugh. “I didn’t expect you to get so chummy with Nic bloody Gravier so quickly.”
“I like him.”
Ben smirked. “I’m glad to hear it given the weekends escapades. I expected him to want you. I should have predicted your crazy attraction to him.”
I folded my arms across my chest. “I’m not crazy and Nic isn’t after my blood.”
Ben harrumphed. "I'm sure Nic has other plans for you."
“Like what?"
“You know the only way vampires can produce other vampires from their own flesh and blood?"
I shook my head. “Vampires can't actually breed. They make new vampires…” I waved my hand vaguely. I didn't want to think about the process they used to sire vampire newbies.
Ben leaned forward, drumming his fingers on the table. "Or, if they can find one, a strong, older male will mate with a dhampir, the stronger the better.”
All the doubts I felt, about why a wealthy, powerful vampire would be interested in little old me surfaced with a vengeance.
"I bet he didn't mention that while you were tumbling in the sheets, did he?"
I gulped down the rest of my coffee. Too much, too soon. I'd have to check Tilly’s notes, but Ben had no reason to lie to me, especially when I could so easily check on the facts.
“We’re missing out on practice time." If in doubt, distract or procrastinate. Besides, I needed to get rid of the tension snaking down my spine. “Hand-to-hand combat today, isn't it?"
“Not today. Not after what you've been through."
"I'm a vampire hunter, remember? This is who I am, and I've learned my lesson, I'm not skilled enough to take on the enemy. Give me two minutes to change.”
I ran upstairs and quickly pulled on my comfortable yoga clothes and sneakers. Snuggles raced after me, jumped on the bed and kneaded the quilt with his front paws.
I tickled behind his ears. “Not now, handsome. The sheriff has a fine ass, and I'm just the person to give it a well-deserved kick."
With Snuggles at my feet, I stomped outside and unrolled the exercise mat Ben had stored under the back porch.
Ben helped me spread it out on the flattest part of the garden. “Are you sure you’re up to this?"
“Nope.” I stretched my arms above my head and side to side. "But we're doing it anyway."
This was only my second lesson. In our first practice, I’d spent most of the time either flat on my back or face down on the mat. Crazy to think I could get my foot anywhere near Ben’s derriere. But I'd thrown the challenge out, and I wasn't backing down now.
We retreated to opposite corners and Ben removed his jacket and his heavy boots. His pinky toe peeked from a hole in his sock and I had to fight to restrain a giggle.
“Stop smirking. Stretch properly,” Ben commanded.
I straightened my mouth. “So bossy.”
“A lot of good it does me. Don’t let me go home without showing you how to carry concealed stakes on your person.”
“I can’t believe wooden stakes harm them.”
“Only stakes like those in Tilly’s basement. Sharp, thick and long enough to go straight through muscle, into the heart.” Ben stretched as he delivered the short lecture. “They aren’t easy to use because you have to hit the right spot at close quarters. But if you’ve run out of other options, a stake pulled from a boot or your hair for example, could be your last resort.”
I aped Ben’s movements. I rather liked the sound of a stake rolled into my hair. I could see myself pulling it out and using it, successfully, of course, on the next vampire who threatened me.
Ben’s stretching displayed impressive muscles in his thighs, arms and shoulders. He was much taller than me, wider and stronger. I’d watched countless YouTube videos showing smaller fighters taking down much bigger opponents. So far I’d only practiced on invisible opponents in my bedroom, with Snuggles watching like a Sphinx. I rolled my shoulders. How hard could it be?
Ben gave the signal to start and we approached one another cautiously. My only chance was taking him by surprise.
When we met in the center of the mat, I made sure to keep myself side on. I grabbed his arm and pinned it to his body and at the same time, I delivered an upward palm strike beneath his chin. It worked! His head and shoulders dropped farther back than his waist and he flailed his free arm to try and regain his balance.
On a high, I swung my leg forward, hooked it behind his knee, and pushed his head to the ground. He stumbled backwards, and I tumbled on top of him. Sitting astride his hips, I mimed staking his heart.
My joy didn’t last long.
He grabbed my shoulders, bucked, and had me underneath him in a nanosecond. “Not bad. Where did you learn that move?”
“YouTube.”
He burst out laughing, stood and pulled me up.
“What’s so funny?” I jammed my fists onto my hips. “If I’d really had a pointy stick in my hand you would be dead, or at least damaged.”
“That’s what’s so funny, cousin.” He grinned and tweaked my nose. “Back to your corner. We’re beyond basics now.”
Oh, oh. I may have bitten off more than I can chew.




Chapter Eleven
A fifteen-minute break between lessons wasn't long enough to do much, but in spite of it only being mid-week in my second week on the job, I craved a large, double chocolate, hot cocoa from my favorite bakery around the corner from the school. Four nights of solid training left me stiff, sore and ravenous.
I couldn’t ignore the chocolate croissants, but I used up reserves of willpower to get a mini rather than the full-sized, monster pastry. Feeling quite proud of myself, I tucked the goodie in my bag. With umbrella in one hand, drink in the other, and the pastry safe from the rain, I stepped from the warm bakery to the wintery street.
My hair flapped wildly around my face. Rain, almost horizontal, threatened to rip the umbrella from my hands. I muttered under my breath. Any other day I might have waited out the storm, but second week on the job I didn’t want to get back late.
As I set off with my head bowed into the wind, an extra strong gust blew the umbrella inside out. With grim determination, I darted under an awning to try and right it. At this rate, I’d arrive at my Wednesday afternoon study hall late, bedraggled and exhausted.
“It's the right weather for ducks and frogs."
The honeyed baritone voice brought a smile to my face.
“Nic." In spite of the sleet-induced numbness I gave him a full smile.
He touched his cheek to mine and made small kissing sounds, three times, in the European way of greeting.
In a designer trench coat that draped over his fabulous body and his hair tousled like a kid playing in the snow, he looked every bit the devilishly handsome, rich man about town. Of course, I couldn’t help thinking about what Ben told me, and I’d confirmed in Tilly’s journals. An old vampire male and a powerful dhampir female could produce a vampire child—one who might develop into a devastatingly powerful adult vampire. If Nic knew about my parentage, then he knew more than me. Our attraction to one another was real, I would bet on it.
Nic waited with his head cocked to one side. My expression had no doubt traveled through every emotion that surged and welled within me. It's not as if I hadn't thought about children, but I definitely hadn't foreseen a vampire child on the horizon. Besides, in spite of the whole blood-drinking thing and the best sex ever, I hardly knew the man.
He pulled me closer to the wall and out of the way of people scurrying to keep out of the rain. “Are you not teaching today?"
I lifted the hot chocolate. “Just on a break. A short one, unfortunately.”
“Then let me walk you back while we talk. I'm glad we've bumped into one another." He flashed me an impish smile. “How about dinner this weekend? Are you free on Saturday?"
"I'm sure I am.” And if not, I would make it so. I might not know him well yet, but I had every intention of getting to know him better.
He folded my umbrella correctly and tucked it under his arm. His own umbrella was much larger and he held it in front of us like a shield. He gripped my elbow and guided me, at a speed I could not have managed on my own, to the school portico.
“Do you have a favorite restaurant?”
“I haven’t been here long enough to eat at many.” Actually, the speakeasy party was the only place I’d visited since drinks with my colleagues over a week ago. Nic didn’t need to know how much of a home-body I was, though. Not yet, at least.
“Then I will take you to one of my favorites. Shall I pick you up at seven?”
“Perfect.” Except for Ben’s reaction when I told him I’d be taking Saturday afternoon off training to get ready for dinner with Nic. But Ben was a big boy. He’d have to deal with it.
Nic still held my umbrella, so I had one hand free and I put it to good use on Nic’s shoulder. I pulled him close and brushed my lips against his. Just a quick touch, I forced myself to pull away quickly. If one of my students saw us, I’d never hear the end of it.
Nic had other ideas, though. With one hand behind my head, he pulled me back and lowered his mouth to mine. I couldn’t help reacting and parted my lips, letting in his tongue. Tangling my hand in his hair, I invaded his mouth.
I felt his fangs slide out and let out a small gasp. “Might be wise to wait until we are away from here.”
“Agreed.”
Just one simple word, yet so seductively growled, he set off tremors across my shoulders. He touched his fingertip to his mouth and then my lips. “Until Saturday, then.”
He walked away with the unhurried grace of a predator at the peak of his game. I, on the other hand, needed to get my head back into my teaching persona and raced to my classroom. Study hall was typically used for students to complete projects or homework, but the allocated teacher was required to be there for the entire two periods. I hung my coat in the closet, took a few long sips of my now not so hot, but still delicious, hot chocolate and dashed as quickly as I dared up the stairs.
Only four minutes late and students still meandered in. I sipped quietly while the last of class settled in their chairs.
I leaned back on the desk at the front of the class. “Does everyone have work to do?”
Half the students responded, the rest pulled out books and laptops and busied themselves with something.
“I’ll walk around in a moment to see if anyone needs help.” And to make sure they were all working and not playing games or online shopping. Not that I doubted their ability to switch from whatever to work in a nanosecond as I walked behind them. Speaking of online shopping, I had nothing elegant enough to wear to Nic's favorite restaurant. If I ordered today and paid for two-day shipping, I’d no doubt get a package delivered on Friday or Saturday. But what if his favorite restaurant was a more casual affair? I had papers to mark but this was more important, for my sanity as well as my love life.
I sat at the desk, switched on my own laptop and started opening my favorite retail sites. But two empty chairs filled my line of sight. I did a double take around the room. Neither Faith nor Cindy had joined us in class. They’d both been here this morning, I was sure of it. I messaged the guidance counselor to see if the girls had booked the afternoon off, but she quickly responded to let me know that no they hadn’t, nor had their parents called to collect them.
“Has anyone heard from Faith or Cindy?”
Heads shook around the room.
“Didn’t even see them at lunch, Ms. Thompson.” Veronica twirled her hair.
“Did anyone see them at lunchtime?” Concern spiked in my chest. It was a small school, and difficult for anyone to hide.
More head shaking, this time from everyone.
“Pair of nerds are probably in the library. I can go and check?” Jake tossed a stress ball into the air, caught it and lobbed it Veronica’s head.
Veronica screeched and I blew out a sigh. They acted like eight-year-olds instead of eighteen-year-olds sometimes. “Quiet down, Veronica, it was a small foam ball, not a baseball. I'll have that, thank you, and no one needs to go to the library.”
I stood to collect the ball, but one of Jake’s friends grabbed it and tossed it to him. With a huge smirk, Jake whirled the ball at me. I surprised everyone in the classroom, and most of all me, when I caught it one-handed in front of my face. When Ben told me that my reaction times would speed up, I hadn’t believed him, but I did now. I grinned back at Jake. Better reflexes could be quite useful.
I took a perverse pleasure in the shock on his face. “Have you always been partial to detention, Jake Williams?”
He recovered quickly. “Only now you have detention duty, Louisa Thompson." He drew out my name with a fake Southern drawl, and made kissy noises into the palm of his hand. Damn. Obviously, he, or one of his cronies, had spotted Nic and myself in the portico. It would be all around school by the end of the day. I willed myself not to blush, folded my arms across my chest, and returned his stare.
"I can always make sure your detention is scheduled when Ms. Merriweather is on duty, and I will be reporting your actions. You know better than throwing items at anyone.”
He muttered something about cruel punishment, which got a laugh from his friends, but luckily the class settled down. I messaged the librarian and she graciously checked the large library for me. Unfortunately, she saw no sign of either Faith or Cindy.
I’d give them another half-hour, but if they still hadn't shown up, I’d have to report them to the headmistress and they could well be joining Jake for his detention.
#
“Come in, Louisa.” Ms. Merryweather—I still hadn’t called her Penelope to her face yet—turned away from her computer screen to give me her full attention. “Sit down. You have settled in well, I know. Is there anything I can help you with?”
“Thank you. I’m enjoying it here. It’s possible Faith and Cindy are missing. They haven’t missed any other class as far as I know, and it looks like they may not have been here since sometime in the morning.”
I talked her through the meagre information I had. She agreed it was very unusual behavior and called both girls’ parents on speaker while I sat in the office. Neither were concerned. The mature and reliable eighteen-year-olds often slept over each at other’s places, and both girls had considerable freedom.
“You don’t look happy, Louisa.” Ms. Merryweather tilted her head.
I couldn’t explain the slow tightening in my muscles. But something didn’t feel right. I had no classes with them on Thursday. I shook the feeling off. “I’ll be happier when I see them on Friday.”
She pulled up their schedule for Thursday. “I will follow up with their teachers tomorrow. Try not to worry.”




Chapter Twelve
I arrived home on Thursday evening after overseeing detention and deflecting Jake’s snide remarks to find a parcel at my front door. I raced inside, greeted Snuggles and ripped the packaging open. The dress fit perfectly. The ocean-colored ombre-style looked even prettier than it had in the photos online and it would be the easiest thing in the world to dress up with pashmina and high heels, or dress down with boots and a jacket.
I was in the kitchen making dinner when Ben called. I put him on speaker so I could continue whisking eggs for the frittata.
"I'm making enough dinner for a quartet. You’re welcome to join me before practice if you’re free."
It sounded like he was driving. “That's an offer I wouldn't normally refuse, but practice is off for tonight."
“No problem. You’re entitled to an evening off.”
"I wish it were that simple. Your missing students are now officially missing. Neither of them came home last night. I've called in some extra deputies for the search. “
My stomach hardened and I slumped into a chair. “Faith and Cindy? They’ve been missing since Wednesday, lunchtime. We should have been looking last night—”
“Yeah, Faith and Cindy. Each girl told their parents they were sleeping over with the other, and apparently, they did it so often no one checked this time and assumed they’d gone to school as normal. Gotta go. I'm here and have to brief my new deputies.”
“Good luck. I wish I could help.”
“Be careful what you wish for, and pray that what started for you last Friday night wasn’t the start of something bigger.”
Ben disconnected the call. I wiped at my face to remove tiny beads of sweat from the top of my lips. Snuggles jumped into my lap and head-butted my chest. His purring ramped up as I scrunched my fingertips around his ears.
“I’ve lost my appetite, bubs. Where on earth are the girls?”
Images of what could be flashed through my mind. I’d reported their failure to show up at the Wednesday afternoon study hall. They were both eighteen, though, and normally such good students everyone probably assumed they were off working on a project together. Snuggles nudged my hand to let me know I’d forgotten to pet him.
Stroking him from head to tail calmed my racing pulse and I silently prayed to the universe and Mother Earth with every fiber in my being. We sat like that for a long time. It was completely dark when Ben called back.
I grabbed the phone. “You found them?”
“No. I’m on my way to get you. You need to see Faith’s bedroom.”
“Why? What’s going on?”
“Better for you to see everything with your own viewpoint unbiased by mine. Be there in five.”
No time to change. My teacher clothes would have to do.
#
A dark-haired, broad-shouldered deputy greeted us at the front door of Faith’s home. He nodded at Ben and returned to his post at the end of the hall. A policewoman sat with a crying woman and a red-faced man in the living room. Probably her parents. I stopped for a second and the man glanced at me, a spark of recognition in his eyes.
“Mr. Hewitt.” I stepped forward and took his hand. “I’m Faith’s teacher. We met at the start of the year. I’m so sorry about Faith and will help in any way I can.”
He squished his eyebrows together as if struggling to remember, before nodding and turning back to his wife.
Ben nudged me toward the deputy. He nodded at Ben, looked me up and down, and opened the door to let us into Faith’s bedroom.
I mouthed a wow. It looked like the command center from a low-budget cop show.
A large map, hand drawn on a length of peach-colored butcher paper, was taped along one wall. Five red push pins clustered together close to the rapids area on the river. Six or seven others led from the rapids, past the Gravier mansion, towards town. Cards crowded with writing hung from photographs stuck to the wall, strands of crimson cotton spread from each red pin to one or more of the photos.
Struck mute, I stared at the photographs. A blurry shot of Adrian Boardman caught my eye and I edged closer to read the details Faith had collected about him. I didn’t read a word of it however, because as I got closer, I noticed the top of the board. There, stabbed through with what looked like a wickedly sharp letter opener, shone a clear photo of Nic laughing at a cocktail party.
I yanked it off the wall. A brunette in a clingy red dress, exposing most of a boob job that must have cost a fortune, whispered in his ear. At least she looked close enough to whisper. Jealousy burned in my chest. I forced my jaw to relax. Unwarranted. Nic was so hot, he came with a high fire danger warning. Of course, women threw themselves at him, and he’d probably caught a few, too.
Caught more than a few, no doubt. He’d caught me and I hadn’t even realized I’d tossed my hat into the ring to compete for him. I corralled my racing emotions. Yes, we’d smooched, and yes, he was a hell of a kisser. And yes, we’d had sex—the man was sex on a stick for heaven’s sake—and he knew his way around a woman’s body like carnal sin personified. Still, I had no justification for the rush of green that clouded my vision.
“What do you see?” Ben’s voice sounded close to my shoulder.
It took me a moment to realize that he meant Faith’s whole room, not just the curling photograph I held in my hand.
He blew out a sigh. “Might have known you would hone in on his picture, cousin dearest.
“Of course.” I found a red push pin on Faith’s desk and returned the photo to the board. Hopefully Ben hadn’t noticed the flush in my cheeks or the slight tremor in my voice. This wasn’t about me and Nic, or me, Nic and Ben. “Nic is the head of the vampire clan around here, isn’t he?”
“For now.”
“What do you mean? Is he due for re-election or something?”
“Or something.” Ben gave my ponytail a pull. Gentle enough for fun, but his mouth didn’t quirk into even a half-smile. “Vampire society is not democratic. Nic will lose his mantle, probably his life, as soon as someone challenges and beats him.”
I shivered as an ice-cold lump took up residence in my core and an overwhelming sense of dread filled my head. I focused on sucking in enough oxygen and caught Ben watching me with his eyebrows drawing together.
When I got my breathing under control I continued with my questions. “I thought that was only a shifter thing.”
“No.” Ben shook his head and looked away. “It’s a predator thing.”
No doubting his feelings on the subject of predatory vampires, nor his views on my feelings for Nic. “No one will challenge Nic, will they?”
“Until lately, I wouldn’t have thought so.” Ben shrugged. “Read Faith’s notes. Looks like she’s been watching the new nests for a while.”
“But why? Why on earth was she doing this?”
Ben scowled. “Let’s hope we get to ask her.”
“You think she’s been abducted by a newbie vamp? Killed by a leech? She might be in the city, or perhaps with one of the boys from school? Maybe trying to recover from a hangover or a drug-induced high?”
“Could be any of those. But I don’t believe in coincidences. Those images and the notes show that she wasn’t afraid of fieldwork.”
Ben turned back to Faith’s laptop, I read quietly for several minutes while he scoured the older model MacBook for information. She’d identified twelve nests in the area, more than double the usual for this time of year—if she was right. She’d identified not only the nest locations but also the likely leaders and number of people and vamps in each. I swallowed a hard lump in my throat. Were the people there voluntarily? Were they looked after as well as Nic claimed to look after his humans? I filed away a mental note to remember to request the promised tour of where the humans lived in the Gravier mansion.
Faith had a lot of information here, she must have been watching in the shadows a long time. Long enough to get noticed. Long enough for someone to notice her patterns of behavior and decide to remove her. I blew out two long sighs to quell the fluttering in my stomach. Panicking wouldn't help her and Cindy, but keeping a cool head and calling on all of my dhampir skills might.
I unpinned an asterisked card, carried it to the desk and sat on its corner.
Ben glanced up. “You found something?"
“Do you think each red dot is really a vamp nest? I mean, couldn’t they be handsome frat guys in rental houses for this semester?
“Five of them definitely are vamps. I know them and they haven’t caused trouble so far, but I’m keeping an eye on them. As for the others,” Ben shrugged, “maybe. She’s done a lot of research.”
I waved the asterisked card under his nose. “This is the only nest without a photograph of the possible leader. She’s identified him, or her, I guess, as having expansionary ambition. My goodness, look at the work she's put in, the mature language she's using. I had no idea."
“Your point is?"
“This nest is the one Adrian Boardman belonged to before he swore allegiance to Nic. What if he was actually there as a spy or Trojan horse?"
Ben scratched his chin. "Could be. That possibility hadn't occurred to me."
“The absence of a photograph worries me too.”
Ben stopped to stare at me. “Why?”
“If Faith is right and this leader is thinking about challenging Nic, he is not only ambitious but clever enough to avoid her camera.”
“Or she just hasn’t had the luck to spot him yet.”
I had to acknowledge the validity of his point, but I still had a niggling feeling about that nest.
“What are you doing?" I moved behind the chair to glance over his shoulder at the screen. “Did she leave it logged in?”
“No, but one of the tech guys sorted it out pretty quickly. I'm looking for anything to identify people and groups she spoke with and her last movements before disappearing.”
“Any luck?”
“She chatted regularly in a couple of forums on Facebook and the dark web. Nothing helpful so far, but the one password we couldn’t hack is her password to a vampire hunting forum.” 
“There’s a vampire hunting forum? Is it any good?”
“Entertaining in a weird way, but it’s not full of the real thing, if that’s what you mean. Interestingly, she met with either Imogen or Tilly, or both, around once a month for the last seven months and kept notes each time. Unfortunately, I can't get into those notes and the tech guy has gone home to his new wife and baby.”
“Imogen didn’t mention anything to me.” But then again, why would she, I was still an unknown quantity as far as she was concerned. “Perhaps Faith disguised her questions as research for a school project?”
“Perhaps. She kept an online diary with records of her nighttime surveillance, but I can’t find anything that suggests where she went the day she disappeared.”
“But we have the red dots.” I took photographs of the map, and close-ups of each of the red-dotted locations so I could easily find them again. “Is your deputy aware?” I gestured to the map-covered wall.
Ben motioned me closer and lowered his voice. “He’s trustworthy, but doesn’t know about the vampires hiding in plain sight.”
“So, it’s just us two? We need to split up and check out each location, and get Nic involved. Between us we will cover more ground—”
“No way are we involving Gravier. For all you know, he's protecting the newbie vamps.”
“I know he's not protecting anyone who harms innocent women.”
“Really? You know him that well after one tumble in his silk sheets?”
I straightened my back and returned his stare. “How do you know we’ve only enjoyed one tumble in his silky sheets, or in his huge bath, up against the wall, across the marble counter in the kitchen, or anywhere else?” I added a slow purr to my words and felt a rush of satisfaction when Ben’s eyes tightened and the tops of his ears turned red. Truthfully, how well did I know Nic? A few days? A week? No matter, I couldn’t shake the feeling in my gut that Ben was wrong about him.
Shaking his head, Ben turned back to the laptop and closed the lid. On the map, he added bright blue circles to the three nests closest to town. “You’re right about splitting up—at least initially. If the girls are not already dead then it’s likely they’re prisoners of one of the nests they spied on. We’ve seven locations to investigate. I’m agreeing to us splitting up only if you promise to check them out from the car only. Watch for a while, take notes and then report to me.”
I nodded my agreement. With only two weeks training under my belt I was happy to get any task at all.
Ben tapped the three push pins now circled in blue. “You take these three. You took photos of the notes, didn’t you?”
“Yes. I’ll re-read them when we’ve finished here. What am I looking for?”
“You’ll know it when you see it.”
“You’ve got Adrian Boardman’s nest to check.” I hadn’t expected him to give that one to me, but I still shook my head at him.
“Yep.” He raised his eyebrows.
“Be careful.”
He gave me a wink. “That’s my line.”
I rolled my eyes at him, I couldn’t wait to get started. My stomach fluttered with the thrill of a chase. I was and always would be a vampire hunter. It was in my blood. In my soul. The fight with Adrian Boardman had kick-started my latent dhampir genes and I was ready to jump into the fray.




Chapter Thirteen
Ben drove me to the police station to get his own vehicle for me to drive while he took off in his patrol car. He didn’t want any of the vamp newbies looking up my license number if they noticed me parked close by.
“Take a gun.”
“I will.” I pointed at the suit I’d been wearing all day. “No time earlier, I want to go home to change into comfortable, warm clothes. I’ll grab my purse as well.”
He folded his arms across his chest. “How are you going to carry this gun?”
It was obviously a trick question. “In my purse?”
“How did that work for you last time?”
“I haven’t had time to check out the holsters in the basement. If I’m not at work I’m training, remember?”
He let out a slow sigh. “Let me grab you a shoulder holster, it will be more comfortable for wearing in the car.”
I sat in the driver’s seat to wait for him, but he didn’t take long to return with two different items, one in black leather and the other in flexible elastic.
“Out you get. Jacket off.”
“Why?” I tossed my suit jacket on the passenger seat and faced him.
“Needs to be well fitted.” He turned me side on and started strapping the leather holster around me. He quickly decided it was too bulky for my small frame and tossed it on top of my jacket. In a few minutes, he had the holster tight under my breasts, crossed across my back and the hook and loops adjusted so it fit perfectly. He didn’t even cop a feel while he was doing it, not that I wanted my cousin to feel me up, but some of my relatives sure would have.
“Guess I’m wearing this blouse.”
“Nope. Now it’s set-up, you can get it on and off easy peasy.”
“Did you just say easy peasy?”
“Your ears must need a clean.”
I just rolled my eyes at him. He reiterated his instructions to stay in the car with the doors locked and to phone him with movement updates, and immediately, if I saw anything that aroused my curiosity. I gave him the promises he wanted to hear and dashed home to change, grab everything I needed, and of course pet my baby boy.
I bent to pet Snuggle’s silky head as I let myself into Tilly’s house. My house now. I still needed to remind myself occasionally.
With Snuggles at my feet, I charged through the house to the basement. “I don’t see how any respectable vampire hunter could go on a stakeout without a full suite of weapons.”
He chattered and chirped, possibly agreeing with me, or perhaps just happy to see me.
“Can’t stay, bubs. Maybe just long enough to make a thermos of coffee.”
In the basement, I grabbed a knife and slipped an insanely sharp stake inside the special loop in each boot. Ben’s timing had been just right. He had only shown me how to make the loops a day ago. I grabbed a twelve-round magazine for Tilly’s favorite Beretta pistol, and slid both into the holster that was as easy to remove and put back on as Ben promised.  For the first time since all this insanity started, I felt like a real vampire hunter.
I gave Snuggles extra petting and kibble before walking to Ben’s car with my purse, a candy bar and a thermos. I plugged the three addresses into the Sat Nav and pressed Ben’s number as I cruised out of my drive. “Temporary agent Thompson reporting for duty.”
“Knock it off, Louisa. Where are you?”
“Spoilsport. Heading to address one at twenty-one hundred hours, sir.” I added a giggle after the “sir” but disconnected before Ben could respond.
I parked opposite the first address, an old gable entry house with its front windows boarded up. It was a bright, moonlit night, but I also grabbed the mag light from the glove box to explore further. The house needed a lick of paint, several carpentry repairs, and the garden wasn’t just overgrown, it was a jungle of maple and dogwood trees. Faith must have stood in the middle of the driveway to get a photo. My chest tightened. If she went this close to every possible nest then she must have been spotted, if not by a sleeping vamp, then by one of the donors.
Vampire newbies may have been squatting and hiding somewhere within, but if so, there was no sign of them. No sign of anyone going in or out.
I crept closer to peer into the glass alongside the front door. A dirty sleeping bag lay curled in a heap at the foot of the stairs. Empty bottles of Budweiser and cheap vodka on top of the bag were covered in a layer of dust. The place looked quite abandoned, probably by squatters, as newbie vamps didn’t drink alcohol. I edged around the building, clambered over a broken gate and squinted through grimy windows whenever I could. No sign of a basement or anything to suggest anyone had visited recently.
I walked around the property another two times with the gun covered by a warm thigh-length jacket. What Ben didn’t know, he couldn’t shout at me for, and I had to have a closer inspection to be sure Faith and Cindy weren’t imprisoned there.
“The first one is a bust, Sheriff.” I called Ben from the car about half an hour later. “No sign of life, or movement, at all.”
“The nests tend to move around a bit. It might have packed up and moved after Faith took an interest in it.” A car door slammed shut. “I’ve got to go. We’ve no idea when she started her surveillance work. Check the next one. And remember to stay in the car to monitor the address.”
“On my way.”
He ended the call. I ignored his last statement on purpose. Who knew what might be waiting for me at the next stop, and we had to find Faith.
It was only a five-minute drive to the next address, a light blue cape cod amongst a street full of grey, taupe and beige color schemes. Set back from the road and hidden by large trees, it looked strangely out of place and lonely. This house was much less dilapidated than the first. Neither front window was boarded up, but I couldn’t see a thing beyond the closed blinds and curtains.
There was, however, a light shining from a side window.
Under the glow of my flashlight I drank coffee straight from the thermos and re-read Faith’s notes. If she was right, then a man named Quin Underhill led the vamp group that called this place their home base. The light from inside suggested humans were in residence as vamps, newbies or not, did not need lights switched on to see in the dark. A sneak peek or full frontal approach? I debated with myself for a few seconds. In the end, it was an easy decision to make. Sneaking could get me killed. Knocking on the door might too, but it gave both me and the vamps more options.
Keeping my head high, I walked down the middle of the long gravel driveway toward the house. Anyone who looked out could see me approaching, and see my empty hands swinging at my sides in a natural gait. Damn, a clipboard might have helped. I added a smile to look like a charity collector, or maybe a local PTA member. At least, that was the plan.
The front door opened a crack before my finger reached the doorbell. A young woman peered through the narrow slit she opened.
Hi, I’m looking for Quinn Underhill.” I pasted what I hoped was a cheery smile on my face.
“Wait here.” She closed the door in my face before I could say another word.
Her footsteps retreated into the house and I paced the porch, trying to find the right words to say. The door suddenly swung open and a tall male, long blond hair fanned across his bare chest, stood in front of me. He wasn’t the man in Faith’s photo.
“Who is looking for Quinn and why?” He leaned into the door jamb with muscled arms folded across his chest. A tingle spread across the back of my head. More defined than previous prickles felt, maybe the built-in dhampir warning system Ben told me about was finally kicking in. Meanwhile, blondie still sized me up with a gaze that screamed modern day Viking, nothing but plunder and pillage on his mind. I took a small step back, self-preservation coming to the fore.
Running wouldn’t find the missing girls. I straightened my spine and stuck out my hand. “Louisa Thompson.”
He grabbed my arm and pulled me closer. He took in a deep breath, his blue eyes flashed, and he sniffed my palm. “Hmmmm, someone smells good.”
In a nanosecond, he twisted my arm behind my back, yanked me into the house and kicked the door shut. I reached for one of my stakes with my free arm but he grabbed my wrist and threw me face-first into the wall.
He pushed behind me, his lips pressed into the sensitive area between my neck and shoulder. When he slowly licked across my skin, I bucked my hips back into his groin.
He rammed back and slammed my hips against the wall. So much for my increased strength and speed.
“Ouch. You’re hurting me.” I tried to kick back at his knees but his hold was too tight. His legs encased mine and I couldn’t get a swing happening.
“That’s the point. Little newbie vampire hunters deserve no more.” He grabbed the gun from the holster, pulled the stakes from my boots—so much for that idea—and tossed my purse holding the knife and my phone on the foyer table. “Boss will be back in five minutes. Your luck is in. It’s not long enough to have much fun with you.” Still gripping both my arms behind me, he shoved me up the stairs, his breath cold against my ear. “But once he’s finished questioning you, I’ll get first dibs.”
I struggled as he manhandled me up the steps. “I need to talk with Quinn Underhill. It’s important.”
The Viking had no trouble at all alternately dragging and shoving me the rest of the way. At the landing he patted me down, way more thoroughly than necessary, and pushed me through an open doorway into a small, dim room. I stumbled to the opposite wall and grabbed hold of a window sill to stay on my feet.
I spun at the click of an old tumbler snapping into place.
Locked in. Shit. Shit. Shit.
I scrunched my hands in my hair and spun to take in the room. Bars across the window blocked my escape, even if I’d felt like jumping from the second story.
Ben was going to kill me.
Lecture me first, then kill me.
My eyes adjusted to the dim light, nothing but the moon illuminating the room. Nowhere near enough light to try and pick the lock with my trusty hairpin. I blew out a sigh. Like I knew how to pick all locks anyway. Another skill I’d have to add to the long training-required list. I searched for anything to break out, but the room was completely empty, devoid even of furniture. With my back to the wall opposite the door, I slid to the floor and settled into a neat lotus position to wait for the boss.
Hard to track the time, but it was longer than five minutes. Perhaps Ben would come and investigate if I didn’t phone in a report soon? Ugh, that would only add to the lecture.
Footsteps sounded on the stairs. Then voices from the landing. Low whispers and murmurs in a language other than English. I couldn’t make out any of the words anyway. When the key turned in the lock, I quickly stood. The door swung open and revealed a tall silhouette.
“Out.” The Viking filled just that one word with authority and an expectation of obedience.
I was starting to recognize a vampire’s attempt to hypnotize me, and realized I could resist if I focused hard enough.
“Come on, little vampire hunter. Boss is here and getting impatient.”
I strode past with my shoulders squared. “Where are my belongings?”
“You don’t need them.” He grabbed my elbow and shoved me across the landing.
I shook off his hand. “I can walk. Where is he?”
“Petulant brat, aren’t you?”
“Arrogant bastards bring out the grouch in me.” I added how to weave a stake into my hair, retrieve and use it to my mental list of skills I needed to acquire.
“Right on both counts.” He gave a short bark of condescending laughter. “Down the stairs and to the left.”
He hugged my back all the way down the stairs and at the bottom he pushed past me and rapped on the first door on the left.
A deep, mesmerizing and melodic voice called for us to enter. About to walk into the dragon’s den, I squared my shoulders again.
#
“Miss Louisa Thompson.” The vampire sitting behind the desk rose gracefully and took my extended hand. He inhaled a deep breath and graced a gentle kiss on the back of my knuckles. “Magnus did not exaggerate. Quite exquisite. Do sit down, my dear.”
Power rolled off Quinn Underhill in waves. I’d felt similar from Nic, but not all the time and not to this extent. He looked like his image on Faith’s photograph, but better. Much better.
The sniffing was getting on my nerves. I might be a gourmet meal in an attractive thermos as far as they were concerned, but it was still rude. I snatched my hand to my chest and immediately regretted it. First lesson for dealing with vampires—never show nerves in front of an apex predator.
I recovered as best I could and gave Underhill a nod that I tried to infuse with both respect for his power and an expectation of the same for my position.
He gestured to wingback armchairs on either side of a fireplace and separated by a plush rug. “Whiskey?”
Whiskey wasn’t my favorite drink. But I wasn’t about to let him think me a wuss by asking for iced tea. “A sherry, perhaps?”
I sat and watched the two powerful vampires. For a few seconds, I got the impression they telepathically communicated with one another. According to Tilly’s notes, that was a real thing, not just made up for various fiction. The skill was strongest between vampires and their sires, and became stronger over time, which suggested Quinn had made Magnus, and most likely some time ago. Magnus. What a fitting name for the younger vampire who looked so like a TV portrayal of a marauding blond Viking warrior.
Quinn gestured to a wood and iron bar trolley cart. “And some iced water for our guest, Magnus.”
Magnus wore an impenetrable mask of indifference. Quinn took the seat opposite me. Magnus dragged a small table alongside my chair and set down a glass of glowing amber sherry and a tumbler of water.
I drank half the water while Quinn watched me in silence.
“You told Magnus you want to speak with me urgently.” Quinn swirled his whiskey and emptied the tumbler in one gulp. “It’s not often I allow a vampire hunter into my home. Use your time here wisely.”
“I’m a teacher at Dogwood Grove Private High. Two of my senior students are missing.”
“What has that to do with me?” He tapped his fingers against the armrest.
“They decided to investigate the new nests setting up in the area. Seems a likely scenario that they investigated the wrong nest and are now prisoners.”
“My domain is hardly new. Why not boyfriend trouble?”
“Neither have boyfriends.” Not many friends at all, except each other, but Quinn didn’t need to know that. “The evidence in Faith’s bedroom showed a well thought out and thorough plan of investigation and information gathering.”
“And you and the sheriff assumed I am responsible?” The anger in his voice was unmistakable.
“Not at all. Given your local knowledge, we’re optimistic you have information that will help us locate two innocent young women.”
“Hardly innocent if they have been stalking blameless vamps who have been living in the area for considerably longer than their ages combined and multiplied.”
“To be fair, they could not know newer nests from established—”
“Enough.” He lifted his palm and sent a command meant to silence me.
It felt alien, a thought circulating in my brain but obviously not my own.
I sat forward in my chair. “I don’t respond to the hypnotizing crap you direct at regular humans. If you don’t know anything, then fine, I’ll head to the next location before Ben and Nic start worrying I haven’t called in and come here to find me.”
“Nic Gravier? How do you know him?” Quinn tried, but couldn’t disguise his interest.
“Nic is involved.” I wasn’t about to share any intimate details, but Quinn needed to know that Nic was on my side. “A leech attacked me at one of Nic’s parties. I fought him and Nic finished him off.”
“I see.” Quinn drummed long tapered fingernails against the armrest again. “The name of this leech?”
“Adrian Boardman.”
“Don’t know him. Why are you not visiting his establishment?”
“Sheriff Miller is. You are on my list.”
Quinn held out his palm again and pulled out a mobile phone. He pressed a single button. Looked like he had Ben on speed dial.
“Nicolas.” Wrong. He had Nic on speed dial. I resisted the urge to swallow. Hell, I resisted the urge to breathe. I should have called Nic in spite of Ben’s order not to do so. Ben didn’t trust him, but I did. Quinn put Nic on speaker. “Louisa Thompson sits opposite me.”
“Louisa, are you okay?” Nic’s tone bode no one well.
“Yes. But Quinn does not appreciate our investigation into the missing girls.”
“Do you not wish to assist us, Quinn?” Nic didn’t miss a beat. My heart swelled with pride and gratitude.
“Of course. I am merely confused why a baby dhampir is questioning me rather than yourself.” Respectful without a hint of submissiveness.
“Due to the urgency, we split up. I was about to meet with Louisa to share notes.”
“Allow me to host you and I will also share what I know.”
“Ten minutes.” Nic disconnected the call.
At last, some information. But Nic was on his way here and he would not be happy. When Ben found out Nic was involved, he would be furious. Talk about being caught between a rock and hard place. Both vampires stared at me like I’d just appeared out of the ether.
“What?”
“Seems she has friends in both high and low places, Magnus.”
“I do, and if I don’t call Ben soon he’ll be here too.” Imagine three alpha males in one room—four, counting Magnus. Not a thing I wanted to see anytime soon.
The two vampires did that silent communication thing again and Magnus dashed from the room. He returned seconds later with my bag. Looked like they wanted to avoid Ben visiting alongside Nic as much as I did. I retrieved my phone and strode to the front door to make the call in private. Except how far did I have to go to avoid excellent vampire hearing?
Magnus beat me to the door and swung it open. “Watch your step out there, baby vampire hunter.”
“Always, adolescent Viking vampire.” I gave him a fake grin and marched outside.
Cursing the wind, and that I hadn’t thought to bring my car keys, I ran across the road.
Ben answered on the first ring. “Where the hell are you?”
“At house number two. Apparently, they have info but will only talk to Nic.”
He cursed under his breath, but I still heard the colorful language. My hearing seemed to be improving too. “Is that Quinn Underhill? He’s a pain in the ass.”
“Yes, and Nic is on his way. Should be here soon.”
“Damn it.  Get rid of him, Louisa, as soon as you can.”
Not likely to happen once Nic found out what was going on. “I’ll do my best, boss. Better go.”
I ran back to the house and lifted my knuckles to hammer on the door. But I didn’t make contact. I was whirled off the steps, lifted and shoved against a rough brick wall.




Chapter Fourteen
“I’m looking forward to hearing your explanation, Louisa.” Nic gripped my arms behind my back and pressed his torso against mine.
“You’re lucky I sensed it was you and not a rogue vamp with a death wish.” I tried to buck him off. Nope, not happening.
His hard shaft pressed against my core and he moved his pelvis enough to send ripples of anticipation across my skin. “The longer I wait for your explanation, the less you will enjoy the spanking you are due.”
“Nic.” I tried again to wriggle my hands free and push him away, but he just ground harder against me, his breath fresh against my neck. “I am not obliged to report my activities to you, nor am I into kinky stuff—”
“We will see about that. Now, talk.”
“Bossy, arrogant, alpha male.”
“You have no idea. Now do you want my help or not?”
I did, so I sucked in a breath and focused on the endgame. In between failed attempts to control my pulse and breathing, I gave him a summarized and whispered version of the evening since finding out the girls were really missing.
“You obeyed Ben’s short-sighted order rather than contacting me?” He let go off my hands and cupped my face. “This spanking will be epic, and I will enjoy every moment of it.”
“I told you—”
He cut me off with a searing kiss.
When he pulled away, the cold emptiness that replaced his encircling grip sent shivers up and down my spine. He gave me a broad smirk and pulled me back to the front door.
Flushed and breathing hard, I resisted. “I need a moment—”
His jeans hung low on his hips. A snug fitting leather biker jacket covered a crisp white dress shirt and black tie. If it was possible for a man to be sexier, I didn’t know how.
“No moments. If they didn’t get that you are mine before, then they will now.”
His? Jeez, how did that happen? Most astonishing of all, it didn’t set off my feminist flags like it should have. In fact, it felt right.
Not that I was about to admit it. “I’m not a possession, Nicolas Charles Gravier.”
“The full name. Should I be afraid?” He smirked again.
I narrowed my eyes. “Shake in your hand-made Italian leather oxfords.”
Nic was still laughing when Magnus opened the door. Magnus took in my bedraggled appearance and lifted an eyebrow but said nothing. Nic marched into Quinn’s study, moving with a fluid, powerful grace that commanded deference and demonstrated superb control over every muscle in his body.
The power rolling off both men swirled and eddied, then disappeared as if they both sucked it back in to their cores.
Quinn gave a slight nod of his head and waited until Nic sat before sitting himself in the other chair next to the fire. A small table at the center of the rug held a bottle of Macallan M Highland Single Malt Scotch Whiskey and four heavy-looking tulip-shaped whiskey glasses. I smiled in approval, a stingier host would have provided only two not four glasses. At four thousand five hundred dollars per fancy crystal bottle, I’d never tasted the most expensive whiskey in the world, and I wasn’t about to give up the opportunity.
Magnus dragged another chair over next to Nic, then leaned against the mantle in an obvious sentry position at Quinn’s side.
Nic pulled the chair closer to him and motioned for me to sit. He waited until we all nursed a drink before speaking. “You have information, Quinn?”
Quinn nodded. “Alicia is ready?” He directed the question to Magnus, who left the room immediately. “Alicia saw something that bothered her a few days ago. Whether or not it’s the women you seek…” Quinn shrugged his shoulders.
“Alicia is a vampire here?”
Quinn gave me a slight smirk. “Not yet.”
Ugh. Had the poor girl been pressured into becoming a vampire? Or was she in fact a very happy girl and excited about a new future? It wasn't any of my business, unless she was being forced against her will.
Magnus returned with a very pretty blonde in tight jeans and a low cut, softly draped sweater. She bounced into the room and smiled at each of us in turn, her gaze dwelling on Nic’s devastatingly handsome profile for several seconds longer. She flounced to Quinn’s armchair, draped herself across the armrest, and fluttered her eyelashes at Nic. “You wanted to see me, Master?"
Full of confidence and sass, I couldn't see her as a victim here. Unless she kept ogling my Nic in that suggestive way, and I got the urge to thump her.
"Alicia, my dear, tell us what you saw at the old Compton property."
I resisted the urge to check the photos I took in Faith’s room to see if somewhere called the Compton property was included in her surveillance, but the name didn't ring any bells. Nic hadn't asked, so I assumed he knew where it was.
“You mean the two girls?" She lifted her forehead in apparent surprise at the question.
When Quinn nodded she launched into her story. "I don't often go down there. It's weird during the daytime and scary at night. But I wanted blackberries to make wine and the brambles grow wild all around the property.”
Brambles sounded like an excellent deterrent and incentive for any nosy parkers to keep out.
Magnus finished mixing and stirring at the bar trolley cart and he handed her a colorful cocktail, complete with an umbrella and straw.
Alicia grinned at Magnus and daintily sipped her drink. “Anyway, I was there—”
“What day was this, Alicia?” Nic’s deep voice rumbled through my chest. Some detective I was. I hadn't even thought to ask that question.
She met Nic’s stare, pressed her forefinger against her chin and pursed her lips. “I think it was Tuesday. No, wait, it must have been Wednesday.”
“Go on." Nic circled his hand in a carry-on gesture.
“Like I said.” She rolled her eyes. “I was there with my basket and long gardening gloves. My basket was almost full so it must have been late afternoon and I left shortly after that, before the sun dipped below the horizon. I noticed the two girls because it’s unusual to see anyone else there and they were in what looked like preppy school uniforms. Also, they were bent forward over a tablet of some kind and whispering up a storm.”
I sucked in my breath. At last, a solid lead.
“And what about this bothered you?” Nic crossed his legs and brushed at invisible specs of dust on his thighs.
An image of me, bent across that knee with my bare butt on display, rammed into my brain and sent shivers of anticipation straight to my core. Nic suppressed a small smile. Damn vampire senses. He’d probably guessed at my reaction. I fought my rampant, feral and lust-fueled imagination into submission and concentrated on Faith and Cindy.
Alicia finished her cocktail and twirled the umbrella. "I didn't see them at first, but I accidentally left my shears on the ground where I’d been picking berries. I didn't want to lose them so I ran back via the path rather than the road and saw two vamps that I didn't recognize hiding in the shrubs and watching the two girls. The girls seemed completely oblivious, by the way. It was almost dark by then, too.”
Magnus cleared his throat and took up the story. "Alicia told me as soon as she got home. I went to the Compton property myself in case the girls were in any trouble, or we had two newbies that needed to be taken in hand. I found where the girls had been standing, but couldn't find them or the vamps.”
“Who is at the Compton Property?”
“That, I don’t know. If it’s been taken over by a new nest, they have not made any contact with me." Quinn stroked Alicia’s thigh in a possessive gesture. “I didn't know about the missing girls until this evening, or I would have made the connection and investigated further.”
Nic nodded. "I know that, Quinn. It is in neither of our interests for the new nests to get out of hand and draw attention from the human authorities.” He turned his gaze upon me. "Time for us to consider our next move, I think.”
I grabbed my weapons, we said our goodbyes quickly and Nic nudged me to his vehicle.
“I drove Ben’s car here—”
“You are coming with me." He crushed his arm around my waist and gripped my elbow close to his side.
“I’m not.” I tried to drag my feet but Nic was too strong. “I’ll follow you there, and I have to call Ben.”
“You may call Ben because that is the right thing to do, but you are coming with me. Now.”
We crossed the road to a black Mercedes SUV. The doors opened and both Jason and Gaspard climbed out.
“You can drive, Gaspard.” Nic shoved me into the back seat and slid in next to me. “To the Compton mansion.”
I grabbed the door handle, but Gaspard clicked the safety locks and the handle wiggled ineffectively in my hand. Nic raised his eyebrows. “Did I say epic?”
“You will not be touching me.” I stabbed a finger into his chest.
Gaspard and Jason shared a quick look at one another.
As I clicked the seatbelt, Nic ran fingertips from my knee to my hips. I grabbed his fingers and squeezed. “Behave. We have to think of Faith and Cindy.”
“You’re right.” He stilled his hand but kept it wrapped over my thigh. “Call Ben while we drive to the property.”
“I’m surrounded by damn bossy-boots.” I wasn’t looking forward to this conversation, but I called Ben anyway.
He declined the call, then sent a “can’t talk now” text. I showed Nic.
“Must be busy sheriffing. Send him a short text so he doesn’t worry about you.”
“You mean so that he neither worries nor comes interfering?” I couldn’t blame Nic, I didn’t want to get caught between the two men again either. “Maybe I shouldn’t. He might be in silent stakeout mode.”
Nic shrugged. “I’m sure he will call or text when he can.”
“He might be staking out the Compton mansion. Wouldn’t that be funny?” I elbowed Nic in the ribs.
“Careful, woman. Pointy elbows. And no, probably not funny.”
“They are so not pointy.” I tried to give them a stealthy feel. Not pointy at all. He was right though. If Nic and I interrupted Ben on a mission, he’d definitely get all sheriffy on us.
Nic chuckled. “Try whacking yourself with one.”
He leaned close, cupped my chin and pulled our faces together so his forehead grazed against mine. Not good enough. I wanted to feel his lips on my mouth. I hugged my arms around the back of his neck to drag him closer. He let out a primal, low growl, curled his hand at the back of my neck, and covered my mouth with a firm, assertive kiss. Our tongues twined together and he explored every part of my mouth. When he sucked on my bottom lip, I moaned in pleasure. Drowning in his intoxicating touch, thrumming started deep inside me, and my pulse sped as my throat dried.
He pulled away, his ragged breath mixed with mine. I gasped for air, yet still I tangled my hands in his hair and tried to pull him close again.
“Faith and Cindy, remember.” He cupped my face in his cool, smooth, palms, his thumbs tender as he stroked my cheeks. “Playtime after, once we have the girls safe, and these renegade vamps under control."
Playtime after. Sweet heavens. And he’d promised me an epic spanking. He'd been joking, though, right? I needed to get my head back in the game. If the girls were still alive. I recoiled back into the seat and squeezed my knees together to stop my legs from shaking. No, I couldn't think like that. They had to be alive. Maybe compromised, probably terrified, but bright-eyed, full of enthusiasm, and still full off the curiosity and thirst for knowledge that may have prompted the research shown on Faith’s bedroom wall.
Nic squeezed my thigh. “Confidence, my sweet. I doubt two blood donors are dead.”
I cringed at Nic’s blunt words, but my optimism blossomed. “Where is this Compton place?”
“Across the river, about twenty minutes’ drive over the main bridge.”
I didn’t need to check the photos from Faith’s room. She had no red dots so far across the river, so it was unlikely we would see Ben there. She and Cindy must have located it too recently to add it to her wall.
Gaspard took a right turn into blackness and we lurched across rocky ground. “Only five minutes, via the creek ford.” He grinned at me in the rearview mirror.
I grabbed hold of the roof handle with both hands as we splashed through shallow water and lurched across boulders.
Nic flung his arm across my chest and pinned me to the seat. “It just feels like a joyride, we are perfectly safe."
"I can't see you on a joyride—”
“Why not?"
He was just too elegant, too suave, too much of an alpha predator who enjoyed being in control. By the look on his face, I'd insulted him.
“I can’t see you letting go, giving up control.”
“You’re right.” He grinned and his eyes flashed.
The shaking and jolting stopped. Thank the heavens. We traveled on a gravel road running parallel to the creek.
“What's the plan, boss?" Jason cracked his knuckles.
“Avoid the front gates. Park at the edge of the property, by the orchard. Should be close enough to sense how many are in there.”
The mansion loomed ahead of us. A solid square of darkness surrounded by trees and shrubs of all sizes.
“How will we get in?” I leaned forward to get a better look as excitement built in my chest.
Nic looked at me, possessive and passionate. Unrepentant for any sins past, present and future. “You’re staying in the car.”
“I am not.” The dhampir in me soared to life. As if I’d let him leave me in the car while they had all the fun. I folded my arms across my chest.
“You can pout all you like.” He pressed his fingertips to my lips when I opened my mouth to argue with him. “You are staying safe in the car. The girls may not be here.”
If the amber glow in his eyes was anything to go by, then he thought they were and he was looking forward to a fight. Gaspard parked next to a solid brick wall at least nine feet high and topped with barbed wire and broken glass. The brambles weren’t as thick here, but there was also no sign of a gate. The three men leapt from the car so fast I was still undoing my seatbelt when Gaspard locked the doors with his key fob.
I banged on the window. Nic glanced back and blew me a kiss. I flipped him the bird. He laughed. Asshole.
Gaspard pulled a small bottle from his jacket and they sprayed themselves with a fine mist. I couldn’t see what it did and quickly forgot about it. They walked for a short distance, then Jason pointed at a spot where a thick tree branch battered the barbed wire. One after the other, they leapt to the top and over the side.
“Stay in the car.” I imitated Nic’s sexy baritone and blew out a snort. I yanked my phone from my bag and Googled “how to escape from inside a locked Mercedes”.
Yes! Thank the sweet heavens for Google. I quickly braided my hair and re-checked all my weapons. I knew the stakes were safely wedged into my boots, but I double-checked to make sure they were in place and I could easily reach them. Freedom sounded easy as long as I could find the escape button. With a deep breath, I flattened the seats and crawled to the trunk lid. Not knowing the model number, I couldn’t find a photo of the exact location of the button, but it didn’t take long to find. The lid opened with a hiss and a snick. Inwardly cursing vampire hearing, I climbed out of the car on tiptoes.
I stood perfectly still, straining my ears for any indication that one of the vampires heard my escape. No sounds came from inside the wall or inside the mansion. In fact, it was eerily quiet. Too quiet. If even the tiniest nighttime critters had the sense to stay away, what on earth was I playing at? I drew on my dhampir heritage and quieted my misgivings. Saving two innocent young women from becoming thick shakes, that's what.
Maybe leaping to the top of a nine-foot wall was beyond my capabilities. But I could climb a tree. At least, I could years ago. I neared it with slow, steady steps. The branch I needed started from at least six feet up. I’d have to jump to reach it or try and walk my way around the gnarly old oak from the other side. I did a few practice jumps and on the third, my fingers made contact. I hauled myself up and for several moments lay flat on the branch. When my breathing settled, I got on my hands and knees and inched my way to the wall. The branch thinned out before reaching the barrier but it also wasn’t far above it.
Unfortunately, the drop on the inner side of the wall was even higher than the outside, and the brambles thicker. I’d have to try and jump clean over to a flat area that looked like lawn.
I picked a spot with minimal broken glass and let my feet drop down over the side of the branch. The wood gave way, I flailed my legs, and the barbed wire caught my jeans. Spikes dug deep into my calves and I let out a silly girlish squeak. Damn it, this was supposed to be a silent approach. Another item to add to my long list of skills I needed if I wanted to be a kick ass vampire hunter. Something flew close to my ear. I wobbled, tried to grab the barbed wire to stop from falling but instead tumbled off the wall.




Chapter Fifteen
“I told you to stay in the car." Nic caught me easily, leapt across the brambles with me in his arms and swung me to the ground, his hands still circling my waist.
"I told you I wouldn't." I tried to wriggle free but I couldn't match him in strength, and he had both his legs between mine so I couldn't knee him in the bulge I felt in his jeans. Not that I would, damage him there, I mean. Not permanently at least.
“You were waiting for me.” I tried to fist my hands on my hips but he wouldn’t move his hands from my waist.
He nipped my bottom lip. “You weren’t exactly quiet.” He nuzzled into my neck. “I don't want you hurt, and I smell your blood."
“Just a few scratches." I closed my eyes as he touched his tongue to the most sensitive part of my neck. “Barbed wire.” Delicious shivers almost took my breath away. “The girls?"
I seemed to have lost the ability to talk in complete sentences.
He lifted his head and his stubble grazed my cheek. “We sense four humans, probably in the basement. No vamps, newbie or otherwise, but their scent is all over the place. I’m guessing six or more. They’re probably out hunting.”
I pulled away. “Why hunt if they have donors—willing or not—on hand?”
“We are predators, mon ange, it’s what we do.”
An unsettling heaviness took up residence in my chest. I knew exactly what vampires were—cold-blooded killers who cared little for the humans they regarded as barely better than cattle. But Nic himself stood testament to the fact that wasn’t always the case. He was more hot-blooded than any male I’d ever met, and if he had been truthful with me, then he looked after willing donors on his property. I believed him, but I still needed to check for myself.
We’d have to talk about it. I trusted him, but my attraction to him had been so sudden, thorough, consuming, and so unexpected. I raked my gaze across the ugly mansion.
I couldn’t sense anything, but somewhere inside were four possible victims. “What are we waiting for? Let's get the captives and go.”
“What of the vamps? I will not tolerate unapproved hunting in my jurisdiction.” He gripped his hands on my elbows. “I will not tolerate harm coming to any humans here.”
“I know.” I believed it for sure. The memory of him ripping of Adrian’s head was still a bloody scene I would never forget. “But it may be Cindy and Faith. We could rescue the girls and wait for the vamps to return.”
"I doubt they will return if they sense their defenses are breached. The captives are safe at the moment, and we will release them as soon as we have the residents here either dead or contained.”
“But—”
“Do not argue with me on this, mon ange.” His commanding voice, even whispered, sent a shiver of acquiescence through me. “Or I will carry you back to the car and cuff you to the steering wheel.”
“Don’t try and do whatever it is you’re doing.” I glared at him.
He grinned. “It was worth a shot.”
The boyish grin and twinkling eyes melted my anger away. “If I don't argue?"
"I'll let you stay, on a couple of conditions."
“Who made you the boss?"
“Until you are faster, stronger and more in control of your skills and strengths.” He smirked. “It is what it is.” His eyes flashed amber. “Accept it, or I cuff you in the car?”
His smirk telegraphed that he wasn’t expecting me to match him for speed and strength, let alone fighting skills, anytime soon. So, not that many options. Even if I could free the captives alone, I certainly couldn’t face down several healthy, possibly aggressive, vamps.
I needed Nic and his men, and he knew it. I pursed my lips. “What are the conditions?"
He grinned like a cat with a bowl of cream before his face returned to his professional mask. “You do not put yourself in danger. You stay behind me at all times. If I give you a directive, you follow it, immediately and without question.”
“You are worse than Ben.”
He caressed his hands from my waist to my hips and raised an eyebrow while he waited for my answer.
“Okay. Yes, I accept your conditions." I slapped my hand into his chest. "I'm not happy about it, though.”
“Noted.” He grinned. “There is one more condition.”
I groaned and let my head fall back. He made a low, guttural sound, pulled me tight against him, and teased the sensitive skin over my collarbones with his lips.
At a brush of his teeth, I caught my breath and held it. His fangs extended and he grazed the tips against my throat, the touch threatening and yet erotic at the same time. Moisture pooled between my legs. I needed him to fill me, I desperately needed the pressure and friction only he could provide. His blood circulating in my veins called out, demanding our union.
Sweet heavens above. Clarity bloomed. This was the other condition. He was going to bite me. Right here and right now. I grasped the idea like a voyeur in my own body. I knew it and welcomed it. My heart pounded and I rubbed my mound against his erection with an aching need. He let out a deep, primal growl. My body responded, wet and aching with desire.
“Breathe, Louisa.” His breath drifted across my cleavage. “No noise, my love, they may return at any time.”
“No noise, got it.” I clutched my arms around his torso, careful not to obstruct his access to my neck.
He gripped the back of my head and tilted it to the side. I sucked in air and sharp points broke my skin. He penetrated agonizingly deep. I gasped at the sudden pain, until a myriad of sensations spilled over me. An elixir flashed through my veins and enveloped my whole body. Waves of dizziness washed over me, followed by a surge of hedonistic pleasure so strong my head fell back and my knees gave way. If he hadn’t gripped me against him I would have crumbled to the ground.
Just as I found strength in my legs again, he sucked deep and long. Intense ecstasy shot from my neck to my slit, my inner muscles clenched and I orgasmed. I bit down on the soft leather of his jacket lapel. The world around me narrowed into nothing but Nic and me. Words could not even begin to describe the sensation coursing through my body as my blood emptied into him. Panting and biting down, I just had to feel, to exist in the moment.
A second, deep pull on my blood triggered another roaring climax and I let my head back to scream. A growl sounded at my throat, he clapped a hand to the back of my neck and cut off all sound with a searing kiss. I tasted my own blood on his lips.
He released me and licked my skin where his fangs had penetrated. “Look at me, Louisa.”
Gripping him, I rubbed my forehead into his chest.
“You are stunning, my beauty.” He lifted my face and forced me to gaze into his eyes. “I need you quiet and focused.”
“Then you probably shouldn’t have done that.” I rested my chin in his palm. “Do you have any idea what you just did to me?”
He kissed me softly, not a shadow of remorse in his eyes.
I took that as a yes. “The euphoria beat a dose of morphine and was more arousing than any foreplay, ever.”
“I’ve wanted to do exactly that since we met. But this is for expediency, another time we will take a more leisurely path.” He traced his fingertip down my cheek, to the place where he bit me. “Now I have tasted you, I will know where you are. Over time I will get a hint of your feelings.”
“You didn’t think to ask me first?” I stretched my neck to loosen my tightening jaw.
“You would have refused.”
“Yes.” I thumped his chest. “You had no right. Undo it.”
“No. These vamps are unknown to me and probably dangerous.” He clutched my hand, kissed the knuckles then held it against his chest. “I will not risk your safety. You are in my world now. Please trust me.”
“It’s becoming my world too.”
“Yes, but small steps okay?”
Not sure that Ben agreed with the small steps motto, but I did trust him. I trusted both of the men in my life.” I nodded into Nic’s chest.
He kissed my cheek. “Now your turn. They will smell your delicious blood a mile away. Once you drink from me, your cuts will heal and your focus will return stronger than ever.”
Smell me and hear me, no doubt. I didn’t scream or yell. Who knew how close the vamps might be, but I struggled ineffectively in his firm grasp. He spun me around, gripped my back to his chest, slashed his wrist with a claw-like nail and forced the bleeding cut into my mouth. I couldn’t help myself. I’d taken his blood before. Now he had my blood in him and like called to like. Was it thrumming through his veins like his did to me? I latched on and sucked his blood into my mouth. The tangy metallic taste didn’t bother me like the first time. The euphoric pleasure built into a crescendo, engulfed me, and I gripped his arm with both hands, eagerly sucking in as much of his blood—as much of him—as I could, until the cut healed.
I licked his arm and my lips to remove traces of his blood. I knew without touching that the wounds on my neck had healed, as did the wounds on my leg.
“Can you stand?” Nic turned me back to face him and cupped his hands around my face.
“Feel great.” It was the truth. I felt like Wonder Woman and Buffy combined and on a course of red blood cell producing hormones.
Of course, Nic still looked fantastic while I probably looked like I’d been blown around in a tornado.
He pulled a handkerchief from his trouser pocket. “Let’s get the dried blood off you.”
I stood like a statue exactly where he’d left me. Utterly present in the moment, all my senses heightened and my mind and emotions totally focused on the goal—get the captives away and mete out justice to the wayward vamps. Worries and fears melted away. As long as I was with Nic, we’d be okay. I’d agreed to his conditions, but whether I could obey them remained to be seen. It would be hard to avoid danger, given the situation. I’d try to stay behind Nic, but damn, he could move fast. And I’d try to follow any reasonable directives. Immediately and without question wouldn’t come naturally, though.
He must have found a tap somewhere, because he returned in seconds with Gaspard, and two wet handkerchiefs. Nic licked every trace of blood from my neck while Gaspard rubbed the wet cloths over my calves and torn jeans.
Gaspard stood, pulled a small bottle from his jacket and sprayed my torso.
“What’s that? I saw you guys spray yourselves when you left the car.”
Nic answered, “A spray we developed to hide our scent so we can go undetected by other vampires.”
The sound of the front gates grating open stopped our conversation.
Gaspard nudged us both under a copse of young pine trees. A car pulled through the gates and stopped in a patch of gravel in front of the house. Four people exited the car. Moments later, another car pulled up, parked behind the first and another five people climbed out. In each group, one of the passengers teetered unsteadily. Much smaller than the rest of the group, the unsteady passengers were propped up by two of the others and half dragged, half carried through the front door.
“Seven vamps and two new donors by the look of it, boss.” Gaspard spoke so quietly I had to strain to hear him.”
Jason crept alongside us. It was pure luck I saw him approach, or I might not have been able to contain a screech when he whispered close to my ear.
“Three of them are old, though not as old as us by a century or so, but the four newbies will be dead easy to take.”
“And now we have six captives,” I whispered back. “With or without Faith and Cindy, we still have to help them all.”
“Of course.” Nic squeezed his arm around my waist.
“Not willing donors, by the look of things.” Gaspard’s tone hardened.
“That’s seven against four—”
Nic cut me off with a sweet kiss to my lips. “Seven against three.”
“No way.” I didn’t even try to keep the frustration from my voice. “I’m a trained dhampir.”
“I need you to see to the captives once we eliminate any threat and get into the basement area.” Nic ran his arm from my waist to under my breast. There was nothing sexual in it, more like he was reassuring himself that his woman was fine. “I suspect most will be female.”
“And young.” Jason added.
“Seven versus four is much better odds.” You three can have an oldie and a newbie each while I target one of the newbies.”
“Seven versus three, when the three are old and powerful and four of the seven are newbies is excellent odds.” Gaspard chuckled.
“You will stay here, until the vamps are dealt with.” Nic lowered his voice, the command penetrated my head, but like before, I recognized the foreign thought and pushed it away. He kissed my ear, his breath drifting across my face. “Remember your promise and await my call.”
“Avoid danger, stay behind you and follow any reasonable directives.” I rolled my eyes at him, though I doubted he could see in the moonlight that filtered through the trees. “See, I listened and remembered.”
“And the rest.” He crossed his arms.
Oh, he saw all right. I imagined him lifting his brow, not that I could see clearly. Trust him to hone in on the last part. I almost controlled a nervous squirm, then gave up and parroted the words I remembered. “Follow any reasonable directives immediately and without question.” Nic and Ben both, would attest to the fact that neither came naturally to inquisitive me.
“Be good.” Nic kissed my forehead.
Nic and Gaspard strode to the back of the house while Jason headed for the front door. They’d already cased the joint and surmised that the captives were in the basement and that the door was most likely accessible from the kitchen. Also, the door into the laundry area was the easiest one to break into.
Their silence and predatory grace sent shivers down my spine. When Nic disappeared around the corner, I felt more alone and exposed than ever before. My stomach shrank into a rock-hard knot. My pulse raced. Even if the seven vampires in the house couldn’t smell my sweet dhampir blood, at this rate they’d hear my pounding heart from inside.
The pain of Adrian’s bite was still a fresh memory. Too fresh. Tremors shook my legs and I gripped hold of the nearest tree. I gulped down breaths to get myself back in control and stay quiet. My phone vibrated in my pocket, probably Ben, but I didn’t dare lose concentration to look at it.
At first no sounds came from the house, but it was old, and the walls were no doubt thick. Then the front door burst open with a crack. Two people stumbled toward one of the cars. The smaller of the two let out a scream, a sound full of fear and definitely female. She tried to break away but the taller one grabbed her and threw her against the car. It had to be one of the vampires with one of the captives. I held my breath, but no one else ran to help.
Looked like I’d found my target.
Nic tearing off Adrian’s head was seared into my memory, but I couldn’t rely on his intervention this time. He was probably busy with the six vamps inside. I gripped the gun and grabbed a stake from my boot. One in each hand, I channeled both Wonder Woman and Buffy, and ran across the lawn to the parked cars.
The vampire saw me and bared his teeth. He tossed the woman into the car and locked her in. Suited me, at least she was safe in there. My first shot hit him square in the chest, though not his heart. Enraged, the silver bullet hardly slowed him down.
He charged me like a wounded bull, slow enough that I saw his arms pumping. That had to mean the silver was doing its job. Time seemed to slow down. Stake gripped firmly, I focused on the center of his chest. I drove forward as he barreled into me. The force knocked me backwards and I landed heavily on my butt. He landed on top of me, the weight of him pressed heavy against my chest. I’d dropped the gun and it was too far away for me to reach.
I rammed my hands against his shoulders and reared back as my fingers touched papery, dried flesh. I kicked the skeleton off me, an arm broke away, and fine dust drifted into my face. I rounded onto my knees and dry retched.
“Louisa.” Nic’s voice, so much command in just one word. He rubbed my back. “Are you hurt?”
“I don't think so. Except for a bruised bum. He must have knocked me back several feet."
“This is going to extremes to avoid a spanking.” He gathered me into his arms.
“You were only joking anyway.” I nuzzled into his chest.
“Maybe, maybe not,” he whispered into my ear.
I tamped down my willful body’s reaction. “What about the other vampires? Did you find Faith and Cindy?”
“Three left, who have sworn their allegiance to me and vowed to follow my rules.” He helped me to my feet and dusted off the ash that clung to my clothes. “We are waiting for you to free the ladies in the basement.”
Holding hands, we hurried to the car. I smiled at the woman staring from the back window, her bulging eyes testament to her terror. Nic opened the car door and she scooted as far away as she could get.
I leaned on the edge of the backseat and held out my hand. “I'm Louisa. A member of your rescue party.”
She pushed messy strands of long, blonde hair behind her ears." You aren't with them?”
“Not with the men who took you, no.”
She looked about eighteen. Heavily made up smoky eyes dark within an ashen face.
“They drank my blood. Two of them.” Her voice shook in rhythm with her trembling hands. “I said I'd go with them, but only to the private room.” Tears ran down her face and she scrubbed at her chin.
“Come with me.” I gripped her hand and pulled her across the seat before she could argue.
Nic lifted her to his chest. “Your friend Heather is inside. I'll take you to her.”
She clutched at the front of his jacket, but didn't wriggle or complain. I followed them into a large foyer and stepped over the skeletal remains of one of the rogue vamps. The woman buried her face into Nic’s chest and I trailed behind them through a wide hall into a large family room at the back of the house. A seated woman leapt to her feet, squealed, and ran to Nic. He seated the woman from the car and both women fell into one another’s arms crying.
“The basement.” I sucked in a breath. I prayed that Faith and Cindy had somehow made it home, and I wouldn't find them locked up, or worse, in the basement of this house.
“This way,” Jason called from the hall.
“Hang on, let me check my phone in case I heard from Ben.”
A text popped up. Where are you?
I opened the text to respond, changed my mind and called him. He needed to know about this place.
“What took you so long? Where are you?” He sounded out of breath, like he was walking fast, and seriously pissed.
“Do you know the old Compton place?”
“What are you doing there? It’s not on Faith’s list.”
“I'll explain later. Get here. We found seven vampires and six victims—”
“Shit. Stay out of the way—”
“I'm with Nic, Gaspard and Jason. The vamps are dead or contained. I'm in the middle of assessing their unwilling donors.”
“Are you fucking kidding me?” Ben shouted so loud, I’m sure every vamp within five miles heard him. “No, of course not. Better be one hell of an explanation. On my way.”
“This should be fun.” Nic grinned at me.
I glared at him and he laughed out loud. Asshole with bells on. I stomped past him in the direction of Jason.




Chapter Sixteen
The basement door groaned on old hinges. A dull, yellow light and the hum of a generator filtered up the stairs. Jason assured me there were no vampires down there—just the four females they’d sensed earlier—but I couldn’t help my heart rate speeding.
I made my way down carefully, expecting but not finding any rotted steps. The staircase turned a ninety-degree angle so I couldn't see inside the basement until I got to the small landing mid-way.  As I stepped down, the four women huddled together on a rug in the middle of the far wall came into view.
“Hi. I’m Louisa.” I had to raise my voice to be heard over the generator noise and their whimpering. “There’s no need to be afraid any longer, my friends and I are here to release you.”
“Ms. Thompson?”
Thank the heavens and everything holy! The tightness across my shoulder blades eased and I felt ten pounds lighter.
I reached for Faith’s extended hand and clutched her fingertips in mine. “You gave us all a scare. Thank goodness you’re alive and well.”
“Alive, at least.” She slumped against Trudy, who had her hand pressed to her mouth and her eyes wide.
“Can you stand?”
“We’re all attached to this chain that runs the length of the wall. We can move to the toilet, which is that way." Faith pointed to a miserable looking bathroom behind a see-through shower curtain. “Or the bed opposite.”
“But we weren’t allowed there unless one of them was with us.” Cindy blushed from her ears to her chest.
Easy enough to guess what they were doing on the bed. All of the young women had visible bites on their necks and arms, and likely in many other places as well.
I crouched to get to eye level with them. “Is it okay if I call my friends down to help? They’re big guys but we’re here to look after you. The sheriff is on his way.”
“He’s here.” Ben’s heavy boots sounded on the steps.
He glanced at me and nodded once. “Get the guys. We can use their strength to pull these chains off.”
I darted back upstairs as Ben squatted to talk with the women. Jason and Gaspard were waiting for me at the top of the steps. I sent them down and went on a search for clean blankets and bottles of water. Nic was charming Heather and her friend in the family room.
He stopped when he saw me. “We couldn’t locate blankets but we did find six large beach towels. No bottled water, but the plumbing still works and we found six clean glasses as well.” He gestured to the table in the kitchen. “How are they?”
“Chained up and quiet. Too quiet.”
Nic left the two women cuddled together on the sofa, wrapped his arm around my waist and kissed my forehead. “With help, they will recover from their ordeal. I’ll grab the towels.”
For a few seconds, I leaned into his embrace. At least we’d found them alive. “There’s a tap downstairs, I’ll take the glasses.”
“I’ll take those too.” Nic arranged the towels in his arms, a tray with the six glasses on top of them.
“Is Ben mad?”
“Crazy as a loon.” Nic motioned for me to precede him down the steps. “Also in full-on sheriff mode. He’s already called paramedics and a forensic team.”
Forensics wouldn’t be able to do much with the desiccated skeletons. Or the remaining vamps Nic had no doubt spirited away somewhere. I followed Nic back into the basement and helped where I could, until the paramedics arrived and took the women away for treatment.
It was almost daylight when Ben finished speaking with the forensics team and stomped over to where I sat in Nic’s lap. I stood to face him.
He stared at me for a few seconds. “Where is my car?”
Not the first question I expected but at least Ben was talking to me. I crossed my fingers behind my back. It wasn’t a bad neighborhood. “Still parked at the front of Quinn Underhill’s place.”
“It better be.”
“How did you get here?”
Somehow, I knew he didn’t just mean the travel. “Nic helped with Quinn and he gave us a clue, then we drove here with Gaspard and Jason, and you know the rest.”
“Look at you. Here two weeks and already on a first-name basis with the local undead.”
“I’m a dhampir, what did you expect?” I hugged my arms across my chest.
Ben’s mouth flicked up in a smile though he tried to disguise it with a cough. Perhaps he was a bit mad and a bit proud at the same time? The tightness across my shoulders eased.
Nic stood at my back and circled his arms around my arms. “Can’t we do this tomorrow? She has been awake almost all night.”
“I’m okay—”
“You look like shit.” Ben glared at me. “I expect a full, written report on my desk by lunchtime. And do not leave anything out.” He jabbed his finger at me. “Not a thing. Got it, partner?”
I cringed at the sarcasm infused in the word partner. “I did text you. You said you couldn’t talk.”
Ben shook his head, as if dealing with a headstrong child. “We will discuss this further.”
“Can I take her home now?” Nic ran his hands up and down my arms.
“Yeah. Make sure she gets home.”
“Ben.” I felt like stamping my foot, fatigue and frustration bringing out my inner child. “You are not my father, and I’m not a teenager.”
He snorted and transferred his gaze to Nic. “I see four skeletons. Any others?”
“Three have transferred their allegiance to me. I will be watching them closely at the compound.”
“I need to speak with them. If there are other Rambo vamps out there, I want to know.”
“There were no others here. I will take you to the compound tomorrow afternoon, if you wish. I want to talk with them further, myself.”
Ben twirled my braid around his fingers, and his eyes softened. “You did well tonight. I’m proud of you cousin. But don’t be late with the report or for training tomorrow.”
He kissed my cheek and left me still encircled in Nic’s arms.
“You heard the sheriff. I have to get you home, or else.” Nic nibbled my ear.
“He didn’t say or else.” A huge yawn stretched my face.
“It was implied. Come on.”
I took a step away from him but didn’t get far. He swooped me into his arms and in a dizzying blur, we were at the car with Gaspard and Jason.
#
Nic walked me from the garage with his hand pressed to the small of my back. “You have to work tomorrow?”
“It’s five am. I’m too wired to sleep and I need a shower. I don’t have any early classes tomorrow. I’ll plead for the morning off.”
“I can talk with Penelope for you.”
“Ms. Merryweather.” I jolted to a stop. “Our headmistress?”
“The one and only.”
“You know her?” Talk about a real-life, small-town, everyone-knows-everybody-else vibe.
“Extremely well.” Nic winked at me and nudged me to the front door.
“Wait. She’s not—”
“Shhhh.” Nic brushed his lips against mine. “Even older than my sire, but she loves teaching and moves from place to place as time passes and the people around her age.”
I stared at him, open-mouthed.
He took the keys from my hand, opened the door and followed me inside. Snuggles charged downstairs and threw himself at my legs, alternately purring at me and hissing at Nic.
Nic sat on his heels, gazed into Snuggles eyes and held out his hand. “I won’t hurt her.”
“You’re brave.” I laughed at the sight of my handsome Snuggles circling a totally hot Nic.
I grabbed Snugs and pulled him to my chest as I glanced into Nic’s face. “Stay for coffee or tea?” Or me, is what I really meant to say.
Nic stood and lifted my chin. “I would love to stay, my sweet, but for neither coffee nor tea.”
He brushed the back of his fingertips across my collarbones and slowly up my cheeks. He lingered over the bite that was only a few hours old. Heat and tingles spread through my body, an erotic reminder of how good it felt when he’d buried his fangs deep into my vein. By the time he reached my temple, I was on fire. Snugs jumped down but I couldn’t take my gaze away from Nic’s eyes.
“We both need a shower, do we not?” he purred into my ear, his slight accent amplified by his honeyed tone.
I shivered where I stood. My brain had taken a hike and left me a bundle of quivering need.
“Mon doux ange?”
I grinned at the endearment. I’d been called a few things in my life but never a sweet angel. If I could face vampires and calm Ben’s angry tornado, then I could invite this man who was claiming my heart and soul into my bedroom. I would invite him. My heartbeat ramped up.
I touched my fingers to his cheek. “My bathroom is minuscule compared to yours, but I’d like you to stay.”
He gave me one of his sexy smiles and we walked upstairs together, Snuggles darting ahead to claim his place on the bed.
“I'll just feed Snugs downstairs.” At least he'd stopped hissing at Nic. Though he started chattering as soon as I mentioned food. “Towels are here.” I lifted the lid of the picnic basket where I kept my softest bath towels.
He hung his jacket on the hanger I kept on the back of the bathroom door and ripped off his bloodied shirt. The fire burning in my nether regions turned to molten lava. I tore my gaze away and backed out of the room before I jumped his bones and ravished him on the bathroom floor.
His laughter, that half growl, half purr that drove me mad, followed me down the stairs. I grabbed salmon and kibble and filled Snuggles’ bowls while he purred and chattered in figure eights around my ankles.
“I need you to stay down here, bubs. We’ll have lots of cuddles in the morning, okay?” Lots of cuddles after Nic left, at least.
A weight settled in my chest. What if Nic didn't want to stay long? The heaviness made me realize how much I wanted to wake up next to him in the morning. I shook the fear away. He was here now, that’s all that mattered. He’d left the bathroom door open. I took a deep breath and tiptoed in.
I stared. My mouth may have dropped open. Just a little.
I couldn’t take my gaze away from the gorgeous, totally hot male standing directly under the shower spray. I silently thanked my aunt Tilly for installing a decent size glass-encased shower and squirmed my mouth into a Mona Lisa smile.
Water streamed through his dark hair and it shone like luscious, wet silk. His body glistened and moisture highlighted every rippling muscle, every hollow, and every bulge. His perfectly proportioned ass sat at the top of long, shapely muscled legs. He squirted shower gel into his hand and, without a hint of shyness, lathered himself. He spread the suds across his broad shoulders and down his sinewy arms. Suds gathered against his sculpted chest and crested in the dark curls of his groin.
His hand dropped to his shaft and I let out a labored breath. He turned his gaze to mine as he soaped flesh that grew and thickened until his alert cock pointed right at me. Honest to God, I thought my girly parts couldn’t throb any harder. Wrong again. Under his predatory gaze I stripped out of my clothes.
Never had anyone stared at me the way he did. He owned my body, heart and soul. He held out his hand, inviting me in. I stepped into the shower. He pulled me close and kissed me as if his life depended on it, his tongue demanding, thrusting, snaking around my tongue, across my teeth, over my lips and deep within my mouth. I curled my hands around the back of his neck and held on for the ride. His hands roamed freely, arousing lust across my skin.
He sucked the puncture spot in my neck. I gasped as tingles spread through my body, the erotic reminder of how good it felt when he bit me even more powerful than when we first got home. I raised myself as high as I could, grasped his head and tilted my neck.
Sweet heavens, I had no control. None.
"I told you, you'd crave my bite.” He gave a low chuckle that somehow sounded predatory, possessive, and darkly passionate at the same time. His hands relentlessly caressed my body—not just my breasts, bum and hips—but every part of me. He grazed his teeth across my skin. “Is this what you want?”
Heaven help, me it was. Hardly able to stand, I clung to him. I was panting, full of desire and boneless in his arms.
He hugged his arms under my ass and pressed me against the shower wall, the wet tiles smooth against my back as he yanked my legs around his waist. I groaned at the sudden exposure and vulnerability. He crushed my lips and muffled the groan. With his tongue performing acrobatics in my mouth again, he brushed through my inner lips and pressed a finger inside me, then two, then three. A spasm of pure pleasure rolled through me. I was so wet he had no trouble pumping smoothly in and out.
He cupped my face as he broke the blistering kiss. “You are more than ready, mon ange.”
I didn’t have time to answer. He plunged deep inside me and a scream tore from my mouth. Every nerve ending flared with blinding pleasure. He slid into me balls deep, withdrew almost all the way out and thrust again. When he withdrew a second time, I ground against him in a wordless demand for more. He grinned at me, and I snuck my tongue in his mouth to caress his fangs.
He moaned. “You play with fire, my love.”
I tugged on his hair. “Bite me.”
“Patience heightens the reward, mon ange bossue.”
I didn’t have the focus to try and translate. Wait. Did he just call me bossy? I stopped caring when he arched up and forward and ground his pelvis against my clit. The delicious friction sent more spasms of pleasure spiraling from my core. I tightened my thighs around his waist and rocked against him. I saw stars as the pressure on my nub resonated in pulsing waves through my body. Writhing under him, I whimpered at the glorious sensation. Each plunge amplified the pleasure until my pussy quivered and my body hummed from ecstasy.
Panting, I dropped my forehead to his chest.
“Look at me.” He slowly rotated his hips.
“Don’t stop, I need—”
He lifted my chin and smiled as I slowly met his gaze. Amber eyes blazing, he untangled my hands from his neck and positioned my arm so my elbow was inches from his mouth. His fangs fully descended, but I felt no fear. Nothing but desire. He bit my upper arm and I screamed a primal roar. Wild, animalistic, uninhibited, it’s how he made me feel and I loved it. Craved it. He gazed into my eyes as he swallowed my blood and I knew without doubt that his gaze, full of lust and desire, matched mine.
Too quickly he withdrew his fangs, licked the punctures closed, then released my arm.
“Your turn.” He tore his fangs at his wrist and held the bubbling wound to my mouth.
Was it possible to get addicted to his blood? Or was I addicted to the man. Perhaps a bit of both. I gave an experimental lick, and the tangy, metallic taste I expected was all but gone. Instead, it tasted like him. Ginger and citrus, earthy patchouli and musk. I lapped at the blood, clutched his wrist and sucked hard as I stared at him.
When his cut healed over, he flashed me a lustful smile. His hands and his mouth caressed and teased everywhere across my skin. Rubbing against him, I abandoned myself to the sensuality of his touch. His scent filled my head, his sexy sounds filled my ears, but I wanted more, I wanted our bodies to unite. I arched my back and spread my legs wider in a blatant plea for more.
I moaned. “More. I need more.”
“More of what, mon ange?”
Smartass. He knew exactly what I wanted. “You.” I squirmed my painfully hard nipples against his chest. “All of you.”
He entered me in one swift thrust and we cried out together. An orgasm ripped through me and a psychedelic rainbow burst in my head.
“Open your eyes.” He stilled. “I want to watch you shatter.”
I dragged my eyes open and focused on his gaze. Raw power and savage desire were etched across his face. I gripped not just a man, but a vampire lord with needs that could break me. Could, and yet I knew I’d readily give him everything he wanted, anything he needed.
He increased his thrusts and I found myself jammed between the unyielding tiles and his firm body. I gyrated against him as we hurtled to an intense, shared orgasm. Gazing into his eyes, my vulnerability to him almost overwhelmed me, until I grew aware that I held a frightening power over him at the same time.
“Come with me,” he demanded.
And I did.




Chapter Seventeen
Snuggles woke me as he always did, with a soft paw to my nose and a meow in my ear. His purring ramped up and I snuggled into his soft fur. I could have slept for ages longer, but I had too many things to do and places to be. I stretched for my phone, my hand brushed along Nic’s chest, and suddenly everything was right in my world.
Nic lay on his back, one arm flung across his face, half of his spectacular, muscular chest exposed. Snuggles turned a few times and found a comfortable spot between us.
Nic turned to face me and caressed his hand over my hip. “Good morning, angel.”
Snuggles wriggled onto his back, stretched his limbs and pawed Nic’s face.
“Am I safe? Or will he scratch my face off?”
“I’m quite certain you’re safe. He’s glad you slept here, rather than me in your mansion. So am I.” I planted a soft kiss on Nic’s forehead. "You are safe as long as you tickle his belly, otherwise all bets are off.”
He circled his fingertip around Snuggles pink skin. “What a pity today is not your own. You have the morning off, but a report to write.”
“I remember.” I jammed my hand over a huge yawn. “Followed by English Literature this afternoon and training this evening.”
“My brave angel. Such a long day for you yesterday.” He trailed his fingertips from my hip to my breasts.
“No time for making out.” I stilled his hand with mine. “It’s already after ten.”
He pulled a face at me. “Can you make time for lunch?”
“If I’m quick.”
He gave my behind a quick slap. “Then get on with it.”
“Can you reach my laptop?” I yanked an oversize t-shirt over my bare chest and arranged my pillows the way I liked them.
He searched with his gaze, and finally climbed out of bed and sauntered naked across the room. He delivered the laptop and planted a kiss on my head. “Coffee.”
“I will kiss you all over.” I kept my gaze firmly on his face and beamed at him. If I looked any lower, I risked not making it to my lessons this afternoon, let alone finishing the report for Ben by noon. “But not right now.” I shooed him away as I pulled the laptop open.
“I have mail from my mom.” I clapped my hands. “I’ll read while you make coffee. Thank you.” I blew him a kiss.
He caught the air kiss and brought it to his lips as he wandered out. Charmer. I grinned. He was my charmer. Snuggles hopped down and followed Nic down the stairs. It looked like he trusted him for breakfast as well as tummy tickles, and didn’t that make me feel all warm and gooey inside.
I opened my mail and settled back to read. I scrolled quickly through the first few paragraphs about Mom’s anthropological studies with the Kazakh eagle hunters. Not that I wasn’t interested, but I had fingers crossed that she’d answered my questions about my ancestry.
I hadn’t come right out and asked Mom if she’d married a vampire or vampire heir, or if she was a witch, or descended from one. But my questions hadn’t been far off.
She confirmed that Tilly believed she and my dad were the children of a male vampire and a female witch—a combination that always produced a dhampir, or a born vampire. She proudly traced their roots back through at least five generations of witchery. But her dad had up and left like mine, so heaven only knew his genetics. Apparently, my dad always ridiculed the idea, and Mom had no idea where he was hiding. But he had to be either a dhampir like Tilly, or, sweet heavens above, a born vampire. She gave me contact details for a PI she knew who specialized in finding people who didn’t want to be found. But really, he’d left my life so completely, what was the point?
I had to reread the final paragraph, three times.
“Darling, you were never very interested in our family history. I know you were so angry with your father you couldn’t bear to hear anything about him or us, but I met him through the coven. The witchy ancestry on my side is as rich as that on Tilly’s and your dad’s sides. It doesn’t mean you are a witch yourself. In fact, you’d need to work on it if you decide to explore that part of you. It does explain why Tilly chose you to inherit. I wish I’d been there for you earlier. I will come home as soon as I can.

Wow. My mother wasn’t exactly the maternal type. She wasn’t dropping her work to race back to me. But this was unexpected. Tilly must have believed her brother was a born vampire, which made me a dhampir-witch hybrid or maybe even a vampire-witch hybrid just like Ben said.
Is this what Nic meant when he said he’d waited so long? Was he waiting for me because he wanted me to be a born vampire-making machine? A heavy, dull pain throughout my body weighted me to the bed.
“Mon ange. What is it?” Nic lay a breakfast tray on my dressing table and leapt to my side.
I tried to school my face into a neutral expression, but my whole head felt as weighted and slack as my body and I knew I still wore a pained look. I should just shut up, and paint on a fake smile.
Nic lifted my chin. “Louisa, mon cœur, whatever it is, don’t shut me out.”
We couldn’t move forward until I addressed this. A naked fear roiled inside me. Dammit I wanted to keep building a relationship with this man. “I need you to tell me the truth.”
He clambered next to me and pulled me into his arms. Still nude, still gorgeous, but all I could think about was why he wanted me.
“Of course, always the truth for you, my love.” He nestled his chin into my hair. “Your mother’s news is distressing?”
“Why did you say you’ve been waiting for me so long?” I clenched my hands around my laptop to stop them from shaking. “Is it because I can make a born vampire baby?”
“What?” He gripped my forearms, a blush darkening his normally pale skin as he blinked rapidly. “I. No.” He gave a quick shake of his head.
My normally unflappable Nic was flustered. He was either surprised himself, or surprised that I’d figured it out. I held my breath.
“I’d decided to tell you on Saturday evening.” His forehead touched mine.
I stroked slowly from his forearms to his shoulders and stayed quiet. Whatever he needed to tell me, he had to say it in his own time and words. The seconds stretched out. I’d almost given up when he lifted his forehead away.
“A long time ago, a seer told me that I would find my soulmate at the end of a tunnel, surrounded by weapons.”
“My basement.” I whispered.
“There’s more.” He cupped my face in his hands and brushed his lips across mine. “She also said that my soulmate would find her path and her calling after many wrong turns, and that path would lead her to me.”
Soulmate. Someone who made me feel entirely whole, healed and intact, like no piece was missing from the puzzle that is uniquely me. I couldn’t describe how Nic made me feel. Even if I swallowed a thesaurus, I’d never find the words to encompass the tenacious, profound and lingering emotions that enveloped me whenever I thought of him.
I snuggled into his chest. “The fortune teller at your garden fete told me I’d find my path after many wrong turns.”
“I know, and the fortune teller you saw is one and the same as the seer who told me about my soulmate so long ago. She moves around but stays with us often.”
Did I even believe in soulmates? I glanced into Nic’s intense gaze. “You really believe you have found your soulmate in me?”
“I know it, mon ange. I felt it even in your garden on the first night we met.”
That would explain my crazy attraction to him right from the start. The deep-seated connection that weaved itself through the initial lust.
Mon ange, mon cœur, ma moitié. My angel, my heart, my other half. My better half. “Ma moitié.” I whispered into his chest.
“Oui,
ma moitié, my soulmate.”
We sat curled into one another while I sipped my coffee. In his arms, I felt secure and protected. I couldn’t imagine my life without him.
“I better start the report for Ben.” I sighed but didn’t move.
Nic moved so he still held me, but my arms were free to type. “We will write it together, take it to his office then have a quick lunch before your lessons start. You haven’t forgotten our date on Saturday, have you?”
With everything else going on, I had. I glanced at my closet where my new dress hung. “Of course not. I’m looking forward to it. I'm looking forward to meeting your donors too.”
Nic kissed me again, far too sweetly and quickly. He rested his chin on my head and tapped the keyboard. “Ma moitié.”
The End
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Tower Tango
CHAPTER ONE
Rupert Hanley scanned his room for the third time. He'd already learned to his detriment that squirming against the bonds just tightened them. He'd designed the wrist restraints too well, no amount of wriggling let him grab the leather bands or use his hands as tools.
Blast it. He ground his teeth. The automatic release feature needed more work.
He would not be found helpless like this.
If he could reach his feet to the desk, he might manage to grab a ruler in his toes and switch off the damn mechanism. His laugh became a grimace. Years of daily gymnastics might pay off today.
With closed eyes, he focused and stilled his upper body. He pushed his wrists down against the thick bands, extended his legs in front of him, and rotated left. On the fourth try he grabbed the rigid metal ruler between his big toes, aimed at the lever and swung at it.
"Nice moves."
Rupert dropped the ruler. He twisted to avoid jamming his toes into the cogs and instead smashed his knees against the riveted metal.
He spun to face the source of the polished voice. "How in the blazes did you get in?" He forgot for a moment the restraints held him tight. "Leave at once."
A young man approached, goggles resting against his forehead like a second set of eyes. A colonial rifle hung casually across his torso.
"I heard someone cry out." He pointed toward the window. "It's open, so I entered. Was it you?"
"If it was a Latin curse, yes." Rupert puffed out his chest.
This strange-looking man could be a thief. Not that he dressed like one. He'd tucked lightweight gas-pipe trousers into laced mid-calf boots. A studded belt around his waist might have passed for a lady's corset. Young, by the look of his soft-skinned face. Maybe a fop? No, not with an oily rag shoved carelessly in his top pocket.
What did it matter? Rupert growled through gritted teeth. Unless he reached the lever, there wasn't much he could do about it. "We are on the sixth floor, how the devil did you climb up?"
The man smiled. "I flew." He raked his gaze across the contraption grasping Rupert. "Do you need a hand?"
Flew? The man was delusional. And he needed a decent tailor. "No. I'm fine."
"How does it work?" The man circled Rupert. He jolted to a stop. "Someone has flogged your back. Neat though, skin looks evenly bruised. Not broken."
Rupert shuddered at the touch of a smooth fingertip down his spine. "If you are staying, at least switch off the confounded machine. Brass lever on the right."
His visitor stepped in front of him to reach the lever. The whirring stopped. With the counterbalance suddenly uneven, the arms wobbled and Rupert pitched forward. Straight into his uninvited visitor. The man stumbled and ended up on his backside on the floor. The safety device clicked on, the wrist restraints unlatched, and Rupert slammed on top of the man.
Except it wasn't a man.
In the few seconds it took to gather his wits and lift himself on his arms, Rupert's brain registered the fast beating heart beneath him, and two firm, round breasts pushing hard into his chest. Up close, her soft, hair-free skin and long eyelashes were obvious. How on earth had he thought her male?
An apology tumbled from his lips. Still muttering, he scrambled back on his heels and widened the space between them.
Her mouth curved into a generous smile and she laughed. She stretched out her hand. "I believe, after that introduction, first names are called for. I'm Priscilla."
He squeezed her fingers between his own. "Rupert Hanley. Miss…"
She laughed again, but turned her mouth to a pout. "Miss Priscilla Pegg. But I will be disappointed if you keep calling me Miss anything."
Pegg? His brain whirred back into action. The Commander of the Watch was Sir William Pegg. She couldn't be related. Could she?
She curled her legs into a neat arrangement and leaned her head to one side. "Are you related to the Chief Scientist by any chance?"
"Professor Hanley is my guardian. Are you—"
"Yes, I'm Commander Pegg's daughter."
At first, he'd thought her young. But her tone held a note of sadness, an unexpected maturity. She wore her long, chestnut hair in a braid wrapped loosely behind the goggles. He raked his gaze from the top of her glossy head to her clinched in waist and back again. Had he read somewhere she would turn twenty-four this year? Something was amiss here. Wasn't Commander Pegg's only daughter recently widowed?
She stared back at him through clear, green eyes. "What's wrong?"
"Nothing."
"Then why is your mouth hanging open?"
"You have a sister, perhaps?"
She let out a low sigh. "No. I've returned to my maiden name as I spent so little time married."
"My condolences, Madame—"
"Are not required, I assure you. I was married for four months and in mourning for eighteen. It's time to live again." She jutted her chin at him with a determined air. "I haven't seen you at any of the balls this season. Are you married?"
"I am not." What an impertinent and unusual female. He stood and helped her to her feet. "I rarely leave the tower. My work…" He circled his arm around his room.
"What is this contraption?" She patted the machine she'd just switched off.
"A device to deliver punishment to inmates at Bogdon. Punishment that delivers a lesson but also leaves them able to work."
"Bogdon." She pulled her hand back to her body as if the machine pulsed out heat. "The prison devoted to mental and political prisoners? I've never visited. Nor read much about it. Bogdon exists, and keeps everyone safe, so father would say."
"Your father is right. You should think no more about it."
"You tested this machine on yourself?" She raised her eyebrows.
He dropped his gaze but couldn't stop staring at her lips. Lips a soft and pale pink he'd never imagined existed. Not that he had much experience with females, apart from the handful working in the laboratory. They wore their hair tucked into bonnets, strong lighting drained their color, and shapeless lab coats disguised their shape.
He coughed to clear his throat and refocus. "For earlier models, I used several of the worst offenders. But future improvements are so fine and detailed, I must be close to the modeling. The balance between sufficient pain and physical harm is delicate."
She wrinkled her face, whether with distaste or disapproval was hard to tell. She had no business disapproving anything. Her own father not only approved the work, but also filled the prison.
He folded his arms across his chest. "You said you flew here. Why? How?"
She shrugged her slim shoulders. "I've never seen Ivory Tower up close before. I borrowed a new Aspitain airship from the Watch Hangar."
"They are experimental craft." His body tensed as he recalled the details of the project. "I know the Aspitain engines are common but the ultra-lightweight frames and skins are almost untested." The exciting work used Aspite, a newly discovered mineral found to be light, strong, and an effective fire retardant. Not only were the new airships experimental, but also grounded due to safety concerns. "Your father condones this?"
"Of course not. He's aware of the experimental nature of the material. But you must agree, it's marvelous for airship building." She shrugged again. "Besides, I need something small and fast. I'm not convinced Watch Officers have time to find out who is taking children from our streets."
Rupert avoided reading newspapers. He wrinkled his brow. "Child abductions?"
The timepiece on her belt piped a short tune.
"Bother. Dinnertime. I must return home." She darted to the window and pulled her goggles over her eyes. "Nice to meet you, Mr. Rupert Hanley."
He dashed across the room after her. She jumped nimbly from his balcony to the roof of the neighboring building and raced along the parapet. At its end, she clambered into a small dinghy that dangled precariously from a cigar-shaped balloon bobbing at the roof corner. The balloon hung almost invisible in the evening sky. The rigging that attached the dinghy likewise blended into the grayness. It was a clever design, for stealthily watching from above. But what happened if she landed and bumped into whoever was taking children?
And why in blazes was someone abducting them? He wrapped himself in his dressing gown, a frown forming on his face. It was none of his concern. Nor was it his business what a strange and impudent young woman—one disguised like a man at that—got up to.
Not his concern, but he still gazed from the window long after the small craft disappeared.
On the other side of the city, the Watchtower sat atop an iron skeleton lighthouse that towered above the squat Watch compound. It was visible on a bright, sunny day, but hidden by dirty fog that blew across town most evenings.
He checked his own timepiece. On schedule, two beams broke through the mist. From his own tower, a beam of steady white, from the Watchtower a pulsing yellow. Every five minutes, from dusk to dawn, the air traffic control beacons on the top of both towers beamed out their warning to all flying craft venturing out after dark.
He shook his head, pulled the shutters together and refocused on his room. His work was all that mattered. The professor's retirement loomed and he didn't believe in nepotism. The only way Rupert would persuade him he was fit for the position of Chief Scientist, was to focus and deliver results.
The last thing he needed was a female interfering in his life. Especially not a presumptuous widow.
He let out a soft sigh. Not even one as intriguing as Miss Priscilla Pegg.
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Chapter One
“It’s not a hard choice, Ella. Sleep with me, or your dirty little secret is out.”
It wasn’t a hard choice.
It was an impossible one.
If I were in my right mind, I’d just close my eyes and let Gary do to me what he’d always wanted to. There were many times during my life I could have done just that. Maybe he would have scratched that itch and never come back for more, but because I’d always turned him down, it had become more than an itch for him.
It had become an all-out rash.
“I’d rather lick my own day-old vomit off the floor than sleep with you.” Shit. Those words poured out of my mouth before I’d fully thought this through.
Sleeping with Gary was the logical choice. My life would be so much easier. I’d have probably received that bank loan I fiercely needed to pour into our little farm that so desperately needed to be repaired. Fences, gates, livestock, food. Hell, I’d even settle for a safe powerline that didn’t crackle whenever it rained. I needed food for the livestock so I could sell the wool to my one and only client. But no food equaled sick sheep, low-quality wool and no client.
As son of the mayor in this little godforsaken town on the outskirts of bum-fuck nowhere, Gary the sleezy little prick, held all the aces. His father was a crony of the bank manager, who was figuratively in bed with the local bible-wielding minister, who had tainted everyone for miles around with his tripe about hell and redemption and had brainwashed everyone into a very sickening version of holier-than-thou born-again Christianity.
Mayor Ellis Myers held everyone’s legal rights and police force in his right hand. Herman White, the bank manager held everyone’s money in left hand, and minister Jeremiah White held everyone’s soul in the pits of his fat, fleshy, sausage-fingered hands. The Holy Trinity of Conway.
I couldn’t look sideways when I went into town without someone pontificating on about how pathetic I was to live on my dinky little out-of-the-way farm with my mother. I should be married by now, with ten kids. Wanted any more out of life than that? You were flat out of luck if you lived around Conway.
Sounded archaic? That was my life in this hick-town I couldn’t seem to escape.
If I could sell our farm, I’d bundle Mom into the car and get the hell out of here, into a city where I could lose myself. I’d get Mom to decent medical care in an affordable facility and never, ever look back. I’d just never been able to get that far. Something always came up to keep me nailed down here.
As it was, Gary’s dad had scared off anyone from looking at this farm, despite the rock-bottom price I’d put on it. My one customer was the only buffer between me and the town. If I didn’t have my customer, I’d be forced to sleep with Gary so the townsfolk would be “allowed” to do business with me.
It wasn’t like I was spoiled by a choice of new customers. This town was isolated from larger cities, tucked in the Berkshire Mountains, and the close-knit population tended to chase off outsiders. The weather could turn terrible here in the winter, when the horrible nor’easter storms would hit with anger and dump snow measured in feet.
I’d taken Mom to a friend’s house hoping she’d have a nice evening away from the house for once. I’d left her my car so that she’d be able to get home, as I had work to do, only to find Gary walking out of my front door, with my Grimoire clutched in his meaty hands, while Dean stood outside. I hated to think they’d broken in and had rifled around my things while no-one was there. My fists curled and uncurled with impotent anger.
“That might be your only source of food. Wouldn’t want Minister Jeremiah to find out just what you’ve got, would we now?” Gary’s smile was more a grimace that was overshadowed by his flabby cheeks and three-day growth.
Dean giggled like a little girl, safe in the knowledge he’d never be on the outs like me. Not when he was the minister’s son.
“Give it back to me, Gary. You have no right to walk into my house when I’m not home!”  Let alone snoop around like it was his God-given right. Rage made me tremble and I hated showing weakness. Especially to him.
“You know it’s against the law to have contraband like this.” Gary flipped his thumb over the pages.
“Don’t!” I held out my hand to stop him ruffling through the delicate parchment, my feet coming onto the bottom step. That book was centuries old, carried down from a long lost ancestor – my third removed great grandmother, to be accurate. “It’s a family heirloom.”
Not to mention my most prized possession.
I knew every page like the back of my hand, wishing like anything the spells I knew by heart were actually real magic. That I could cure my mother’s mystifying illness, restore her to perfect health, get out of this town and live my fullest life.
But that was only fiction.
Wishful thinking.
If I lost my customer, I’d have to sell it. It would provide us enough money for food, heating and a few months of survival. The truth was, that book was worth far more than an heirloom.
It was my last straw.
“It’s heresy.”
God, I wished I could wipe that shit-eating grin off his face. “Give it back, Gary. It’s not even mine. It belongs to my mother.”
Of course it would eventually be mine, but it was still my mother’s, passed to her from her mother. And so on.
Gary’s eyes narrowed and gleamed. An uneasy feeling swept through me, making me sweat despite the frigid air. “Then your mother will be taken into custody.”
My heart thumped to a stop. “You can’t do that to her.” She was too weak to be forgotten in some cold, dank cell. I couldn’t – wasn’t – going to let that happen.
“Then you know what you have to do, Ella.” He cupped his balls and licked his lips. “Sleep with me and I’ll forget all about this little thing.” Gary punctuated the air with my Grimoire.
“Yeah, this little thing,” Dean repeated.
“Just stop talking about the size of your dick, Gary,” I couldn’t help myself. Again.
“What?” Gary clutched my book in just in one hand, but he was looking down at his pants as though to check the package I’d insulted.
I didn’t pause long enough to deal with the outrage I knew was coming. I jumped the remaining steps, grabbed my Grimoire out of his hands, bolted down the porch stairs and dove into the open door of Gary’s truck. The idiot had left the keys in the ignition. I had the motor started and was backing out, the wheels spinning in the mud, before he stumbled down the porch steps towards me, a look of horror on his ruddy face.
He pointed at me. “Don’t do anything you’re going to regret, Ella.”
I only paused to give him a one-finger salute before spinning the steering wheel and turning the truck onto the road. I pressed the clutch and threw it in first. “The only thing I regret is not kicking you in the nuts before I took back my book, you souless asshole.”
I lifted the clutch, pressed the gas and zoomed down the road in a squeal of Gary’s brand new tires.




Chapter Two
WhathadIdone, whathadIdone, whathadIdone?
That singular thought banged non-stop in my head like a resounding base drum. I’d stolen Gary’s truck. He knew I was in possession of an illegal spell book. If the townsfolk knew I had a Grimoire—specifically, if Minister Jeremiah knew I had a Grimoire—I didn’t want to guess what everyone might do, juiced up on Jeremiah’s hatred of anything remotely pagan.
I glanced at the book on the passenger seat beside me. It bounced a little as I shot over the rough roads. Its brown leather was embossed with exotic-looking sigils. The sigils were framed in gilt gold, overlaying the embossed pattern with minute detail. In the middle of the sigils, in its own little circle, was a symbol more heavily embossed than the other patterns.
The symbol itself was a mystery to me. It was divided into six sections, where lines intersected and created smaller triangular shapes. Within the triangular shapes were little images of a quarter moon, a male and female symbol. There were four others made from circles and curved lines but I had no idea what they might mean. Despite spending many an evening from my youth memorizing the various spells that never worked, I still hadn’t found the meaning within the thick pages.
A weathered brass lock held the pages closed. Thank goodness for that. I hated to think that Gary might have opened the book and read the spells. There was something intimate about them. They were mine, bound by something that went deeper than consciousness. When I read the spells, I could almost taste their magic. I know it sounded stupid, like I was living in some kind of alternate reality, but that’s what I seemed like to me.
Sometimes, it would be like an elusive word on the tip of my tongue. The more I tried to recall the word, the more fleeting it would become. It was frustrating beyond belief.
My mother had no affinity with the spells it contained, thinking the book just a far ancestor’s fancy. When the spells failed to work, I’d agree, but then I’d look at the detailed work on each page. The neat handwriting in old English that made sense to me. The elaborate illustrations and meticulous, documented results of the spell, and I’d think that it was way beyond someone’s simple pastime
As much as I loved the book, it was a complete mystery to me. Unfortunately, there was no one else in my family who could tell me anything about it. Mom was my only living relative. And yet, despite its value and ability to bail us out of this inescapable life, I couldn’t bring myself to sell it.
We were bound, that book and me. But where to keep it safe?
The answer slammed into my mind out of nowhere, as though it had been shoved there by someone else. The hunter’s cabin that was little more than a survival shack. It had little to no amenities, apart from a crude fire pit, but it would provide shelter if you were stuck out in the elements. It had been built by the state forestry service years ago, and it had all but been forgotten. I don’t know why I’d thought of it just now, but it was perfect place to hide my Grimoire.
The only problem was it was way up and over the mountain. So remote, but I’d always been drawn to the area for some reason. One day while I’d been hiking, I’d chanced on the cabin and then started visiting when I wanted some solitude away from Conway. No one I’d told knew it existed and I doubted that had changed.  It was dangerous going there, especially in this weather. If there was no Grimoire, there was no proof, so I had no choice but to hide it.
Needles prickled my blood as I drove around the sharp bends of the only road in and out of Conway. I kept half an eye in the rear view mirror, half expecting lights from a police car, but luckily there was nothing but darkness and sleet. No other person was stupid enough to drive on this road in this weather. Desperation was my motivation. I only wished I’d had a phone to tell Mom where I was. She’d be worried.
The burgeoning storm was actively getting worse. Light rain had given way to sleet, and now snow. I shivered, my thin shirt no match for the intruding cold. I jacked up the heat full force. It helped, but only enough to take the edge off the cold.
White flakes swung into the headlights, the rest of the landscape was a solid wall of black. I traveled for another half hour, slowly making my way up and around the winding mountain road that was treacherous enough in dry daylight.  Luckily I’d lived there all my life and knew every bend. My experience was a life-saver now.
I hummed a tune. I don’t know where or how I knew it, but it was a strange melody. All I could think of was that Gran used to sing it to me when I was young, but that was a long time ago. Too long to remember where it came from, but as soon as I started to hum, everything seemed to move in slow motion, like I was in an alternate reality.
Snowflakes flew towards me slowly, the truck hit potholes smoothly and I didn’t feel as cold as I probably should have, given my attire. The tune made me think of my own longing to be loved. To be cherished. How often I’d chased bitter loneliness away in the face of duty to the farm, the unending list of chores that was too much for one person to get through, and the perseverance to care enough and provide for my mother.
For a moment, I allowed the full force of my wish to find someone who would somehow complete me, care for me, understand and love me. I let it wash over me, through me and around me. If only I wasn’t stuck in this life. If only I had a choice. If only… if only.
But that was just wishing, and wishing never made anything real.
Goddamn I needed to get out of town. Things were different now I’d gone and done this. Gary would be out for blood that I’d stolen his truck. Mom was sick. The farm was going nowhere. Maybe it was time to cut and run, and get out while I still could. I’d hide the Grimoire and sneak back and get it later, after I had Mom set up somewhere else.
Steeled by determination, I almost drove right past the track that would take me towards the cabin. It wasn’t signed and was so overgrown, I’m sure people would pass it if they didn’t know it was there.
I slammed on the brakes and reversed, slipping a little in the mud. I manoeuvred the truck down the ditch and then gave it a burst of gas to get it up the slope. The headlights outlined the branches with stark light as I pressed on up the hill. Metal screeched as branches scratched the sides of the truck.
Snow fell harder, compacting onto the two wheel track, turning the mud into packed ice. The track ended in a dead end. Now for the hard part. The part I hadn’t exactly thought through. There was only one way to the cabin, and that was now on foot.
I turned the interior light on. There was enough garbage on the backseat to fill a dumpster. I emptied out a plastic bag big enough to fit the Grimoire and keep it watertight.
The cold was already invading the truck’s interior. Taking a steeling breath, I hugged the book to my chest and flung open the door.
The frigid, damp hit me like a fist. My shirt, jeans and ballet flats were no match for weather this cold. A stiff wind cut through the trees, coating me in wet snow in a heartbeat. I left the keys in the ignition and closed the door. No one in their right mind would come here and steal it. Then again, no one in their right mind would have done the crazy things I just did.
It took a moment to find the overgrown track. Freezing rain soon soaked through my clothing, my skin and seeped into my bones. If I wasn’t so desperate, I’d take my chance in the truck, but I forced myself to keep walking. Keep going. One step after the other.
I forced myself to think of better things as I pushed onwards. Brighter things. Anything to take my mind off the cold and the wind, the driving rain and the terror of the darkness, but soon that become too hard. The cold stole my thoughts. Everything slid from my mind, except the need to take the next step. And then the next. I slipped. Righted myself. Slipped again. This wasn’t good. Not good at all.
Maybe I should go back to the truck. I turned, now unsure which way I’d come. The darkness pressed in on me. The trees hunkered towards me, swallowing me whole.
Which way? Which way? I didn’t know. Had to move. Had to keep going. Jagged pain radiated from my numb feet. Every step was torture. Step. Step. Step. It became a mantra. I had to keep going. Keep moving. I had to be closer to the hut now. Had to.
I walked through sheer will. Each step heavier. Harder. A tingle ran over my body. Something electric, as though I’d stepped through cobwebs. Wind whipped the branches into a frenzy, soaking me with frigid water. A blizzard came from nowhere, hard particles of snow sandblasting my skin.
I held onto the Grimoire tighter, pressing it into my chest as though it might provide me some form of warmth. I shivered relentlessly.  My body’s reaction to trying to generate heat. My fingers, hands, feet legs and arms felt removed from my body. I was cold. So cold.
I faltered, falling down onto my knee, my outstretched hand sliding into frigid mud. I shook the sluggish dizziness from my head. Staggered to my feet. A sound came from behind me. A twig snapped. Eyes on me, weighing me down. Shit, maybe a bear. Breath tangled in my lungs, which were laboring to function. I swung around to get a face full of ice-encrusted leaves.
I slipped, went down. Pain ripped through my skin as I slid off the track and down the slope, tumbling over and over. A shout? No, my brain clinging to hope someone knew where I was.
I was alone. All alone.
Down, down, down.
Stones gouged my back. Skin was flayed from my palms. My body pinged off tree trunks that I desperately tried to grab, but missed. 
Over I rolled, over and over again, my body nothing but a mass of white pain. The world spun. My brain spun. Something hard hit my forehead. There was a moment when I wasn’t part of my body before I slammed back into a world of nauseous agony. I drowned in the absolute darkness and knew nothing more.




Chapter Three
Voices. Low murmurs. Warm arms. Hard chest. Carried like a baby. Overwhelming pain scraping my skull. Impenetrable darkness and oblivion.
*
Arguing. Men. Angry. My body jerked in terror before I was swept away on a sea of agony.
*
Light. Too bright. Too sharp. Pain ricocheted in my head. I tried to cover my eyes. Hand too heavy. Turn my head away from the light. A feeble movement. Exhausted. A voice murmured. Indistinct words. Calming, somehow. A palm behind my head. A cup at my lips and cool water down my throat. Relief. Sleep. Nothing.
*
I surfaced. Male voices spoke softly.
“She has the Grimoire.”
“The question is – why would she have it? And why come here with it? She could have been sent by Ginevra. She’s more than what she seems.”
“She kind of looks like her, don’t you think?”
‘Don’t be stupid. Ginevra has been dead for centuries.”
“Like us.”
“Stop being sarcastic, Xander. A curse can’t last for eternity. Even Ginevra wasn’t that powerful.”
“Oh, she was powerful, all right. And pissed as hell when you killed her husband. That brings a certain extra element to any curse, don’t you think?”
Killed? Murderers?
Shock shot though me. I opened my eyes and whimpered as a glare struck like lightening in my brain. I tried to move, but my limbs weren’t responding as they should. My head felt cracked open with ice pouring in from the open elements right into my exposed brain. My body ran sweltering and freezing at the same time. I shivered, helpless as chills racked my body.
“Hey, keep still. You’ll open those stitches I put in.”
A hand on my shoulders kept me down. I opened my eyes to see three men bearing down on me. I struggled even more, panic rising like floodwaters. “Keep away!”
“She speaks! Finally!”
“Let her go, you’re scaring her!”
“If I let her go, she’ll drop like a ton of bricks on the floor and hurt herself. She’s sick. We could do anything to her and she couldn’t do a thing about it.”
“We already have.”
A fresh flurry of chills racked my body at that comment, building on the fever that ran through my veins. Jumbled thoughts, disjointed and sharp, scraped the inside of my skull. I looked about but could only make out blurred walls, a curtained window and shadowed figures.
“Where..? Who..?” My mouth was sandpaper—dry and rough.
“You’re safe. Drink.” A hand supported my head and a cup was placed at my lips. I was parched. I sucked in a mouthful of water, gagging in my haste. Fire burned my veins and I was desperate for anything to cool me down.
“Hey, take it slow. You’ll be sick if you have too much at once.”
“More.” I managed to speak.
A hand on my forehead. “She’s burning up.”
“What did you do to her, Davon?” That voice was demanding. Cold.
“I’ve tried everything I can think of. The fever, it should have broken by now.”
I tried to focus on the source of the voice, but it was too difficult. I closed my eyes, taking refuge in the comforting darkness.
I had to get back to the town. Mom would be worried about me. Hide my Grimoire. Gary. The townspeople. Wait, they were talking about it. My fingers clawed thick arms. My heart lurched and then skittered with jagged beats. My breath came short. Too short. “Home.”
Fingers brushed hair off my face. “Shhh. There’s a good girl.”
Why weren’t they listening to me? Had I even spoken aloud? I tried to open my eyes, but it took so much effort. I was too tired. Sleep. I needed sleep.
“Do you think we should try..?”
“You know what happened last time.”
“There’s a world of difference. Literally.”
The harsh voice, filled with bitterness, ate beneath my skin. Another voice had spoken like that to me. Gary. Blackmail. My skin crawled. I needed to get out of here. I needed… Needed…
“Hey, calm down.”
Hand on my shoulder pressing me down. No. I wanted to go. Go now. I thrashed but it didn’t do any good. The hands pressed harder, taking me down…down…down…
*
“She’s getting worse.” Someone was worried.
I wasn’t worried now, though. I floated in a nice warm cloud. Nothing could touch me here. I drew a breath. Ragged pain burst in my lungs. It was better if I didn’t breathe. Didn’t move.
The darkness beckoned. It’d be such a good idea to let it sweep me away. I reached for it, and it drew me closer, luring me in. It offered comfort. Rest. That’s what I wanted. Everything I wanted. I drifted closer.
Muted voices. Urgency.
“Do it, Cassius.” That voice was angry.
“That would mean...”
“It would mean she would live.”
I let the darkness surround me like a blanket. I could rest here. So tired. So, so tired. Someone jostled me out of the warmth. Light was shards of glass in my vision. I turned my head away. Hurt too much. Didn’t want to hurt anymore. I screamed to let me go back to the darkness, but I didn’t make a sound. Not even a whimper.
“You do it, Xander.”
“I will not be responsible again.”
“If you don’t do it, she will die. She has the Grimoire. She is the key. Deep down, you know it too.” Harsh whispers, full of desperation and urgency.
I didn’t care. All I wanted was to go to the beautiful, seductive darkness. I tumbled closer, letting my fingers brush against its velvety allure.
Someone cursed. I was lifted, folded into a lap. Fingers brushed the hair at my nape. I caught a glimpse of caramel eyes, a grim expression and sharp, white teeth. Too sharp to be real.
“For this I am truly sorry.” His mouth slid to my neck, nuzzling my skin. “May the goddess forgive me.”
Teeth bared, piercing my skin. White hot pain was washed away in a torrent of arousal, building hard and fast. My mouth fell open but I didn’t know if I uttered a sound as an orgasm sent me soaring over the edge, and darkness of a different kind claimed me.




Chapter Four
I surfaced quickly. Darkness gave way to a light-filled room. I blinked and took in my surroundings, but nothing made sense. Figures from the corner of the room I was in stirred, came towards me. I seemed to be the center of their intense focus. A focus that was all consuming. A focus that made me think I was missing something very important.
“Calm yourself. We mean you no harm.”
That voice again. The one that kept me from seeking solace in the darkness of sleep.
“Stay away from me. Who are you? Where am I?” My voice was rusty. Hoarse.
I didn’t know these men and I didn’t trust easy. They could be dangerous, owned by the Holy Trinity. They’d make an example of me if they knew my secret.
They said they’d killed someone before. My brain may have been jumbled, but I knew I’d heard that admission. They could murder me. Murder Mom. We’d just disappear into the wilderness. This was rural Massachusetts, for Christ’s sake. Things happened out here best not known.
One of the men, the dark-skinned one with startling light blue eyes sat next to me and held me back when I attempted to swing my legs out of the bed.
“Let me go!” I tried pushing him away, but I might as well have been trying to push a brick wall.
“I can’t let you do that. You’ll hurt yourself.”
“She’s already hurt.”
“More than she thinks.”
I was. My body was a mass of aches and burning throbs. Nausea pulsed through me. My stomach cramped. “I’m going to be sick.”
My world tilted as sure hands turned me. I was helpless as the bile rose my stomach turning in on itself with each cramp. Finally, the purging stopped. I panted, bathed in sweat, my body wrung out. I collapsed on my side, burying my head in the pillow. They could do anything to me, these killers, and I’d be helpless to stop them. I fought back another wave of nausea, this time mental.
“Feel better now?”
I managed to open one eye. My blurry vision found faces. I waited a while for the six faces to become three. Three men. Three killers. Since words were all I had, I swallowed my pride and decided to grovel. “If you could just show me the front door, I’ll be out of your hair.” I could get to Gary’s truck. Drive back home. Desperation made people do idiotic things.
“Intelligent, despite being half dead. I like her. She’s going to make a great pet now that she’s somewhat awake. We need a bit of life around here.” The man with familiar caramel eyes stared dispassionately at me. He’d done something to me. Apologized. But for what? I didn’t want to find out.
The darker skinned man looked a little more compassionate than his friend. I turned my attention to him, “Don’t kill me. Please. My mother needs me. I…I need to go.” To my horror, tears welled. I hadn’t cried in years. I tried to hide it, but I was too slow, too clumsy and two wet drops fell to the pillow.
Blue-eyes frowned. Another ran his hand over his close-cropped hair and turned away. A wave of discomfort traveled through the trio.
“And that’s where we’re going to have a bit of trouble,” the man with caramel eyes said. I found I didn’t much care whenever he spoke.
“Tell us if it’s true, Xander,” the man with short, spiky hair spoke.
“Do you really want to know, Cassius?”
“We have to know. There is little choice.”
“Very well. Let’s see if this slip of a girl holds our future in her delicate, little hand.” He – Xander – leaned over me, determination on his face. Intense. Powerful. I looked away, wanting to preserve some of my sanity. I didn’t understand what they spoke about and I didn’t want to know. I just wanted to get the hell out of here and back home.
“Look at me.” There was a command in his voice not to be denied. There was something peculiar about his eyes. They were the color of warm honey, but the deep, tawny brown rimming his pupils gave them an otherworldly edge. He studied me closely, as though waiting for something. Expecting it.
I gasped as heat flared deep within my body, my skin prickling and tightening with awareness. His eyes drew me in, tighter and closer, until I was consumed by him. Something stirred within me, awakening for the first time, sparking to life with an expansion of consciousness that wasn’t entirely my own.
His eyes widened with surprise although I didn’t think he was one to be surprised. He fell to his knees on the floor, his expression never losing its grimness. He was too stern for that. Cold and distant he may be, that didn’t stop me from this confusing awareness that held me in its grip, enthralled.
He opened his mouth, struggling for words for a long moment before he spoke, his voice low and tight. “It is true, brothers.”
“Are you sure?” the darker skinned man asked. He cupped my cheek and turned my head so that I had no option but to look at him.
“She is Fate. My bite has started the process. Look at her, Davon. See for yourself.” Xander moved away, turning his back to me and running a hand through his hair.
He bit me? What the hell? I searched my mind, but could only come up with a hazy recollection of lips at my neck, coupled with an intense climax. But that had to have been a dream. Or a nightmare. It couldn’t possibly have happened.
Could it?
A frown formed between Davon’s brows as he peered down at me. I tried to turn my head away, but a force bound me, compelling my eyes to his, despite my not wanting to. The breath hung in my lungs as Davon’s light blue gaze, so at odds with his darker skin, connected with me.
Because that’s what I felt. A tiny thread of connection had bound us in an instant, just as it had with Xander. A twining light of consciousness wound about my heart, a bond of a sort I couldn’t describe. Deep and without definition. I placed my palm over Davon’s hand that cupped my cheek, drawn to him by the same immovable force.
Davon’s eyes widened. “By all that is Holy.”
“Don’t swear like that around here, Davon. Nothing Holy has set foot on this soil for three hundred years,” Cassius spoke. Cassius, whose expression was shut down and wary stood over me with his hands on his hips.
“Then see for yourself,” Davon said.
“What’s happening?” I whispered, trembling. This was all too much. I was surrounded by killers. Men who could overpower me in an instant, and yet my blood smouldered with an indescribable spark. A connection that bound me to them by an ancient power I couldn’t begin to name.
I didn’t want to look at Cassius, but I was drawn to him by an irresistible pull, just as I had been the other two men. Our gazes locked and the final piece of a puzzle I never knew existed snapped into place. I knew this man. These men. Intimately, despite never having met them before in my life. My breath stuttered, tight in my throat.
“Tu Ena.” Cassius’ gaze roamed my face, searching. The chill in his eyes eased, as he allowed wonder to wash it away. “It cannot be.”
“It is possible, brothers. She is our savior,” Xander spoke.
My heart rate kicked up a terrified notch. I didn’t understand what they referred to, or what had just passed between us. Because something definitely had. Something powerful and ancient.
Something I didn’t ask for or want.
I licked dry lips with an equally dry tongue. “I’m glad I’ve been able to resolve a long-standing issue for you guys. I’d appreciate it if you could just show me the front door and I’ll be on my way.”
Xander came down on one knee and brushed strands of my hair from my face. His touch was gentle despite his stern expression and I had to concentrate not to lean into his fingers. I could only assume concussion clouded my mind. That, or Stockholm syndrome, but surely it was too early for that.
There was a timeless moment when I thought he might agree. That he would help me up off this bed and find Gary’s truck. Maybe even offer to drive me back into town, but then he said, “You’re not going anywhere, Tu Ena. We are all bound, you and us, and now that we’ve finally found you, you’re not going anywhere.”




Chapter Five
My breath came up short as I panicked. I pushed his hand away and surprisingly, he let me. “You don’t have any say in what I do. I’m going, and that’s all there is to it.”
I tried to sit up, my bones and muscles groaning. I gasped as the world spun, cursing my inability to even manage the simple task of getting out of this bed.
“You will do as we say. First of all, you will eat then bathe, and then you will get more rest. We need you restored to health if we are to enjoy the greatest gift we have ever been given,” Xander said.
I brushed the sheet aside, too exhausted to understand the undertone of what had just happened between us. Cool air brushed my skin and I glanced down my body to see I was naked. Trembling, I tugged the sheet back, feeling more exposed than ever, “Where are my clothes?”
“Tu Ena, your clothing was ruined when you fell down the mountainside.” Davon placed his palm over mine and cursed. “She is freezing. Most probably in shock. We should have waited.”
“You were just as desperate as I to find out!” Xander exploded.
“We should have respected her. She’s our…”
“Enough bickering. She is in need.” Davon wrapped me in the sheet, whipped me off the bed and strode across the room.
“Fix her something to eat by the time I’m finished,” Davon said over his shoulder.
“What are you doing?” My teeth chattered and however hard I clenched my jaw, I couldn’t stop. Ice seemed to have replaced my blood and all warmth had fled from my body.
“I’m going to warm you up.” He kicked open a door and we strode into a huge bathroom. Reaching into a shower stall that would easily fit four people, he turned the knobs. Water fell from the ceiling. He adjusted the controls and then when satisfied with the temperature, whipped the sheet from my body and stood with me under the water, fully clothed. I gasped, trying to cover myself with trembling limbs.
He pressed his lips to my forehead. “Hush, Tu Ena. You are ill. I would not take advantage of a woman in need.”
The heat from the water started to warm my freezing skin. I wanted to get free from his hold, but as the water cascaded over me and steam rose around me, my limbs were no more than wet noodles. Being held in his strong arms against his solid chest, his soothing heartbeat strangely eased my tension. My muscles relaxed and I rested my heat against his chest, comforted.
I could no more stand than run or escape. I had to get better, obviously, before I attempted to leave. I didn’t fully understand what was going on, and I wasn’t going to stay long enough to find out.
“I’m not precious to anyone.” Why did I say that, and then why did my throat thicken with pent-up emotion? I was the daughter of a sick mother. A keeper of farm animals. A cleaner, cook, a care-giver. A vessel to do what was required. There was nothing left over for me. I had never expected life to be any different, but here, now, for the first time, I questioned there wasn’t more I wanted from life.
But why here? Why now? It made no sense.
Davon bent close. “You’re more precious than you could ever know.” His voice was low and coarse and washed through me like spiced whiskey. No one had ever spoken like that to me, but more than words, I felt his truth.
I shivered for an altogether different reason as an unexplained languidness swept through me. I tangled my fingers in his wet shirt, finding comfort in his strength. “I’m not this Tu Ena person you keep calling me. My name is Ella.”
He chuckled, the wicked sound echoing off the ceramic tile. His lips, sensuous now that I was properly looking at them, lifted at the ends. I had a glimpse of some very white teeth, and the ends of his canines glistened. “You are very much this person, but if it makes you more comfortable I will call you by your name, Ella.”
I couldn’t keep my attention from those brilliant eyes, that smooth mocha skin, those sumptuous lips. I reached to cup his cheek, his dark stubble rough against my palm, tracing the pad of my thumb along his cheek. “And if I’m so precious, you’ll let me go?”
Fine lines crinkled at the edge of his eyes and he shook his head. “I will do my best to always keep you at my side.”
His lips brushed against mine, a gentle, leisurely glide, before he captured my mouth and gently suckled. His tongue swept along the seam of my mouth and his flavor exploded in my mouth like the finest of liqueurs with the same amount of kick.
My hand slid over his shoulder, around his neck to tangle in the dreaded tufts of his hair. I clawed my fingers, as though to keep him right where he was.
His mouth opened with a groan and my lips parted to let his tongue sweep against mine. I was intoxicated with the way he moved against me, his unique flavor, the way even half-alive as I was, intense desire sparked.
He held me as though I were weightless, his arms bands of steel supporting me. He lifted me, crushing me against his chest as I clung to him and kissed him. A part of me, a distant part, knew how strange this was. That this complete stranger under these circumstances was making me feel like this, but I wanted – needed – him.
A sharp prick on my lip allowed some sense to chip into the fog of desire. I flinched back to see a drop of my blood in the corner of his mouth. I felt a little nick on my bottom lip.
The tip of his tongue slid along his lower lip and collected the drop. “Hmmm. Delicious. Although I am very happy to keep kissing you, Ella, it would be remiss of me if I did not provide the care that you need.”
He let my legs slide down his body, keeping me upright with his other arm at my waist. My legs trembled, too weak to support my body. I was never this fragile, even when I did get sick. “How long..?”
Davon took the bar of soap and gently rubbed it over my shoulders. The scent of lemons rose around me. The soap dipped lower, over my back, but he took great care with the various scrapes and bruises that covered me from head to toe.
“You’ve had a fever for six days.”
“Six days!” Fingers compressed into fists. Mom would be beside herself by now. She would have come home to find the house cold, dark and empty. I’d never been one to cry but the tears were catching up with me in my weakened state.
His lips pressed into my temple, as though he knew the turmoil of my mind. “You are safe. We will not harm you.”
“But you won’t let me go either?”
“That is an impossible thing, as you will find out soon enough.” His hand glided over my buttocks, but although gentle, his ministrations were not sexual.
“Can I at least call my mother? She has to be worried about me.” Surely they could let me do that at least.
“I’m sorry, Ella. We have no reception here. We are quite… cut off,” Davon said.
“I can send her an email?” There had to be some way I could let Mom know I was still alive.
“We have no interaction with the outside world. You shall understand soon enough,” Davon said. His touch traveled down my calf and then the other, washing my legs carefully.
“Here, let me turn you.”
With a deft move, he spun me so that my back was to his fully clothed chest. His arm banded around my waist so I didn’t topple over. He washed my shoulders, the soap gliding over my skin. His guided the soap down each arm to my hands, sliding his fingers through mine as though studying every small part of my body.
His palms moved to my ribs, then slowly upwards to cover my breasts. My nipples peaked, seeking the heat of his skin. A sigh rippled through me. My head fell back on his shoulder as his touch became my whole focus.
“That’s it, Ella. Let me tend you.”
He massaged the tender skin, his fingers skimming my nipples, then capturing one and then the other. Sensation rippled through me, my body awakening to his touch. His palm skimmed down the flat of my stomach. He didn’t hesitate as his finger slid through my slit. There was no teasing, and for that I was grateful. I had no energy to wait. My pussy lips parted, slippery with the soap and the wetness of my arousal.
He slipped his finger up and down, up and down, and the tip circled my entrance before drawing back to tease my clit. I jerked in his iron-clad embrace as sensation built and rose. His lips nibbled my ear and then his tongue skimmed the edge as he eased his hand low, finding my entrance and pushing inside me. I didn’t stop to think why he was being so intimate with me. It just seemed so right. Natural. I accepted his touch, seeking it, needing it.
My mouth fell open as desire flooded my senses, whipping away my despair and my fear. I didn’t feel anything at all except the building pressure of my imminent climax. My body tensed, breath hung in my lungs. His finger hooked inside and pressed on that secret bundle of nerves, while at the same time grinding the heel of his palm against my clit. A wail erupted from me as the golden waves of my climax hit. He held my trembling body as I lost my mind to the blinding orgasm.
“Good girl. I’ve got you.”
I came slowly came back to my senses to find him finishing washing me with swift and deft moves. My lids dipped as I clung to him, the events of the day and my orgasm taking their toll. I was so tired I didn’t even try to work out how and why I’d let him touch me with such intimacy, especially since I was effectively a prisoner. I barely let any man near me and when I did, it usually took weeks, yet here I was in the matter of a few hours letting him touch my most private parts.
Davon turned the shower off, collected me in a fluffy white towel and dried me off, all the while keeping me upright, which was no mean feat, given I would have fallen in a boneless heap on the floor without his help.
He wrapped me up in a fresh, dry towel before picking me up and walking out of the bathroom. Cooler air hit me, stirring my senses from the warm fogginess of the bathroom to find two sets of eyes staring straight at me. Eyes that knew exactly what had been done to me while in Davon’s tender care.




Chapter Six
Xander strode towards me, his gaze never wavering from mine. My heart stumbled when Davon handed me over and another set of strong arms held me tight against an equally solid chest. They felt as good as Davon’s and I didn’t quite understand why. Or how.
“Put me down.” I tried to exert some control over the situation that, if I were honest, had gotten away from me before I’d opened my eyes.
“You are too weak to stand. You also need to eat in order to sustain the life we worked so hard to save.”
He sat in a massive winged-backed chair in front of a crackling fire that raged as much as my trepidation.
“I can sit on my own as well.” I tried pushing away from him and was met with the steel cage of his arms.
“I’m sure you can, but I prefer it this way,” he said.
I’m sure confusion was plain on my face when his lips curved up at the ends. I caught a glimpse of stark white teeth before a shiver stole through my body. I’d just been gifted with an orgasm by his friend and my body buzzed with awareness for Xander now. Something was happening to me, but I didn’t know what it was, couldn’t put my finger on it. All I knew was whatever happened between Davon and myself could never happen again. Not with him. Not with anyone.
Especially not these men. I couldn’t help but feel there was a whole lot of information they were keeping from me. I was off-kilter, confusion simmering just beneath my skin.
“I don’t care what you prefer,” I said, still trying to move from his lap, but he was too big, too strong and I was too weak to be able to do anything about it. I was bone-tired, strung out, and worried. I was helpless against these men but I preferred to fight.
“That’s my girl. I like to see your fire.” His face lit for a moment. The stern look dissolved into something resembling amusement. His face transformed from handsome into devastating. My mouth went dry. Confusion became a palpable thing. How could he be so stern one moment, and then like – this – the next? I looked away from his face and into the flames, not trusting myself.
My hand brushed over the towel that barely covered my thigh. I clutched the tucked edge beneath my arms, making sure it was secure, more aware than anything of the body heat from his thighs burning through the fluffy material. It felt as intimate as things had with Davon.
I wondered how Xander might bring me to climax. How fast.  I closed my eyes, disgusted by my wantonness, my breathing shallow and sharp. I didn’t know what was happening to me. I wasn’t like this. Ever. I had to admit, it was more than a little frightening. I wondered if they’d drugged me while I was sick, pumped some sort of aphrodisiac into me, because it certainly felt like it.
“I want some clothes.” Demands. Fighting. I could do that.
“I will get you clothing.”
“What about pyjamas?”
“As well as pyjamas.”
“And how do you even have these things?” Maybe if there was another woman, or staff I’d be able to talk with her. Get her to help me.
“This house is magic. We can get anything we need for however long we need to stay.”
“That’s not even an answer.”
“Not a logical one, no.”
“Then how about a phone.”
Xander’s lips twitched. “Some things we are yet to be able to procure. The rest I will get after you eat.”
I paused, placated for the moment, yet still needing to assert some sort of control over a situation that was so clearly out of my control. My fingers twitched on the edge of the towel. “And I’m not your girl.”
“That’s a matter of opinion.”
I was about to argue when a wonderful aroma burst into the room. My stomach cramped and my dry mouth watered. I was starving. It seemed being ill for six days would do that to a girl.
Maybe that’s why I was so out of sorts. Exhausted. Weak and hungry. Not a good combination. That had to be it. It had to be.
Cassius pulled a small table and set a tray with a steaming, thin brown broth in the middle. It didn’t look like much, but I knew enough that if it was any more than that, my stomach would reject it. Maybe they were kinder than they looked.
Cassius drew a chair close and then picked up the tray, spooned up some broth and held it to my mouth.
“I can feed myself.” I’d been feeding myself, my mother and the entire herd of animals on my farm since I’d been fourteen. I didn’t need anyone feeding me now.
“I know you can feed yourself, but I want to feed you. Davon has washed you, Xander is comforting you and I get to feed you.” Cassius’ eyes flashed a brilliant red—but that could have been the firelight—before he touched my bottom lip with the spoon. A drop from the utensil landed on the tip of my tongue. As soon as I tasted the broth, I couldn’t help myself and I devoured the contents of the spoon.
A grown man feeding a grown woman who was quite capable of feeding herself was ridiculous. I glared at Cassius while he fed me and refused to hand over the spoon, which made me even angrier.
Cassius just chuckled and made short work of feeding me, and I sat there and opened my mouth like a baby bird until I’d finished the bowl. I was full, warm, clean, and the fire crackling within the huge gothic-styled mantelpiece was strangely comforting, despite my circumstances.
Xander drew me against his chest. Drowsy now, I leaned my head against his shoulder, the weight too heavy to keep upright. He rubbed my arm and a false sense of comfort stole over me.
I looked for the ulterior motive but it wasn’t clear. They could do anything to me, yet they’d washed me, fed me and were keeping me warm. I couldn’t help but think there was something I was missing, but the crackling fire and quiet of the room made it hard to keep my eyes open.
“You have to be the most hospitable captors ever,” I said.
“And what makes you think we’re your captors?” Davon asked, crossing his arms and leaning on the edge of the mantelpiece.
“Because you won’t let me leave,” I said.
“That is for your own safety. There’s a blizzard outside and we’re very remote here,” Cassius said.
“Surely you have a vehicle of some kind. Everyone needs to go into town for supplies. Come to think of it, why haven’t I seen you in town?” I would have remembered their faces. They were the kind of faces teenage girls plastered on their bedroom walls and dreamed about. Everyone also needed a vehicle of some sort around here. It was just common sense. Looking about the modern room, it would seem that they had to have traveled from somewhere to get this place built and move the furniture in.
“We don’t have need to go into town,” Davon said.
“Then you have a helicopter.” It was the only thing I could think of. Maybe they were so decadently rich they could just fly in and out. It would make sense. Why come into a dinky little town if you didn’t need to?
A fleeting smile dusted across Cassius’ face. “We’re pretty self-sufficient here. No need to go out much at all.”
Something really wasn’t right with these guys. Ice-cold doubt slid through my drowsiness. I couldn’t afford to become complacent, no matter how nicely they treated me. “But everyone needs to go out. There are things that people just need to do.”
“They do, indeed, Tu Ena. And what you need to do right now is to rest.”
I peered up at Xander, catching a glimpse of a very sharp, white tooth that made me pause for a moment. “I’m not ready to sleep. I don’t want to sleep.”
He moved me so that he could stare directly at me. “You’re not well, Tu Ena. You need to rest. We’ll speak of this more in the morning. There’s time enough for all the answers you seek.”
My gaze tangled with his. I tried to look away, but I was compelled not to. “That’s not…not an answer.”
He stared at me and I was drawn into his hypnotizing gaze. I was so tired. Sleep, that’s what I needed. Sleep called for me. I should just give in and let it take me away. My eyelids drooped. I blinked heavily, working hard to keep them open.
“Stop fighting. I will gift you this one night of peace. It’s the least I can do,” Xander said.
“Peace?” But thoughts were becoming hard work. And why was I panicking so much anyway? All would be better in the morning. Just after I had a good night’s sleep. “Doesn’t make…sense.” My eyelids fluttered closed and I gave way to the lethargy pulling at my limbs, despite knowing I needed to keep my wits about me.
“It will. Goddess help me, it will.”




Chapter Seven
I woke, surfacing slowly through the layers of awareness until my eyes opened to a light room. I was back in bed, covered in thick, warm blankets. The fire was crackling merrily in the hearth and the winged back chairs were empty.
In fact, the whole room was empty. And completely silent, bar the soft crackling of the flames.
I sat up, wincing as various cuts and bruises made themselves known, but it was nothing like the last time I woke. I swung my legs over the side of the bed, aware that Xander had lied about the pyjamas. Beneath the sheets, I was still naked.
And there was no towel.
My face flamed a little, knowing that they’d seen me naked. But then again, they’d seen me naked for six days while I was out of it. Then Davon had bathed me…and more. My twisted thoughts were aggravating my stomach. I couldn’t mull over what had been done, only what I could do now. I was stronger. More alert. And determined that nothing like that would happen again. It wasn’t too far from how I lived my life in town.
No one saw me as a sexual being – apart from Gary, but I was more a conquest for him. A conquest that would never happen. I had come to terms a long time ago that lust and maybe even love were not in the cards for me. There was no reason why that would change because of a chance tumble down a mountainside.
Now that no one was around, I could take the opportunity to really see where I was. I stood, shaky on my feet, my body telling me that I had been quite ill. It was all a bit fuzzy, but I did know I’d been barely cognizant the past few days. There were snatches of conversation that made no sense without the full picture. Not surprising, if I’d had a fever, but there was something they’d done to me that made it all go away. Nothing short of miraculous, seeing as how much I’d recovered in a very short amount of time.
I wrapped the blanket from the top of the covers that had been piled on me around my shoulders, feeling a little better that it hid my nudity. I really had to ask them about clothing. I wasn’t going to run around here in the buff for anyone’s viewing pleasure.
The room was extremely large and contained the bed I’d occupied. Several assorted high-backed chairs upholstered in crimson velvet were arranged around the massive, sleek black mantle. More towards the center of the room were couches with a low table between them. Various cabinets lined the walls, all in dark mahogany, and intricately carved. They wouldn’t look out of place in an historical mansion. Maybe they’d decorated to keep with the style of the building.
The bathroom door where Davon had taken me was slightly ajar. The light was on, showing gleaming white tiles and a modern interior, which were at such odds with the general look and feel of the Gothic style room I was in.
Along one wall ran shelving bursting with books. Actual leather-bound, old books. I didn’t know anyone who actually owned books now. My library was mostly electronic.
My Grimoire!
I hadn’t thought about it until now. A quick glance at all available surfaces came up empty. My heart leapt in my throat. I’d held it when I’d tumbled down the mountainside, but then what?
What if it was destroyed, left out in the elements? The book itself was priceless, but the information inside it was more precious than that. What if people had come to look for me and had found it? What if the Holy Trinity had it in their possession? They’d waste no time rounding up my mother. And Mom – what if she was sick and I wasn’t there to help her?
Frantic, I went to the window and opened the curtain, revealing a burgeoning snow storm that raged from mushrooming clouds and an angry wind that bent the tallest branches and whipped them about. Frost clung to the exterior window pane, strung like frozen cobwebs along the edges. I pressed my palm to the glass. Although toasty warm inside, the glass instantly cooled my skin. It was crazy that a snow storm was like this. It was only mid-November.
I clutched the blanket at my throat, reeling away from the window. There was no way I could walk out into a blizzard like that to find my Grimoire, let alone get back to Mom. My God, what was I going to do? I could only hope she was all right and that I’d be able to leave as soon as the storm passed. And as for having no phones or internet – that just sounded damn wrong. I’d need to keep my wits about me and that included not showering with sexy men while they handed out orgasms.
Behind me, the door opened. I turned to see Davon entering the room. His light blue gaze instantly fell on me. “You shouldn’t be out of bed. You’re still recovering, Tu…Ella.”
He dumped a pile of clothing on a nearby chair and strode towards me. I couldn’t afford to become lost in the attraction haze that simmered in the background. I held out a hand, palm towards him. “Stop right there.”
He immediately halted, which was some sort of comfort. “What are you frowning about?”
“I’m frowning?”
“You are.”
I made a conscious effort to school my features and a faint smile crossed his face, making him impossibly handsome. It took some effort not to walk into his arms, which was more than confusing. Maybe he was right and I wasn’t yet recovered. I just needed to focus more. I squared my shoulders and drew a steeling breath. “Who found me when I fell down the mountain?”
Momentary confusion crossed his face. “We all did.”
“All of you?”
Davon nodded. “Yes, we were out hiking when we heard you scream. Luckily, we were in the vicinity. There’s no one else around for miles.”
And miles and miles and miles. I stifled a shiver. If they hadn’t found me and I was injured and out in this storm, I would not have survived. “Then I should thank you.”
“It is our pleasure. We don’t get a lot of people visiting us,” Davon said.
That feeling where I knew I was missing something passed through me, and yet I still couldn’t put my finger on it. “I had a book with me when I fell. Did you see it when you found me? It’s a very old and precious book. The most precious thing I own, really.” I don’t know why I admitted so much to him. Why would he even care if I had a book or not? He’d saved me. A book would be secondary.
Davon nodded, his gaze never leaving me. He had eyes like a predator, even as gorgeous as they were. That eerie look that observed every little notch and turn of muscle and limb. A gaze that weighed up and assessed as a second instinct. I stood still, showing no weakness. Knowing that wouldn’t be good at all. “We also recovered your…book.”
There was a slight hesitation before he’d said book. As though he knew it wasn’t a book at all but something much, much more. I hoped like anything they weren’t like the townsfolk. That the Holy Trinity hadn’t seeded their rot in this house so far away from the village. For if they did, and the trio knew what the Grimoire contained, my situation was bleak.
I was relieved they had it though, although what state it might be in worried me. “Is it badly damaged?”
“It’s not damaged at all. You must have kept it safe in your arms when you fell,” Davon said.
“Can I have it back?”
I thought for a moment that he was going to deny me. I would have assumed they would have set it next to me, but then he said, “Of course. Can I ask—it looks like an old book? And quite rare. How did you acquire it?”
“That’s why it’s so precious to me. It’s a family heirloom. It goes back generations.”
“Oh? Who was your original ancestor?’ He tried to sound casual, but there was strain in his voice that was at odds with the relaxed set of his shoulders and the idle smile on his face. I saw no reason not to answer him.
“My great-grandmother three times over. You can understand how old it is. And how fragile.”
“Books like that are never fragile,” he said so softly I barely heard him. “It will be returned to you, after I do my duty and take care of you.” His smile was genuine this time, if not a little assured.
I had to set the record straight, just in case he thought he’d get a repeat of what happened last night. “Davon, I want to tell you…that is, you and I…I mean, whatever happened last night.” My cheeks heated and I knew they were a burning red. Happened every time I was self-conscious, damn it. I caught my breath for a moment and continued, “In the shower when you…”
“When I gave you pleasure and release,” Davon said.
My cheeks could fry eggs about now. I cleared my throat. No weakness. Show no
weakness. “Yes, when…that…happened. I was not in my right mind. I’m not a girl who allows that to happen to her. Especially with men I don’t know.”
“But you will get to know us and in your soul you already recognize us,” Davon said.
“Yes, well…No doubt I will get to know you all, given the snow storm and the fact we’ll be stuck indoors for the time being. But what happened…it’s not going to happen again.” All the words came out in a breathless rush, but at least I’d said them.
Rather than argue or be shocked, or deny it had happened, Davon merely shrugged his shoulders. “What is written is written. I no longer try to fight the battles of Fate because there is no way that I will win. However, I will respect your wishes and will not offer you release again.”
My shoulders drooped with relief. I usually wasn’t a person to just accept words like that, however strange the Fate thing was, but I knew he wasn’t lying. How, I couldn’t explain, just that he was a man of his word and that was enough. “Thank you for understanding.”
His mouth twisted and the predatory look gleamed in his gaze again. “Until you ask me, Ella. And then I will be only too happy to provide you with the biggest release of your life.”




Chapter Eight
I ignored the feeling that I was involved in something completely over my head and pointed to the bundle of clothing he’d placed on the chair. “Are those for me?”
Davon picked them up. “May I bring them over to you?”
While I appreciated him respecting my hasty, fear-fed order, I wanted the clothes more. “It’s okay. I’ll grab them and get dressed. In the bathroom.”
He held them out to me like an offering and I gathered them in my arms. “Thank you.”
“I can help you get dressed if you’re still feeling weak.”
I nearly smiled at the glimmer in his eye. He was teasing, but there was an element indicating that if I invited him to help me, he wouldn’t refuse. “I can dress myself.”
I clung to the clothes as though they could protect me and headed into the bathroom, closing the door behind me. I let go of the breath I didn’t know I’d been holding. Dealing with Davon was like walking through a minefield. I dreaded having to keep on my toes around all of them.
But – they weren’t all interested in me – like that. Were they? I may have been reading things wrong, but the way Xander held me on his lap last night and Cassius insisted on feeding me was more than just caring for someone who’d been in an accident. It seemed as though everything had a sexual charge to it, simmering just below the surface.
Good God, what if they were into sharing and I was their next conquest? After all, they were three guys on their own. Surely they didn’t get a lot of female visitors.
I tried to ignore the shivery thrill that raced through my body, but it was too strong and a round of goosebumps broke out over my skin at the thought.
My imagination was getting away from me. Although they may not get many women visitors, I found it hard to believe I could instil such a reaction out of them. Especially given the way I looked.
The mirror in front of me displayed a nightmare. I let the sheet drop. I was a mass of scratches and bruises. There was a particularly nasty purple one with yellowing edges on my ribs, another on my hips and my thigh. My calves were mostly covered in scratches of varying lengths. A cut over a lump on my forehead revealed neat, black stitches peeking from my mop of tangled, black hair.
I’d lost weight, too. My ribs were clearly visible, hips more prominent than they’d ever been, my skin turning a mottled blue in the cooler bathroom air. I’d always been on the thin side, thanks to a large, physical workload on the farm, but I’d been more muscular and fitter than what I looked like now. I was wasted, thanks to six days of illness.
“Not exactly exuding sexuality at the moment, Ella. You’re completely deluded.” I prodded the bump on my head, wincing at its tenderness. There were dark shadows beneath my eyes and my breath smelled awful. Yep, utterly and completely deluded.
At least I could understand why I felt so weak.
“Ella? Are you okay in there?” Davon’s voice was loud. He must be standing just outside the door.
“Yes. I’m fine. Just getting dressed.” If I didn’t hurry, he might come inside and get another good eyeful. I mentally winced. I knew what he’d see and I didn’t want anyone to have to see me looking like this. “Just give me a minute.”
“Call me if you need me.”
I mentally chided myself. They were just being nice and my imagination was in overdrive. They needn’t have gone out of their way to look after me so well. I was being unreasonable, that was all.
Mom often told me that when I tried working the spells from the Grimoire, only to find me flapping my hand about in mid-air and nothing happening, I was having fanciful thoughts. I guess being sick had me more fanciful than ever.
It was just that…I couldn’t seem to help myself. Those carefully written spells, those detailed illustrations—I would blow them off most times, but at other times I’d find myself trying to understand why my grandmother a long time removed went to so much trouble. Surely in those days, being found with such a thing really would have meant her death. She’d lived around the times of the witch trials. It was dangerous for normal women, let alone someone who worked so hard to capture spells into a Grimoire. She could have written anything. A novel. A diary. But she’d chosen to write down spells.
A knock sounded at the door. “Are you sure you’re okay?”
I grabbed the tracksuit pants and thrust my legs into them. “I’m fine. Do you have a toothbrush in here?” I hadn’t even looked, but I didn’t want him coming in here, either. Best to let him think I was just slow, not tangled in my thoughts.
“Everything you need will be in the cabinet,” Davon said.
“Uh, thanks. Be out in a second.” I tied the string at the waist. The pants swam on me, but without underwear in the pile of clothing, I’d take them. I quickly yanked on the oversized pullover.
I opened the cabinet to indeed find a toothbrush, toothpaste and a hair brush. All new and unused, but unpackaged. I made short work of cleaning my teeth and tugging the brush through my hair. I couldn’t do too much with it without washing it properly. Spying a hair tie, I slung my hair into a ponytail and, taking a steeling breath, opened the door to find Davon leaning against the wall just outside.
“I was getting worried,” he said.
He was just being kind. Nice. Maybe I was on edge because no other man had shown such concern for me. That must be it. I just didn’t know how to accept it. They were strangers. They wouldn’t know how most of the available men in town ostracized me. I was too outspoken and no one wanted to tempt the attention of the Holy Trinity.
I plastered a shaky smile on my face. “Nothing to worry about. Told you I could dress myself.” My stomach chose to growl—loudly. I put a hand over it, heat flaring in my cheeks.
“There those cheeks go again. You’re hungry. You should be. You have a few days to catch up on. I’ll have Cassius bring up some breakfast for you,” Davon said.
I glanced about the room, but I needed to know more about where I was. “Could we maybe get out of this room?”
“Feeling a bit confined, are we?” Davon’s smile was delicious.
I blinked, forcing my eyes somewhere other than on his face. “Something like that.”
“Then the kitchen, it is. Mind you, were are three bachelors living here on our own and this room is the nicest by far. You’ll have to ignore the mess. Cassius is an enthusiastic cook,” Davon said.
“Don’t worry. I’m good at ignoring mess.”
“Can you walk? Shall I carry you there?” He held his arms as though to pick me up.
I stepped back, my backside hitting the wall. “I’m good. I need to work my muscles.”
He looked dubious but relented, much to my relief. “Breakfast should nearly be ready. I told him you’d woken.”
They were just being nice and I was overreacting. Dressed in too-large sweats and my hair a complete mess like it was did not make an alluring picture. He held the door open for me and I followed him into a hallway that matched the gothic look and feel of the room we’d left.
Cream-colored, rough-hewn plaster topped dark wood paneling on both walls. Wall sconces that held bulbs reminding me of something yesteryear threw off a yellowed light and were placed at regular intervals along the wall. It was bright enough to see where we walked, yet dim enough to create pockets of shadow.
We passed several closed doors. Another was open and I peered into a room that had every available surface lined with shelves. One look at the window outside showed the snowstorm still raging.
“How long do you think the storm will last?” I asked, hoping he might have heard a weather report.
“They usually last quite a long time in this neck of the woods,” Davon said.
“How long has this one been going on?” I hoped it was on the tail end. That it wouldn’t be days until I could leave.
But all Davon said was, “Quite some time now. Here we are, welcome to the kitchen.”
He opened a door for me and I stepped into a room that was at complete odds with the rest of their house. Like the bathroom, this room was state-of-the art. Sleek, black marble counters shone beneath brilliant lighting. Stainless steel appliances were built into stark white cabinet doors. Above the stove top was an enormous stainless steel range hood. In the middle of the room was an enormous island and around it sat Cassius and Xander.
Cassius smiled at me while he placed a plate full of scrambled eggs and bacon in front of a chair that was sightly pulled away from the countertop. “There she is. I hope you’re hungry. I’ve cooked up a storm. Bacon. Eggs. Sausages.”
“You’re not eating?” There was only one plate and four of us in the kitchen.
A ghost of a smile whispered over Cassius’ mouth. “We’ve already eaten.”
The aroma of a freshly cooked breakfast reminded me how hungry I was. I slipped into the chair, picked up the fork and made short work of the scrambled eggs. I’d finished the pile when I noticed all of the men watching me. I realized how I must look. “It’s really good, Cassius. Thank you. You shouldn’t have gone to all this effort just for me. You’ve gone out of your way so much already.”
Cassius snorted, “It’s been a while since I’ve properly cooked. Besides, what sort of hosts would we be if we didn’t feed our guest?”
“Oh? This tastes so good, I’m sure Davon and Xander would have you cooking for them every day,” I said.
“They like things a little less cooked than this,” Cassius said.
“Like healthy living. If it isn’t fresh, you don’t eat it?” I said.
Cassius sent me a strange look. “Something like that. I’m happy I’ve remembered enough of my skills to have cooked for you. I used to be renowned for my meals.”
“A chef?”
“I ran a little inn at one point,” he said.
“Oh, really? Where?” I asked. I knew the roads in and out of town intimately and I’d never come across an inn. It was such an old fashioned term.
“It was quite some time ago now, but it used to get very busy,” Cassius said.
“I remember a barmaid named Betty. With the big…” Davon juggled his hands in front of his chest.
Cassius pointed a knife at Davon. “I’ll have you know Betty knew how to get extra coin out of every traveler’s purse. Savvy, that was our Betty.”
“Traveler? Purse? Didn’t your inn have electronic payment readers?” I wondered if it was as remote as this place was.
Cassius chuckled. “At that stage, I only trusted what I could hold in my hand.”
“I guess that’s one way to do business.” I thought of the electronic accounts for the farm. There was something to be said for cash. If the wifi was down, I’d have no access to any money at all. Especially when dealing with my one and only overseas customer. For the farm it was not a luxury, but rather a necessity.
I snapped off a piece of crispy bacon to take my mind off the farm. I only hoped Mom had help feeding the animals. The townsfolk still liked her. It was just me they had a problem with. The bacon melted in my mouth. “I have to admit, it is nice to have someone cook me a meal.”
“Someone should cook for you every day,” Davon said.
“There’s no one at home but Mom and me, and she’s not well. I do the chores she’s not capable of doing.” Which was most of them, but I didn’t need to elaborate. “That’s why I need to get back to her, or at least call her to let her know I’m all right. I’m all she’s got.”
A heavy silence descended on the room. Davon looked sad, Cassius hung his head, and Xander – well, it was hard to tell. His expression had turned stony. My stomach grew heavy. “What is it?”
“We told you we have no connection to the outside world, but we will do our best to let your mother know you’re alive and well,” Xander said, his face lifting. “I give you my word.”
A force of energy vibrated around me. I gasped and the fork clattered to the plate. I couldn’t help but feel something momentous shift in the very air. And looking at Davon and Cassius’ shocked faces, I knew it wasn’t just my imagination.




Chapter Nine
“Xander…” Davon spoke.
“I am not stupid. I know what I promised. And that is enough said for now. There is much at stake.” Before I could ask him what he meant, he disappeared from the kitchen, leaving me staring at an empty doorway.
“What was that all about?” It was clear there was something going on way above my head.
“Finish your meal, Ella, and concentrate on getting better. You’ll need to be well for your mother,” Cassius said.
Davon stiffened.
“Davon?”
Surely Davon would explain what was going on. He finally looked at me, his blue eyes blazing, his expression strained. My heart thumped in anticipation. “Ella…”
Something heavy was placed on the counter before me. I grabbed it with both hands, bringing it to my chest, a wave of calm washing through me. “My Grim…my book! Thank you, Xander.”
He nodded his head once and sat at his chair at the island without a word. I was learning more and more that he was very much the strong, silent type. And handsome, as well. Part of me wanted him to pick me up and place me on his lap as he had last night. There was just something about him. As soon as that thought flittered in my brain, I shoved it aside. I had to keep my head straight.
I ran my hands over the well-worn leather, the weight welcome in my hands. I opened the pages, amazed that there was no damage, despite its tumble down the mountainside with me. “It’s in surprisingly good condition. Not even a torn edge!”
“A book like that doesn’t get damaged easily,” Cassius said.
I frowned, “It’s old. It should be very fragile. But I do look after it.” Come to think of it, the Grimoire had always been sturdy, even when my grandmother read it with me when I was young. I’d never given it another thought since I took the best of care with it, but despite its age, the edges were crisp, the pages smooth and unwrinkled.
I set it back on the counter. The covers parted, opened to a page I’d never seen before. I couldn’t help the gasp that fell from my lips.
“What is it, Ella?” Davon asked.
It was a while before I could speak. “I…I’ve never seen this page before. But that can’t be possible. I’ve read every single page over and over again since I was a child.” I ran the tip of my finger over the title, frowning. It was just too strange. I couldn’t have missed this page. It was impossible, yet there it was.
“Vampire” written with delicate, decorative script. Quite beautifully.
Vampires, also known at Vampyres, are creatures of the damned. They exist on the blood-life of others, needing those with a beating heart to fuel their own. They drink the life essence from others through their sharp canine teeth, which descend into long, extremely sharp points when they feed.
Vampires have been in existence since the beginning of time and increased in population during medieval times, predominantly throughout Europe. They are long-lived, often for a thousand years.
Vampires are a breed of human that is distinct. Having been the victim of the vampiric disease, the human body undergoes changes, and often there is a period of death before it regains life. It is unknown whether the soul remains in the body after this change, or if the body, once reanimated, remains soulless, rendering the vampiric body incapable of love.
While vampires do not die of disease or other normal human afflictions, they have accelerated healing abilities. This allows them to recuperate quickly from injuries that would be fatal to a normal human body, such as gunshot wounds, broken bones, blood loss, snapped necks, burns, and severed limbs.
While their bites sustain them, they also produce venom, which has healing properties. Using the correct dosage, a Vampire can heal all manner of human illnesses of the blood, including cancer, leukemia, and any vitamin deficiencies. This same venom can give birth to a Vampire, causing the human body to undergo the transformation into a long and healthy life.
Death of a Vampire occurs when the head is severed, the body is burned, or a stake of thick wood is driven through the heart. Often their long lives lead to insanity, and the elders are usually terminated in a ritual when this occurs.
It is difficult to end the life of a Vampire, but they may be cursed to a central location to contain them, often for centuries. The curse uses magic of the darkest kind to seal them to their location and can only be achieved with the talent of a powerful witch or through great emotional upheaval. Because of the nature of the curse and the spell cast, only the opposite of what first bound can unbind.
It is extremely rare that a Vampire has ended such a curse in the history of humankind, and often ends his own life rather than live bound through the cruelty that usually led him to be cursed.
It is important to note that Vampires should not be trusted. They are soulless beings who travel to the ends of the Earth, leaving trail of destruction and death in their wake. They possess no morals and cannot see the error of their ways. It is advised to keep well away from these creatures.
I paused, letting the words sink into my brain. “I can’t believe I’ve never read this before.”
“What did it say, Ella?” Xander’s focus was intense.
I closed the book, placing my palms on the front, not liking how unsettled I was, but no matter what I felt, I wasn’t going to discuss the contents of the book. Not when I didn’t know if they had ties back to the town and the Trinity. It always paid to keep your cards close to your chest. “It was…nothing. Nothing at all.”
“What do you know about spells?”
“What?” I wasn’t ready for the heart thump Xander’s question gave me.
“I know what a Grimoire is, Ella.”
“I…it isn’t…it’s just a book in my family. I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I stuttered. This line of questioning could land me in big trouble, not only for me but for Mom as well, if it ever got out.
Xander frowned, his dark blond eyebrows coming low. “You won’t get into trouble with us. We know what spells are, Ella. Spells and… curses.”
How could? Then it hit me. “You’ve looked inside.”
I expected to feel violated. No one outside my family had seen these pages. Ever. But they must have looked inside to know exactly what the book contained. Instead, I waited for his reaction, relieved that there might be someone apart from my mother with whom I could discuss its contents.
A small smile flittered across Xander’s face and my anxiety melted a little. “I only wanted to see if the pages were damaged so I could fix them for you. Are you interested in spells, Ella?”
“I…” Again I was at a loss for words. I’d never been allowed to speak freely about it. It was just our family’s little secret that had been kept under wraps for decades.
“We have some more spell books in the library, similar to this one. I like to collect them. Would you like to see them?”
I blinked at him for a moment, floored. I would like to see them. I would like to see them very much. I might not have another opportunity, because when the storm lifted, I would make certain I’d return home. “I would like that. Very much.”
Xander’s smile broadened and again I glimpsed white teeth before he took my hand and helped me to stand. “We don’t get many visitors who are interested and I’d like your opinion on them. Come. Let me show them to you now.”




Chapter Ten
Xander led me back the way we came. I stepped into the library, in awe of just how many books they had.
“Where did you get them all?” I spun in a circle. There were even books on shelving above the door.
“When you’ve been here as long as we have, you tend to build quite a collection,” Xander said.
He stood in the middle of the room, regarding me, seeming to see every detail of my body. I was so aware of him. His tall and lean figure, tailored pants and dark, long sleeved pullover that did nothing to hide wide shoulders, and his flat stomach that tapered to lean hips. I knew how solid his thighs were from sitting in his lap. A part of me wanted him to pull me there again so I could snuggle up to him. And more. He’d be able to kiss me, slide his hand beneath my sweatshirt and find my nipples hard and ready for his touch. I wanted his hand there, and then maybe his mouth, teeth and tongue, lapping at my breasts like I was his favorite confection.
Self-conscious, my cheeks heated again.
I didn’t see him move before he stood in front of me. He ran the pad of his thumb over my cheek, his gaze trailing his touch. “What were you just thinking about, my Ella? It looked fascinating.”
I couldn’t talk, but for a very different reason. If I started, I may tell him exactly what I was thinking and then I’d expect him to follow through on my wishes, just as Davon had done. I shivered, thinking how delicious it would be to know how the hands of two men felt on me. And then Cassius? I was also drawn to him. To all of them, actually. They were so different, yet the same awareness, desire, yearning, burned within me.
His warm, caramel gaze drank in my face. He cupped my cheek, stepping so close to me now that my breasts brushed his chest and still I stood my ground. I didn’t think I could move, even if I wanted to.
“You’re fascinating,” he whispered before he bent his head and captured my lips with his. Just gently at first, and then he deepened the kiss with languid sweeps of his lips. I gripped his biceps, anchoring myself to him as my whole awareness became Xander and his lips on mine.
One arm banded behind my waist, the other hand threaded through my hair and cupped the back of my head. He slanted his head, capturing my lips, teasing me, building a fast stoking flame.
I closed my eyes, my senses converging in the darkness I found there. There was no sense of wrong, of holding back, or even a question of whether or not I should be kissing Xander at all. I was swept along with the proficiency of his kiss, the way his lips, so stern and even harsh looking, could also be so soft. So skilful.
“I find I am unable to resist you, Tu Ena. I could just eat you up.” His rough voice at my ear made me shiver. I found myself unable to resist him as well.
I let my head fall back as he sucked on my earlobe and kissed his way over the pulsing vein along my neck. He stopped there and inhaled, breath filling his lungs as his chest expanded. He pressed an open-mouthed kiss right on top of my jugular before trailing a path with the tip of his tongue back to my lips.
He kissed me deeply then, his tongue sweeping into my welcoming mouth. His flavor burst on my tongue. Masculine. Heady. Fueling my desire.
I let my tongue sweep against his, pushing my aching breasts against his solid chest, needing the quickly growing pressure to be released any way it could. He tilted his head. There was a sting on my bottom lip and I jerked back, momentarily surprised. Need bolted through me.
I sucked my bottom lip, tasting a drop of blood on my tongue. If I thought I’d experienced desire before, I was wrong. A heady tide of arousal surged through me, spiking with a need so great I wrapped my arms around Xander’s neck, threaded my fingers into the fine hair at his nape and kissed him hard. I groaned as I kissed him, rubbing my aching breasts against him.
The slow burn that had started between my legs now throbbed. I needed to be touched there. If only he would undress me, cup me with his bare hand and slide his fingers through my folds. Spear me with his fingers, just like Davon had done. I needed release or I was going to burn up.
Xander cupped my cheeks, resting his forehead against mine.  His fingers tensed, his breath shuddered out as a violent quake rocked his body. “Ella, we need to stop.”
“But I don’t want to stop.” I undid the top buttons of his shirt. Overcome with the urge to taste him, I dipped my face and licked at the area of skin I had bared. Delicious, just as I suspected.
He stepped back, capturing my hands. I tried to remove his grip, but he held firm. “Calm, Ella.” His voice had changed. It was deeper, strained. The low tone reverberated through me.
It took me a moment to focus, to understand what he was doing. I went to move towards him, but he stepped back and away from me. “Xander?”
He drew in a deep, deep breath. “I thought I could do this. It would be so simple, to just take you, but…I have to go.”
He stepped away from me. My body lurched, leaving me unbalanced, cold. Confused, I sought his face, but he had turned away as though he were ashamed of what he’d done. “I’m sorry, Ella, I…”
Humiliation washed through me, cooling me more effectively than stepping into the blizzard that raged outside. I crossed my arms, trying to rub away the sudden chill. I should be used to this sort of rejection. It had been my mantra for years now. The outsider. The one nobody understands. The woman no man wants.
“Did I do something wrong?” No doubt I had done something very wrong. First I’d allowed his friend Davon to feel me up and now I’d let Xander kiss me. God help me if I hadn’t responded the same way to both men. He was right to rebuff me. I should have more self-control.
The thing was, I usually did.
“No, Ella. It’s me. I have to stop. You’re not ready for the consequences.”
“But...”
He strode to the door, still averting his face and gestured to a section of the library. “The spells and curses are in this section. I insist you start there.”
Then he disappeared.
Again.




Chapter Eleven
Confused, it took me some time to pull myself together, not believing what I’d done. Mortified, I faced the window and focused on the driving snow on the other side, wishing it could white-wash this feeling from inside me.
I couldn’t blame Xander. I didn’t even know why I’d started kissing him. He must think I’m such a slut. He’s probably thanking his lucky stars he got away when he did. I don’t know what had gotten into me since I’d been here. It was like I possessed no self-control, as though some secret part of me inside had finally been revealed and was making up for lost time.
“Ella? Are you all right?”
Damn. Cassius. I didn’t want him seeing me like this. I wiped tears from my face, pulling myself together before I turned around. “Yes, I’m fine.”
The look on his face said he didn’t believe me. I wondered if they had a bet going between them. Who would be the first to bed the desperate idiot who tripped down a mountain?
“I brought you coffee. You left the kitchen before you could drink it.” He held up a steaming mug and the aroma made my mouth water. Coffee was just what I needed. I was still tired, no doubt still recovering from my fever.
I smiled, despite my dark feelings. “You always seem to be feeding me.” I didn’t want to think about how much I liked it. How much I might crave someone taking care of me for once, but I didn’t want to go down that slippery slope.
I wasn’t going to set myself up to be rejected just like all the other times it had happened, no matter how tempting it might be to give in and allow myself to feel wanted. Desired. Maybe even loved. I huffed out loud, laughing at myself. Now that was nothing but a fantasy.
“I like taking care of you, Ella.”
He held the cup to me and I accepted it, wrapping my fingers around the warm ceramic. Our fingers brushed. I stepped back as a warmth flared through me and I was very aware that he was the only one of the three I hadn’t kissed.
Yet.
The thought whispered through my brain and I shoved it aside. While it was nice to think that three sexy, hot men really did want me, I had to face reality. I was delusional. I was here by happenstance and they were most probably bored, stuck in the middle of a snowstorm and I was a great diversion. A challenge.
There could be nothing between us more than me being grateful that they’d saved me. When the storm cleared, I would not only leave this house, but I would leave Conway. I would pack up my and Mom’s belongings and just go. Someone Mom knew would look after the farm for us. I’d let them earn the profits the sheep would pull in. They could use the land however they wanted. It would be a great deal for them. Land like mine was a premium in this county, but I would do anything to get away from here.
Even though I would leave with nothing, I had nothing to lose. I’d get a condo, a job and get Mom the medical help she needed. In a big hospital there would have to be someone that knew what ailed her.
My lips twisted. If only I could get a hold of that mythical Vampire I’d just strangely read about in the Grimoire. Although, it had sounded more of a warning than a spell. They might just have the ju-ju I needed to cure her. Instead, I squared my shoulders, determined to put everything from my mind, and moved to the section of books Xander had pointed out. I needed something else to think about, rather than myself.
“Xander said I’d be interested in this section.”
“Curses?” Cassius walked over to me. I was aware of how tall he was compared to me. The fact he stood so close meant I felt his body warmth and unique, spicy masculine scent surround me. I moved towards the books, running the tips of my fingers over the spines.
They were absolutely amazing. Beautiful. Leather bound, gold edged with intricate designs. They were very similar to my Grimoire, but also different. I’d thought my Grimoire would be the only unique book in existence, but I stood corrected. I nearly salivated looking at all of those pages and their secrets, waiting to be revealed.
“Are these all yours?”
Cassius nodded. “Yes. We’ve collected them over the last few decades.”
I faced him, my brows rising. “Are you collectors?”
I had to admit, I was intrigued and a little confused. Why would men living in the wilderness collect priceless books? I had to wonder again why they even lived here. I had to ignore my curiosity, though. Curiosity in someone meant interest and I didn’t want to appear to be interested.
He frowned, selecting a book from the shelves. “Just looking for something.”
He was so intent, his expression so sorrowful, that for an instant I wanted to renege on everything I’d just thought. Almost. “And did you find that something?”
He snared me in a piercing gaze. “I think we finally did.”
Again, that unnerving feeling washed through me. The feeling that everything going on around me had a double meaning, but I didn’t want to press. Didn’t want to find out, because if I did, I had the feeling that I’d become caught up in something I just might not like. Instead, remaining ignorant was the better option.
“Do you mind if I read this one?”
“Of course not. That’s why Xander brought you here.”
I wondered if that was the only reason Xander had brought me here. He had kissed me when we’d been alone, and now that I was alone with Cassius, I had to wonder what his plans were. I tamped down the little shiver of awareness, ignoring it in favor of the books.
“To read the books.”
“To see what you would find interesting,” Cassius said.
“Well, let’s see what I find interesting, then.”
My fingers tingled as I ran them over the tops of the spines. One in particular vied for my attention. I carefully drew the volume from its place. The cover was just as much a work of art as my Grimoire. I ran my hand over the master level embossing. Symbols were designed into the cover, but they were slightly different than mine. The word “Curses” was engraved on the front in a beautiful script font.
“It’s beautiful.”
I had to wonder if someone from my ancestor’s era had also written this for her family. It looked about the same age. It was curious that they had a collection like this. I’d thought my book the only one in existence and I was intrigued there were more.
“Yes. Beautiful.”
I glanced at him, but his attention had drifted to the shelf above and I had to wonder to what he had directed his comment. “You may like to flip through these as well. Ah, you have your hands full. Here, come and sit down. You can start with the book you’ve chosen and I’ll find a couple of others you may find interesting as well.”
I followed him to a padded armchair that looked as though it belonged to the last century. He helped me sit and then brought a small side table next to me, where he placed my cup of coffee in easy reach.
“Thank you,” I said.
He smiled and yet there seemed to be something more cautious in his gaze. “You never know what mystery you may solve in those pages.”
“What mystery would that be?”
“Maybe of life itself, you never know.” He winked and the playful Cassius was back.
Leaning back into the chair, I watched him a moment while he became lost in thought and selected a book from the shelves for himself. He sat in the chair next to me and started to read without another word. So, I wasn’t going to be left to myself.
Strangely, his company was a comfort. I watched him for a moment, but he was deep in his book. It had been so long since I’d been able to do something as simple as sit and read. Especially with someone who joined me.
I settled the book I had chosen on my lap and opened the cover. The smell of old parchment and mustiness rose from the old treasure. These books were positively ancient and that only served to stir my interest.
Maybe reading was a good option. It was certainly better than trying to work out if I was missing something really, really important, or if I was merely out of sorts and this entire situation was just my imagination.




Chapter Twelve
My mother sat at the fire, which was strange because we didn’t have an open fire in our house. Not like this one. Our little house was far too small for one this size. The flames danced high, the thick mantle the only protection between it and the house.
Our house. I was home!
“Mom!” I took a step towards her but invisible hands held me back as three men approached her from behind. I couldn’t see their faces with the light, but Mom seemed completely unaware of their existence.
She didn’t look well. Her bony hands clutched the armrests of the chair, while her head was slumped over her chest, dozing. She looked small and frail. She’d lost weight because I wasn’t there to feed her. Judging by the state of her hair, clothing and the disheveled room, no one else had looked after her, either.
I had to get to her and tend her. I struggled against immovable hands. “Let me go! Let me get to her.”
But I remained restrained in place as the three shadowed figures surrounded her. One of the men brushed the hair from her neck and knelt at her side. She didn’t stir, even with that intimate gesture.
Panic seized me, making me short of breath. “What are you doing to her?”
I didn’t know if they heard me or if they merely ignored me. My heart pounded and I struggled anew as one of the men came nose to nose with her. He opened his mouth and I stopped breathing when his canine teeth descended into thin, white deadly points. He bent his head to her neck. His teeth sunk into her skin, latching on to her jugular. She didn’t even stir.
I struggled more, but it made no difference. I was helpless but to watch. Finally, he slowly and almost tenderly withdrew. Mom’s head fell to the side. She could be asleep, but I couldn’t see her chest rise. She was still. Too still. Blood ran from twin points from her neck to stain the collar of her white shirt.
“What have you done to her?”
His face turned to me, lips coated with blood, teeth grotesquely distended.
Red, so much red.
His eyes pierced me. The others turned. White teeth glinted in the firelight at the corner of their mouths. I gasped. Davon. Cassius. Xander.
Xander stood and wiped the corner of his mouth. Blood smeared on the back of his hand as he stalked toward me. Davon and Cassius flanked him. Slow, determined steps brought them closer.
A sound came from my mouth, unlike any I’d made before. Something a small, horrified animal might make in the face of abject terror. Even then, I couldn’t look away and I stared straight into eyes that were so changed from what they once were.
Black pupils were edged by blood-red. Gone was the caramel, the greens of the ocean and the blue of the sky. All were trained on me. Predators seeing their prey.
My feet slipped, but there was no traction. Nothing to keep me rooted in place and nothing to stop them from the intent that was clear on their faces. And what I saw made me hollow inside.
“What are you doing?”
Xander traced the line of my cheek with his fingertips before placing his knuckle beneath my chin. “We are claiming you, Tu Ena. Through you, we will find our freedom.”
He moved impossibly fast, coming to stand so close, the full front of my body touched his—my knees, thighs, abdomen and breasts. His body heat, his masculine smell enveloped me.
I inhaled deeply, my terror fading until a calmness overcame me. The place between my thighs swelled and throbbed as tension of an entirely different kind began to thrum within me.
“I don’t want to be claimed.” Even to my own ears, my voice lacked conviction. Davon and Cassius framed either side of me, each taking hold of a shoulder. The invisible hands vanished, but I was still held in place just as firmly.
“This will be as pleasurable for me as it will be for you. I promise.” I was drawn into Xander’s gaze. His eyes were all that I could focus on, all I wanted. He bent his head, capturing my mouth with his.
It was a tender kiss at first, but he pinched my chin between his knuckle and thumb and his kiss became more aggressive. His tongue plundered my mouth, but I didn’t care as arousal swept me away.
I groaned into his mouth, settling my hands on his shoulders, as his lips and tongue ravaged me until I was a senseless mess. Tension built, locked behind an invisible dam I had no idea how to break. All I knew was that I wanted him. Needed him. I couldn’t get enough. He was intoxicating.
My legs weakened. Xander’s arms banded around me, forcing me against his body. His erection pulsed against my abdomen, hard enough for me feel his full length, even through his clothing.
There was a brush of fingers in my hair, the sweep of lips against the skin at my neck. Cassius nuzzled my ear, drawing the lobe into his mouth, teasing and sucking. Davon’s palm smoothed over my back until he reached my buttocks.
He palmed the globes and then slid his fingers between my thighs from behind. Tingles raced from the pressure, the seam of my jeans adding to the delicious friction.
I parted my thighs, allowing his fingers to rock against me. He increased the pressure and soon my hips were moving against his hand. I crushed my breasts against Xander, my nipples rock-hard twin points. The pressure ramped up, making me extra sensitive to each arousing caress, brush of lips, and Xander’s sensual invasion of my mouth.
A part of me wanted them to stop, but that was a far distant part that was receding more and more with each passing moment. Somewhere inside of me, I knew this was wrong on so many levels, but for the life of me, I couldn’t remember why.
I didn’t care that there were three of them, touching me with obvious intent, stoking my desire until the only thing I cared about was their hands, their lips, their tongues. All leading me to a pinnacle I ached to reach.
Cassius curved his fingers around the back of my neck. An adjustment to his fingers had my head falling back, stretching and exposing my neck. He nuzzled my skin, his nose brushing up and down, his lips trailing a heated wake where he touched me.
Cassius pressed his lips against mine. Tender at first, but then his lips parted and his tongue slid into my mouth, sweeping inside as though he had every right. And he had. I couldn’t deny him. Instead, I returned his kiss, unable to stop the slide of my tongue against his.
His kiss wasn’t as brutal as Xander’s, but it was still a statement of ownership. Controlled. And damn if that didn’t send my blood to the boiling point. He worked my mouth masterfully, obliterating my mind except for the knowledge I was helpless against their onslaught.
He eased away, trailing light kisses from my mouth to my jaw, and to the tender place where my neck met my shoulder. Goosebumps rose on my skin with two hot, wet mouths claiming me.
And yet, there was something missing. No sooner had I thought this, than Davon lifted my arm, kissing the tender underside of my wrist. His lips suckled. Something hard and sharp scraped my skin but it was gone just as fast. A sigh rippled through me as a sense of completion built with all three mouths on me.
Xander shifted, a subtle move but one that allowed a shard of clarity to enter my mind. A ripple of apprehension unsettled my hazy arousal. His lips changed from one of kissing to only lightly touching the surface of my skin. Cassius did the same. Their teeth angled, dimpling my skin. Two mouths at my neck, Davon’s at my wrist.
“What’s going on..?”
I only had a moment to stiffen in shock before a sharp pain sliced into my neck. Xanders lips enveloped me. Suction drew from my vein before a euphoric sensation rocketed through me. Cassius’ teeth sank through my skin next. Pain at my wrist as Davon tore the delicate webbing of veins with his teeth. My mouth fell open, but no sound emerged.
My muscles locked and spasmed, trembling as I shot toward the pinnacle of release. I climaxed with an orgasm that shot from my clit to the outside of my skull. Someone screamed and I vaguely recognized the voice as mine as spirals of electric sensation rocketed through me.
I gasped, sucking in air with lungs that had locked, along with every other muscle in my body. As blackness edged my vision, Xander’s red eyes encroached, surrounding me, growing larger until they filled my sight. I was locked in place, neither moving nor even breathing.
His lips, stained with blood – my blood - curved and a look of blatant male satisfaction washed over his face. “Now, you are ours.”




Chapter Thirteen
I woke with a start and the book slid to the floor. I flinched when Cassius’s face loomed in my vision, momentarily confused before my surroundings came back into context. The books. The library. The snowstorm.
The three of them.
“It’s okay. It was just a dream.”
My forehead tensed with a frown. “How did you know I was asleep?”
I flattened my palm over my chest in an attempt to ease the erratic beats of my heart, but it didn’t do any good. My heart still wanted to thump its way out of my chest.
He placed his hand on my shoulder, his thumb playing over the pulse at the base of my neck. His gaze drifted down to that point before dragging back up to my face. I stilled, that heated touch sending spirals of awareness snaking through me.
I may have temporarily forgotten where I was, but I hadn’t forgotten my dream, so fresh in my mind I was sure my body still trembled with the aftershocks of my orgasm.
“You were groaning.” His mouth quirked, as though he knew exactly what I dreamed about.
There was no way he could know, but when I looked into his eyes, his pupils were so dilated, most of the green was washed out. If I’d had an orgasm, he looked as though he’d had one too.
His thumb rubbed tiny circles on my skin, so gentle he barely touched me. And yet it was just like he’d stripped us both naked and rubbed his naked skin against mine. I shivered.
“Are you cold, Ella?”
His warm breath washed over my face. I wasn’t cold. I was hot. Melting inside and out. “I…”
“Did you have a nightmare, then?”
Not a dream or a nightmare. The feelings stayed with me like they were memories. As though I’d been bitten by all three at the same time and had climaxed like I’d never done before. “I…”
But how could I explain what I’d actually dreamed. That what I dreamed about was so close to some internal, buried instinct so deep that it turned words to ash on my tongue. A dream? A nightmare?
Or a wish.
A need.
A pulsing desire.
“Let me help you forget about it, then.” Cassius slanted his lips over mine, his tongue sweeping inside my mouth without any hesitation. Without thinking, I responded. My tongue slid against his, dancing and chasing as I sought out the distinct flavor that was his and his alone.
He groaned, the sound melting me, churning me inside and out and igniting a part of me I never knew existed. He threaded his fingers through my hair, locking my head in place while he plundered my mouth.
His other hand skimmed my forearm when I clutched the armrests of the chair, then slid to my waist. He spread his palm, his whole hand covering the width of my stomach. My nipples tightened in awareness of his hand right beneath my breasts.
He deepened the kiss, while my focus was on his mouth and the hand I wanted to fondle me. His thumb brushed the underside of my breast.
I immediately arched my back, stretching myself towards his reach. He didn’t tease, for which I was grateful. His palm closed over my breast, massaging the sensitive tissue and tweaking my nipple with the pad of his thumb.
I couldn’t get enough of his touch, his taste, his tongue and fingers. Heat licked from the inside out. My skin prickled, my clothes itched. I needed him… no, not just him, I wanted…yearned…needed – all three.
I’d had them all in my dream, but they’d also done something else. Right before they’d noticed I was there.
Their teeth. White teeth dripping with blood. Mom. They’d done something to my mother in my dream.
Cassius moved. There was a sting at the side of my mouth. It was enough to shatter the sensuous web that had enveloped me. I flinched, doused in my cold reality. What the hell was I doing?
Cassius noticed because he broke our kiss, drawing away. I knocked his hand from my breast, throwing my head forward and almost ramming him with my forehead as I stood.
Something slipped to the floor with a loud thump. I bent to pick it up, not wanting to look at Cassius, or his dreamy eyes, or swollen, just-kissed lips.
If I saw him like that, I’d want to kiss him all over again and I couldn’t do that. Didn’t understand why I wanted to so fiercely. Didn’t understand why I had no control over this thing that was driving me into their arms so desperately.
I barely focused on the title, “Vampire Blood Curses,” before shoving it onto the coffee table and stepping so quickly away from Cassius I almost tripped over my own feet. He went to steady me with a hand to my elbow and I jerked out of his reach, covering my elbow with my hand, as though to shield myself.
“Cassius, I…” My mouth worked without words as heat crashed over my face. I’d kissed all three of them and I shouldn’t have kissed even one of them. I couldn’t even utter the apology that was on the tip of my tongue.
Because, the thing was, deep down inside, I wanted to kiss all three of them. I’d kiss them now if they were all in this room. At once, like in my dream. It would be so easy to give in to whatever dark need pulsed through me. Let their tongues, their lips, hands touch me all over. Let their cocks enter my body so that then, and only then, this unquenchable need inside would be eased.
But I didn’t say any of that. I couldn’t give in to any of that because I needed to leave. My mother needed me and with each passing day, it would become more and more urgent. She needed her medication, and to be fed and to be taken care of and if I gave in to these urges, I might just forget about my mother, the farm and my responsibilities.
I just might even forget about myself.
I stood mute, keeping my gaze trained on the floor at my feet, unable to move. Unable to speak. Trembling on the outside while a war raged on the inside.
“Ella. Please. Listen to me.”
His voice, filled with such anguish, snapped me into action. I held out my palm toward him. “I am so sorry, Cassius. I didn’t mean to kiss you.” I licked dry lips. “This. You. Me. Davon. Xander. It can’t…can’t happen. I don’t…don’t even know what to think. Just…don’t come near me, okay? Please, just don’t touch me again.”
“Ella!”
I nearly looked up, but right at the last second I managed to turn and bolt to the open door. “Don’t say it, Cassius. Please don’t say it.”
There was silence as I ran from the room but I didn’t leave my terror there. No, that would be too easy. I took it with me every step of the way back into the bedroom.




Chapter Fourteen
I leaned against the closed door, my breath ragged. I closed my eyes and banged the back of my head against the wood.
Why did everything I did not make any sense? Why did I kiss not one, but three men? Why did they think that was not just okay – but appeared to welcome it?
I seemed to be as drawn to all of them the same way they were drawn to me. All four of us connected by an irresistible tug of war that, if I didn’t get the hell away, was not going to end well at all. If I wasn’t damned by the Trinity now, I certainly would be if they found out about this.
It just seemed so right. My traitorous body wanted nothing more than all of them. Indeed, even seemed intent on over-ruling the logical part of my mind. It was totally unacceptable. Inconceivable. Completely unlike me.
I’d been in control all of my life. It would have been so easy if I’d capitulated to the Holy Trinity and lived my life like everyone else in the town. I would have friends. People to stand by me. Help with Mom. Maybe even the farm. They’d do business with me. Maybe I could have taken Mom to a doctor years ago. Saved her years of sickness.
But every time I wanted to surrender, something stronger inside me held me back. It kept the words in my mouth, took the actions from my body, the urge from my mind. Maybe in the back of it, I knew this small-town life was not for me, and if I engaged, even on some small level, I’d be stuck here forever.
Everything I’d fought for, thought about, taught myself, was to escape Conway, despite never managing to do so. Yet now, I was trapped in a mansion I’d had no idea about in the middle of nowhere. Which, in itself, was strange enough. I knew every hunting hut, every trail, every dip and turn of the road in, out and around this town. I’d traveled and hiked them all. Yet still, I’d never known about this mansion, let alone the men who lived within its walls.
I peeled open my eyes, my body sagging with exhaustion. My injuries and emotions were strained. Open curtains framed the window filled by the blinding snowstorm. I’d never known one to last this long. Or go this hard. I hadn’t even heard it coming through on the scanner. If it’s one thing the townspeople did well, and did include me in on, was the weather forecast, only because it meant if I was lost, they’d need to send out people and risk lives to look for me. Especially this time of year.
My Grimoire was on the end of the bed. I barely questioned why it was there, but the need to hold something familiar was too great to ignore. I sat on the end of the mattress and held it to my chest, inhaling the dry parchment. The familiar scent helped soothe my heart, but then I remembered the spell I was sure had never been there before. Not even my grandmother or my mother had read it to me when I was a child.
I opened the book and spent several moments rifling through the pages until I found it. The ink looked as dry and faded as the rest of the book, and yet it was unfamiliar to me. I read through it again, half surprised there was no more information than was there before.
I’d heard of mythical creatures, but only in fiction. Vampires called up images that were frightening, to say the least. Undead bodies brought to life by a virus that reanimated flesh without a heart or soul. I ran my fingertips over the letters. The ancestor who wrote this must have hated them for some reason. They seemed to me to be tortured beings, forced to drink the life-force of living things so that they could stay alive. Cursed, to be sure.
Minister Jeremiah would say they were sinners and condemn them forever to hell. I snorted, the sound brash against the background of the crackling flames. I couldn’t think that creatures were bad just because they were different than I was. That was a key word. They were different. Not bad.
In my dream, they’d done something to my mother, but they’d also done something to me that was both fearsome and heady at the same time. My body had sung. Felt in a way I’d thought impossible, maybe because I’d never known it to be true.
But that had been a dream, no doubt born of a tired, worried mind. I’d taken out my fright on Cassius. Shame crept around the confusion. They were probably wondering why I was reacting like I was.
They’d kissed me, and more, but they’d backed off when I’d asked them to. They’d also saved me from certain death and nursed me back to health. I’d been fed, placed in a comfortable room, given a bed and I’d treated them like they were the townsfolk, when they were nothing like them at all. I had to find some middle ground because we were stuck together for the foreseeable future.
I really should go and find them, talk to them, get to know them. Apologize. Tell them there’d be no more kissing and ignore what my body wanted because ultimately, my body wasn’t in charge. My head was.
Then I would leave.
I ignored the way my stomach rolled, combed my fingers through my hair and went to the door. I lived in a town where people either flat-out hated me or didn’t understand me. Keeping three guys who had more testosterone than they knew how to handle at a distance would be a piece of cake.
They’d listen. And if they didn’t, I’d make them, just like I’d done to Gary and Dean and everyone else.
I threw open the door to see three startled faces peering down at me.




Chapter Fifteen
I squeaked, putting a hand over my racing heart and jumped about a foot back from the door.
“Tu… Ella. Are you all right?” Xander asked in his direct manner.
He looked as devastatingly handsome as ever. He wore his seriousness well, just like his impeccable clothing and the confident, assessing attention that was wholly focused on me.
I looked at the middle of his chest, needing to break the eye contact. “Yes. Yes I’m fine.” Surely if I told myself that enough I’d start the believe it. Fake it till you make it, right? “I was just coming for find you, actually.”
“Were you really?” Davon’s warm voice had me looking up to see a genuinely happy smile on his face, as though I’d done him some great favor. I couldn’t help my smile in response.
“Well, yes, but you’ve saved me the effort. Would you like to come in?” They crowded the doorway as though this wasn’t their room, but mine.
“We’ve come to alleviate your boredom.” Cassius was the first to brush past Xander’s shoulder.
“H…how?”
“Not in the way you’d like us to deep down,” Xander said
“Enough, Xander. He needs to lighten up sometimes. We’ve brought cards.” Davon waved a pack in his hand and stepped through the doorway.
All three men seemed to crowd the room, which was really quite spacious. Not at all like our dinky little farm house. Not like it at all. I stepped way, suddenly feeling more than a little overwhelmed. And overheated.
“So, what game did you have in mind?”
“Do you know Bouillotte?” Davon asked.
“Bouill – what?”
Cassius slapped Davon on his shoulder. “Davon likes to live in the past, but it is a good game. Would you like to try it?”
“The far distant past,” Xander muttered before seating himself in one of the great winged back chairs in front of the fire. I wasn’t sure if he thought I would hear him. It also seemed like something was bothering him.
I stayed mute.
Cassius and Davon arranged a table and chairs around Xander, the other winged back chair and the fireplace, where it was warmest. The flames danced as high as ever and I vaguely wondered where they kept the wood, or if it was a gas fireplace, before Davon grasped my elbow and led me to the comfortable chair next to the warmth.
I settled into it, not quite comfortable and not quite – not. They quickly arranged themselves around me and then Davon filtered through the cards, removing some and then dealing the others.
“You’re supposed to take out the queens as well,” Cassius said.
“Only if there are three of us. There are four now,” Davon said.
Cassius looked a little shocked before a smile stole over his face. “So there are. Carry on, then.”
This looked like a bit of a screwball game. “I might not have played card in ages, but don’t we need them all?” It had been literally years. Since life had become a series of hard decisions and too much work.
“This is a game of the revolution, played by gaming houses around the world,” Davon said.
“Except the British countries,” Cassius said.
“But we need not worry about them,” Davon said. “We haven’t for quite some time now.”
I picked up my cards, not quite understanding either what was happening or what they were talking about. “Don’t you guys game on PlayStation, like everyone else?”
Davon’s dark brows rose over blue eyes. “We don’t have those games here. Haven’t for quite some time, in fact.”
Xander pushed a stack of coins over the table in front of me, his hand staying splayed over the table. His pointer finger twitched. “Sometimes the old games are the best, Ella. They’re the most fun.”
I managed to stifle the shiver that went through me at the sound of his voice. “But I don’t know how to play this one.”
Xander smiled, a flash of white. “I think you’re playing it very well.”
I swallowed down a dry throat, my whole attention riveted on him. “We haven’t started playing yet.’
He leaned back in his chair, sprawling his long, lean legs beneath the table and chuckled. He arranged the cards in equally long and lean fingers, swapping one or two around. “We’ve only been playing around, Ella. You’ll know when the real game starts.”
The shiver coalesced into a chill. The cards in my hand faltered. I straightened them at the last seconds, squaring my shoulders. I’d dealt with worse. Xander was a bully. An alpha and the only way to combat an alpha was not to show any weakness. “When the real game starts, you may find you won’t like being on the losing side.”
Xander’s eyes flew to my face but I refused to look away, even though I felt it like an actual physical thing. If I’d dealt with Gary all my life, I could deal with Xander.
But they weren’t the same, were they? Gary was an infantile jerk who cried to Daddy when he didn’t get his way. Xander exuded raw power, no tears shed. Just a certainty that whatever he said, would be obeyed. I wanted to avert my gaze, to seek relief from his focus, but if I did that, then I really would lose this game.
One side of his mouth tipped up and for a moment the seriousness lifted like a winter breeze gusting summit clouds off the peak. I blinked, startled by the change. A minute reaction but one that lessened the intensity of the moment. His eyes dropped to the cards, but the severity on his face had diminished. My breath expelled with softening lungs. I couldn’t help but feel I’d passed some test.
“Okay, everyone needs to add into the pot and then we can start. The first few rounds we’ll be teaching Ella, and then when she has a good handle on the game, we’ll start properly. No cheating, you two,” Davon said.
“Since when do I cheat?” Cassius asked.
“Ever since I’ve known you. Keep an eye on him, Ella. The only way he wins is by cheating,” Davon said.
“I don’t cheat. I’m a very skilful player.” Cassius tapped his forehead. “Up here, Ella. All strategy.”
“Was it strategy when you played for clothing instead of chips with the Marquees?”
“Ah, yes, she had a lovely pair of…” Cassius glanced at me, and cleared his throat, “…hands…and when she wore nothing but her silken underthings, I took the pot without drawing another card. She couldn’t follow me out into the polite crowd without revealing her…attributes.”
“I hope you don’t mean you took her honey pot,” Davon said.
Cassius shook his head, feigning innocence. “Indeed not. She was a married woman, after all. But also very good at this same game. It was the only way I could win my hand. And I did. Brilliantly!”
I couldn’t help my giggle. I covered my mouth with my hand, but it spluttered out anyway. I tried to stop it, but the more I tried, the harder it was. Davon’s rich chuckle joined mine and soon Cassius joined in and after that I couldn’t stop.
Davon and Cassius regaled me with tales of card games and how badly Cassius tended to swindle people, claiming it was all part of the game. Their tales were getting more and more absurd and each one more hilarious, my sides started to ache with using unfamiliar muscles.
“It feels so good to laugh,” I said.
“You should laugh often,” Davon told me, his eyes still crinkled in amusement.
I sighed. “Sometimes life gets…”
“Complicated,” Xander said.
I regarded him for a moment. He hadn’t laughed with us, but his presence felt a little lighter while we were joking. He’d been listening. He understood.
There was a softer side to Xander, after all. I was about to comment on it, but stopped myself. He’d gone out on a limb to show it to me and he was a man who didn’t easily wear his emotions on his sleeve.
I just didn’t quite know what to do with the fact he’d allowed me to see it.




Chapter Sixteen
It took me some time to learn the game and I was down to one chip before I started winning some back. I wasn’t completely sure if either Davon or Cassius lost in order to keep the game afloat, but I knew that Xander wouldn’t go to those depths. He might be hard to read most times, but he was honest to a fault. I was guessing he’d take it as a personal affront to think he wasn’t playing by the book. I just had that feeling about him.
We played through dinner. Cups of tea and cake. The snowstorm outside raged in darkness. We played until I yawned so hard my eyes watered. Cassius laid down his cards. “I think we have tired our guest out.’
“I’m fine. I can keep going.” My comment was interrupted by another yawn.
“We’ll teach you a different game in the morning. Just as much fun,” Davon said.
“As long as we don’t play for clothes, I can’t wait.” To my surprise, I was looking forward to it, clothing notwithstanding.
On the other hand, it might be fun to play for clothing. Or losing it.
I didn’t voice my opinion out loud. Although we’d had fun, there was an underlying restlessness that simmered and at the slightest provocation, I knew it would erupt. Everyone was on their best behavior and I didn’t want to upset things any more than I already had.
I rose, but my thigh muscles were tight and when I moved, the bruising throbbed. I groaned and an instant later I was lifted off my feet and carried to the bed.
“I can walk!”
“But it’s so much nicer when I get to hold you.” Davon sent me such an impish smile, I didn’t have it in me to argue.
Instead I said, “That’s really nice of you, but I have to attend to some personal concerns before I can sleep.”
His brows furrowed, until Cassius snorted. “She has to use the bathroom.”
“Oh.” He spun on his toes and headed into the ensuite. Memories assailed me of what he did to me the last time he took me in here and my skin heated in anticipation. I concentrated on trying not to be so aware of him, but he only set me on my feet and stepped back.
I glanced to the toilet and back but he still didn’t move. “I can take it from here. Thanks, Davon.”
“Are you sure?”
I was sure they had all seen every inch of me when they’d looked after me when I was lost to fever, but being ill and needing help were not the same as being in a fully functioning mind and body. I nodded before I said something stupid to him, like that fact I’d like to take another shower with him.
He merely nodded. “I’ll just be outside. Only a step away. If you need me, just yell.”
“Thank you, Davon. I really appreciate it. I’ll let you know.” The fact was, if he didn’t leave me to some privacy, I was liable to need a fresh set of clothes.
I wasn’t sure whether I was disappointed or relieved when he shut the door behind him. I didn’t waste any time and used the facilities.
I looked at myself in the mirror after I’d brushed my teeth and combed my hair. The girl looking back was scratched up, a fading purple bruise on her forehead. She leveled a gaze at me. “You can do this. Ignore your body. You have to get back to Mom and the farm and the animals, not to mention your only customer. It all depends on you.”
If I didn’t provide some level of customer service it would be all too easy for him to look elsewhere. A sobering thought, but at least I hadn’t lost the Grimoire. I’d be sad to see it go if it came down to that, but survival was survival. The burden of responsibility was crushing.
I opened the door to be swept off my feet by Xander. I didn’t bother telling him I could walk. He wouldn’t listen to me anyway, but somehow his high-handedness only made me feel safe. A part of me reveled in the fact that tonight someone else was looking after me.
Oh, I knew they wanted to get into my pants. There was that little motivation for them, but I didn’t get the feeling it was only that. Why else stay up all night playing cards? Why else save me, feed me, make sure I was occupied with their vast collection of ancient books? Why else do anything for me? There were three of them. They could be just like the Trinity and take whatever they wanted. But these men didn’t.
My fingers curved over his biceps as he carried me the bed. He lowered me until I lay down on the soft mattress. I was surrounded by his particular scent, which was entirely too good when he drew the covers over me and tucked me in like I was a child.
All three men stared down at me. Xander by my head. Cassius on my left and Davon on my right.
“Good night, Ella.” Davon bent to press his lips to my forehead.
Next was Cassius. “Sleep well.”
“We shall watch over you during the night. You will be safe.” Next, Xander pressed his lips to my forehead. His lips softened. Lingered. More than half of me wished he’d kiss me where I wanted his lips. I tilted my head to offer my mouth, but he withdrew, leaving me wanting.
They left the room. The door shut with a quiet click, leaving me alone with the dancing flames and moving shadows. Sleep didn’t take long to claim me, which was surprising given how my body ached, and not just by bruises and scratches, but by how much I really had longed for them to stay with me.
My dreams were alive, filled with erotic snippets. I reached for them, only to grab at nothing. Laughter echoed in my mind, but there was nothing nice about the laugh. Not the way I’d been sharing with them all.
This laugh was malicious, happy that it tortured others, delighting in their darkness. I turned away from the voice, only to see three men writhing in mud, their clothing torn, their skin covered with mud and blood.
A woman stood over them, hair tossed in a breeze I couldn’t feel. Her hands were spread over them, her eyes were wide, gleeful and completely mad. Her clothes fluttered about her trim figure, her legs were braced wide beneath a voluminous skirt, her breasts spilling over a deep neckline. Her clothing, although refined, was from a different age. It was blackened, in places burned all the way through.
She tossed her head back. Energy crackled from her fingertips, blue electricity shooting the poor figures on the ground. One of them – Xander – tossed his head back and made the most awful sound. Agonizing. Crushing.
Davon opened his mouth, so much in pain that no sound came out. There was something about his teeth. Elongated canines cut his bottom lip, where more blood mingled with the rest over his body.
“Stop! You’re killing them!” I screamed, but my words faded into the roaring of their choked, miserable sounds.
Blue energy encircled their bodies, sending them into rigor. Muscles tightened like concrete, cramping and throbbing beneath stretched skin. Their backs arched up, arms pushing on the ground, jolted by untold amounts of electricity.
The woman gasped, her chin folding onto her chest, and her body sagged as the electricity faded from her hands. She panted as though she’d run a marathon, her hair a wild mess.
At her feet, the men were limp and unmoving. Not breathing. Behind her, fire licked up a single pole, built on a pyre that set the surrounding trees awash with grotesque shadows.
She spoke, her voice low, husky and brimming with torment. “My pain is now yours.”
Behind her, a wall of flames and sparks rose and engulfed them all, until all I could see was a wall of red and yellow crackling flames.
I woke with a jolt, panting, my body bathed in sweat, staring into the flames glowing and alive, contained in the fireplace. I put my hands over my ears trying to block the sound of her laughter but even though I was awake, it still pierced my ears.




Chapter Seventeen
The door burst open and a shadowed figure strode inside. “Tu Ena. Ella. What’s the matter?”
My fingers tangled in my hair. My scream had died away, but the horror of my nightmare stayed with me, as vivid as though it had actually happened. I welcomed Davon’s arms as he sat next to me and pulled me into his embrace. I trembled, amazed that I was still scared.
I was never scared. I burrowed into his chest, concentrating on the steady thump of his heart, letting it soothe me. I slowly came back from the terror to discover one arm tightly bound around my chest and another sliding up and down my back.
Embarrassment had me pulling away from him, but his arm tightened and kept me where I was. “Let me comfort you. Take what I offer.”
I eased back into his embrace. It was clear he wasn’t going to let me go, and a part of me didn’t mind that at all. The other part, the part that was always in charge, always ready to fight, to be the dependable one, tried to resist, but his body was so warm. His touch so calming, so tempting, that the tension eased and I melted against him.
It was nice not to have to always be the strong one. Strangely, with Davon I didn’t feel the need. I curled around the strength he offered.
“I can’t remember the last time someone held me like this,” I gasped, covering my mouth with my fingers. I couldn’t believe I’d just said that. It’d slipped out and I’d hardly been aware.
I glanced up at him and was more than a little surprised to see his brow furrowed in concern. “Never?”
“I didn’t mean to say that. Forget I mentioned anything at all.” It made me sound pathetic. I drew the line at that. I was not a pathetic person.
“Then I shall remedy that and hold you as often as you’ll let me,” Davon said.
“You don’t have to, if you don’t want to,” I said, embarrassed I’d drawn attention to myself. I was a suck-it-up-and-get-on-with-it type of girl.
He traced my hair behind my ear and a shiver stole through me. “What makes you think I don’t want to hold you? I might like it.”
“And do you like it?”
“I do. Very much.”
I had to admit, he was very good at pretending, if he didn’t like holding me. He eased back against the headboard, taking me with him so that I was sprawled over his chest. I remembered the way he’d held me in the shower and a shiver of a different kind stole through me. A hotter, deeper kind.
He drew the blanket over my shoulders and then returned to continue his lazy tracing over my arms beneath the warmth of the covers, mistaking my movement for being cold. I wasn’t brave enough to tell him exactly what that particular shiver was all about.
“Are you comfortable?”
That was Davon. Always wanting to make sure I was comfortable and right at the moment, I was more than comfortable. The last thread of tension slid out of my body as his scent wove around my senses, pricking my awareness of the muscles beneath my cheek, the flex and play of his biceps, the lightness of a touch I knew could raise me to sexual climax.
I’d have to watch myself. It would be so easy to full under his spell, to let my guard down and fully accept the comfort he offered. So tempting.
“What upset you, Ella?”
Thank goodness he brought my attention back to the nightmare. The tempting spell dispersed and I was left with the stark horror of the nightmare again. I burrowed against him, seeking warmth where the nightmare wanted to chill. “Just a nightmare. Nothing serious.”
“Do you suffer from nightmares?’
“Not normally.” Normally I was so exhausted, I fell into a sleep so deep the next thing I knew was my alarm blaring, waking me to start the next day. There was something about this nightmare that was absolutely chilling, though. “It was just very…vivid.”
“Want to tell me about it?”
I scoffed. “You want to hear about it?”
“Of course. Why wouldn’t I? You were distressed enough to wake. I told you I would do anything to provide you comfort. Sometimes that means more than mere physical comfort,” Davon said.
My fingers curled slightly in his shirt. “I don’t want to put you out. I’m fine. Really.”
He tipped my chin up so I had no option but to look at him. His grip was gentle, yet firm. “You can never put me out, remember that. The other thing I want you to know is that sometimes you need to let others care for you. It’s okay to lean on others when it is needed. Just as you care for people, allow them to do the same for you. It is a gift when offered. Accept it graciously.”
I had to wonder how he became so wise. His eyes gleamed as something deep within shifted. He’d known pain as well as anyone, yet he was still offering me comfort. A stranger. Contrite, I finally nodded. Where others simply didn’t care, for him it was an insult.
My heart tripped over its sudden swelling. I ducked my head, fearing he’d read any vulnerability on my face. I told myself to stay strong, waiting to rise and fall over the wave of raw emotion that came from nowhere. How could he know that his words had affected me so deeply?
I drew in a deep breath. “It didn’t make any sense. There was this woman, a crazy woman. And you three were all there. She did something to you, something not nice. You were…all in great pain and she kept laughing and laughing as though causing you pain made her happy.”
His hand faltered before picking up his stroking again. “What did she look like?”
“She was dressed in a historical costume. A dress like a pioneer might wear. Someone from the eighteenth century but it was charred and burned in places. There was this pyre behind her, burning and falling apart. It really doesn’t make much sense, but what nightmare does.
His hand has stilled, cupping my shoulder. “Did she say anything to you?”
I didn’t think I would ever forget. “She said ‘Now my pain is yours.’ Like I said, it didn’t make sense, but what nightmare does?”
Davon drew in a sharp breath, his fingers tightening slightly. I rose so I could look at him. He let me slip from his grasp. His lips were straight and tight, his eyes unfocused. He was taking this a little seriously.  “Davon? It was just a dream. It’s nothing to worry about. It’s gone now. I’m fine, really I am.” His reaction left me a little unsettled and I had to wonder if being out here in the wilderness was making him – them – all a little crazy. “It’s okay, Davon. Really.”
I shifted to release myself from his embrace. He stirred, his eyes sharpened and focused on me before his arms tightened, pinning me against him. “Forgive me. I became caught up in my own thoughts.”
I regarded him for a moment. “What were you thinking of? It looked serious.”
“Just something that happened a long, long time ago.” He sounded tired. I understood that thread in his voice. I wanted to say something to him to make him feel better, to make him sound as energetic as he usually was. This was a side of Davon that hurt my heart to see.
“Sometimes you have to forget about things, because if you let all of the bad things in the world drag you down, you’d never be able to get up in the morning,” I said.
He smiled, little lines fanning from the corners of his eyes. “A philosopher, I see.”
The warmth in his gaze melted my heart that little bit more. I did wonder, that when the time came, whether or not I’d be as enthusiastic to leave as I thought I might be.
“Not a philosopher. Just a realist.” I wish I’d had the opportunity to be more of a philosopher. To think and create, but a girl like me in a town like Conway didn’t have that sort of chance.
I’d denied a big part of me but just being here, having a few days of reprieve, brought it all back. That yearning for more.
And now that I’d had that taste, how could I ever go back to living life in the vacuous life of Conway?




Chapter Eighteen
“Is Ella all right?”
Cassius stepped through the door, followed by Xander. Both men studied me. I tensed, not understanding what they were doing here. As though hearing my thoughts, Xander said, “We heard you cry out.”
“We were worried,” Cassius said.
A part of me eased while another part, the part closer to the surface, remained uncomfortable. I really was extremely vulnerable and they filled the room with such strength. A strength my deepest femininity responded to. I did my best to ignore it, shoving it aside. I pushed up on one arm and moved my legs to sit up. “Stay with me, Ella,” Davon said.
I hesitated, wanting to seek the comfort and warmth of Davon’s embrace, but still uncertain of doing so in front of the others.
Xander waved a casual hand. “Rest, Ella. You’re still recovering. We’ll just sit here and keep you company. Won’t we, Cassius?”
Cassius had taken a step in my direction, but at Xander’s words, backed up and slumped into one of the winged-back chairs, hooking a long leg over the armrest. “Of course we will.”
I stifled a smile at his petulant tone. “It’s okay. I’m awake now.”
“Come, Ella. Lay back down and relax. Tell us news of the town,” Davon said.
“Conway?” What could I tell them, other than the fact it was ruled by a corrupt, good old boys network? But they’d know that. “Surely you would have gone into town for supplies.”
I imagined they’d have to go in sometime for food and such, but I frowned at not having seen them before. I knew everyone and even when strangers walked into town, everyone spoke about them. Men like these would have everyone’s tongues wagging, but I hadn’t heard a word.
“It’s been…a while since we’ve been into town. I’d like to hear it from your point of view. Tell us of the people,” Xander said, sitting in the chair next to Cassius, by the fire.
At a press of Davon’s fingertips, I slowly nestled back against his chest. It was strange. This position was intimate, and yet with the three of them there it was natural. Apart from my discomfort, they didn’t give it any mind at all.
Besides, it had been such a long time since I’d allowed myself to draw comfort from anyone, let alone a man, or men, in this case. Three times the comfort. Three times the trouble. And yet, it was a temptation I couldn’t resist. To just lay there with someone’s arms about me, offering me comfort.
I did wonder why they cared for me to this extent. I didn’t quite buy that they were being truly altruistic, but then again, maybe I was just far too jaded. The truth was, I didn’t know any more and I was too exhausted to fight the worry about it.
They weren’t hurting me. They weren’t forcing themselves on me. Maybe I should just take things at face value. There didn’t seem to be much in the way of outside communication. Maybe they were just trying to make a country hick like myself feel comfortable and fill in a bit of time before we all could go home.
Besides, Davon’s body heat was welcome, as was the generosity of his time and caring. I’d never know anyone quite like him. Like none of them, really. There was a timelessness about them. While everyone ran helter-skelter through life, going from one thing to the next, trying to fit everything in, they just… observed. I stretched out beside him. He drew his arm about me. The tension slowly eased out of me as my limbs relaxed. I folded my hand on top of his chest, watching it rise and fall with his breathing.
“What do you want to know?” There really wasn’t much to tell. The days blended into a homogenous mix in a small town. I mentally winced, knowing I was going to sound so cocooned. To live all of my life in such a small town when there was a whole world out there to discover.
“What do you do there?” Davon’s chest vibrated with his deep voice.
I sighed, trying to ignore the worry about the farm we depended on for our survival and Mom, hoping she wasn’t getting worse, “I breed Rambouillet sheep for their wool. It seems I have a bit of a knack for producing the best quality wool in the area.”
“They produce very high quality wool,” Xander said.
I blinked. Most people eye’s glazed over when they asked me what I did. “Yes. How did you know that?”
“At one stage, I worked on a farm. A long time ago. Almost too long ago to remember,” Xander said.
“My herd of sheep are descended from the originals from this region,” I said.
“I remember when we first introduced them,” Xander said.
I frowned, glancing at him, “The originals? That was almost three hundred years ago.”
“Yes. That’s right. I…must have read that. Is that what you’ve always wanted to do?”
I had the feeling he was being evasive, but for the life of me I didn’t see how sheep farming came into it. It was a harmless enough subject. “Me? There aren’t many career options in Conway. Not unless you’re a follower of the Holy Trinity.” How could I tell them my plans had never been to stay in Conway? I’d studied online, earned my degree in marketing. I’d wanted a big career in a big city. It was a pity life had other plans for me.
“The Holy Trinity?” Cassius asked.
“Surely you’ve heard of them.” You’d have to be under a rock not to hear about Minister Jeremiah Sinclair, Herman White and Ellis Myers. They had quite the reputation.
I wondered at their blank looks. They must be the only three people in the vicinity not to have heard of The Holy Trinity. I felt as though I was about to destroy their nice views of Conway.
“They’re the royalty of Conway. They control everything from the laws, to the economy, to the distribution of work. Have for generations. If you want to get anything out of life, you have to bow down to them. If you don’t do as they say, then you’re on the outer fringes. And you don’t want to be on the outer fringes.” It was freeing to be able to talk about them without fear of retribution. It had gotten so bad, that speaking about any of The Trinity, even in private, was paramount to sacrilege. It was exhausting, watching every little thing you said and did.
“How did they treat you, Ella? Were you on the outer fringes, as you call it?”
I allowed a small smile to play across my mouth, probably more of a grimace than anything else. “No matter how hard I tried to abide by their stupid rules, I just couldn’t bring myself to be that way.”
Xander’s deep chuckle melted right through me. “Somehow I thought you’d say something like that.” I liked the sound of it. I also liked seeing his face relax with a smile.
It was also refreshing not to have people tell me what I should think and do and say. No one had agreed with me for a long, long time. Every day had been one battle after another. My fist clenched over Davon’s heart. “What they’re doing is wrong and I can’t understand why people just stand by and let them rule their lives. Nobody should have that power over someone else. Nobody. It’s wrong.”
They had overpowered my life and the life of my mother for far too long. They had the power to rule my farm, my financial stability and her health. They just hadn’t stood by and passively let it happen, either. One way or another, over time, little by little, they had whittled down my business and forced me into a corner. I had to wonder if it was absolute power they wanted over all that lived in Conway, or if it was more than that.
If it was, I had no idea why. Surely I wasn’t important enough to warrant their long-time attention. I’d never thought about it that way before. Probably because being in the middle of everything shortens your perspective about your reality.
Davon’s strolling digits stilled, his fingers curling around my arm. “Is that why you were halfway up the mountain when we found you? Did they do something to you? Threaten you?”
That was unsettlingly perceptive. “Let’s just say I was getting out of a bad situation that had suddenly become untenable.”
There must have been a disturbing look on my face because Xander strode towards me, his features tense and unyielding. “Tell me his name, Ella. Tell me and I’ll make sure he never deigns to come near you again.”
I tensed, curling into Davon’s side, expecting the slap I knew would fall. I should have known. When things were too good to be true, they always were.




Chapter Nineteen
I tensed, curling into Davon’s side. I brought my hand over my head to protect myself. It was an automatic reaction. One I’d honed over time.
When a blow didn’t fall, I sneaked a look between my fingers. A look of sadness edged into Xander’s eyes. He kneeled on the floor so he was face level with me. He took my hand and held it gently in his. “I’m not angry at you, Ella. Never at you. I’d never hit you. Ever.”
Davon had stilled, his fingers curved around my shoulder. Cassius stood and moved towards me, a frown over his attractive features.
I gaped, my gaze roaming over all three men. Xander’s anger wasn’t directed at me. It took my brain a moment to catch up with their horrified expressions.
I hated I’d shown a moment of weakness. Whenever I did that, it never took long for Gary to press his advantage over me. He always preyed on weakness. Logically, I knew I shouldn’t tar them with the same brush, but I’d put up with Gary for a long time. The reaction was ingrained.
It wasn’t as though I could go and tell anyone what he did. It was always done covertly. A slap here, a push there. Always when nobody was looking, but what would anyone do if they did see? He was protected and I was anything but.
But I was here with these guys and I didn’t want to think about Gary and his years of abuse.
“I’m sorry. I overreacted.”
“You did not overreact. A woman doesn’t cover her head like that without good reason. Tell us what happened, Ella,” Cassius said.
I didn’t want to. It didn’t pay to open your mouth about the Trinity or any of their progeny, but they didn’t know about the town, or the people, or Minister Jerimiah or Gary. And it had felt good to be able to talk about it to people prepared to listen. Really listen.
I sighed. “Do you really want to hear about this?” It had been so nice just curling up and talking, without Conway intruding. Without Conway controlling me.
“You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to do, Ella, but if you live as long as I have, you know it’s always best to get it off your chest. Maybe we can help,” Davon said.
“Lived as long as you?” I gave him an incredulous look. They didn’t look older than thirty. If that.
“Sometimes we feel positively ancient,” Cassius said. “That’s what he meant. Wasn’t it, Davon?”
“Yes. That’s exactly what I meant. And as we don’t have television here, we’re always ready to listen to stories. Even stories full of woe.” His white teeth were dazzling against his mocha skin.
“Well, as long as I’m good for entertainment purposes, I’ll tell you anything,” I snickered.
“We mean it, Ella. Will you tell us? Please?”
Xander’s expression was my undoing. It was so sincere. I’d never seen a guy quite with that expression before. It was one of true feeling, not just put on because he wanted to get into my pants – although it was pretty obvious they all did.
What did it matter if I did tell them, in any case? When the storm cleared, I might be gone tomorrow. The chances I’d see them again were slim to none. I ignored the little twinge of my heart. It was nothing more than wishful thinking and the flattery of being the center of attention of three very sexy men. It was every girl’s fantasy, but I didn’t want to let it get to my head. Or my heart. Hope was a poisoned arrow.
Maybe I should take up their offer to unburden myself. It was the conversation I couldn’t have with anyone else, except my mother of course, and hearing a male’s perspective on the situation might also prove to be fruitful.
I played with a thread of Davon’s shirt. It wasn’t lost on me that he kept his arms firmly about me, as though to anchor me to the spot. I concentrated on the thread while I spoke. “Gary is the mayor’s son and Ellis Myers runs Conway with an iron fist. Between him, the Minister Jerimiah who runs the church, and Herman White, the bank manager, they have the town locked up tight.”
I took a deep breath, my gaze bouncing between them to see if they were still interested. Their eyes hadn’t wandered, so I continued. “For some reason, Gary’s had his eyes on me since I was a girl, but…”
“Go on, Ella.” Davon began to gently stroke my arm again. It helped settle nerves that wanted to jump out of my skin.
“But I’ve never liked him. Not in that way or in any other way either. He’s cruel and he’s always used being the mayor’s son like a right of entitlement.” A rise of anger made me clench my teeth. I’d lost count of the times he’d accosted me in the school hallway, which then became the aisles of the hardware store, the back table at the coffee shop, the quiet shelves of the library.
God, now I’d started, it all came pouring out. Maybe I’d kept things bottled up for too long and like a broken dam, it all began flowing out. I didn’t stop to think, I just spoke, the words piling on top of each other.
“I would never know when he’d turn up and proposition me. Instead of listening to me—I mean, who’d want someone who didn’t want them back—he took it as a challenge. Every time I turned him down, he got angrier.” And angrier. Until he lashed out and then that became the new normal.
“I got used to hiding from him. I managed to evade him for months, which was some mean feat, given how small Conway is, until I came back that night after dropping Mom off at a friend’s house and saw him on my front porch.” With my Grimoire clutched in his meaty hands. “He’d been inside. Going through my things.”
I hadn’t stopped to really let that settle in. I shuddered, feeing the full force of his invasion. There was no knowing what he went through. My computer. My clothes. My underwear. “What a pervert,” I muttered. I really did wish I’d kneed him in the balls.
“If he ever comes here, he will not be able to walk again for a year,” Cassius said.
I started a little. I’d been caught up with my bitter feelings. I hated living in Conway for so many reasons. I managed a chuckle that wasn’t born of lightness. “You’re the last in a long line, believe me. You’ll just need to get past his father, the bank manager and the minister.”
“Is that why you were running in the middle of the wilderness? In the middle of a storm? In the middle of the night?” Davon asked, his voice rumbling in my ear.
“If they’d have caught me with the Grimoire, I don’t know what would have happened to me. Will still happen to me.” Gary knew it existed. Even if I did hide it, he still knew. I couldn’t lie. His father would take his word against mine.
Hiding the Grimoire. Hiding here. It would change nothing. The longer I hid, the bigger the retribution would be when I returned to Conway.
And I didn’t know what the hell I was going to do.




Chapter Twenty
“How much of a problem is it?” Davon asked.
I relaxed into his body. It might very well be the last chance I had to do it, so I made the most of the opportunity. “A huge problem. The town is run by Minister Jeremiah and anything that’s not in the bible is considered heresy. Let’s just say there will be enormous consequences when they find out I have this Grimore.” I shuddered. Minister Jeremiah was becoming more and more unstable. His sermons preached eternal damnation. There had always been a little mad glint in his eyes, but lately it was more than a glint. It was a floodlight.
“What are the consequences?’ Xander’s voice was steel. I glanced at him, and his eyes were frosted with a pain I couldn’t quite identify.
“Archaic consequences.” I licked my dry lips, distraught in my thoughts that I could be caught up in the middle of something like this. That he was just insane enough to go through with what he’d preached about and the townspeople would stand by and let it happen. “Things that haven’t happened in over three hundred years.”
It was the original reason Conway had become a Bible town, led by larger-than-life preachers in an attempt to keep the devil away. They saw the devil in anything that wasn’t in the Bible and the last time I looked, the Bible didn’t mention a Grimoire.
I’d attended a sermon in an attempt to bring me closer to the townspeople. I didn’t realise what a mistake it had been. My grandmother had been marked. Mom was marked, and so I was I. My whole family had been through the ages. “The last sermon I attended, Minister Jeremiah looked me straight in the face and said anyone owning contraband would face eternal damnation and the only way to exorcize those demons was to burn. The next day they erected a huge pole in the town square. They used to do that type of thing in the town, you know. Minister Jeremiah is intent on bringing it back.”
If I couldn’t collect Mom and get out of town in time, I really didn’t know what they all would be capable of. People I went to school with, that I drank coffee with, even Mom’s few friends, would all turn on us for fear of their own form of retribution.
It was, after all, a member of my family who had been burned alive all those centuries ago.
Xander stood abruptly. He ran rough fingers through his hair and turned to stare out of the darkened window. I sat up, unable to draw comfort even from Davon any more. A chill had settled in my bones.  I drew my knees to my chest and wrapped my arms about my legs.
“How could they still do this type of thing? Haven’t they learned from past mistakes?’ Cassius asked, looking equally as stressed as Xander.
“It’s why, even though you’ve all been so nice to me, I have to get back to Mom. She’s sick, but more than that, I don’t know how safe she is. They could be doing anything to her and while I’m here, I can’t protect her.”
I bent my forward to my knees, dread filing me at what she just might be experiencing. We’d both been on the vicious end of Minister Jeremiah and the brunt of the anger of the townspeople. Somehow we’d pulled through, but we’d never been able to leave the town despite everything.
It sounded simple. Get the hell out of a town that didn’t want you there, but it had also proven equally impossible throughout the ages. For one reason or another, my family, distant grandmothers, had been trapped there because of a history I had no control over.
“If only I could get away.” The words shuddered out on a breath created more of hopeless desire and desperation than air. The breath left my lungs, leaving me hollow. I was desperate to leave, desperate for a life I’d never been able to reach. It was more than a mere wish. Every cell in my body fought with a frantic need to just go. Leave and never look back. I’d make sure nobody else from my family would ever step foot there, either. That was not difficult, as I was the last of the line.
In my book, the town was cursed.
“If we could help you, Ella, we would,” Cassius said.
I sent him a wan smile. “Sure. If you could wave your magic wand, find a buyer for the farm, get me to a city and cure my mother, I’d take you up on that offer, but so far it’s proven to be impossible.” My frown pulled my brow. “It seems simple enough. Stupid, even. But it’s been one thing after another. Something always happens to keep us there.”
“We know how you feel. More than you think we do.” Davon leveled a look at me. One that said he knew all too well that he did know something about how trapped I was.
“That’s why, when this storm finally passes. I’ll have to go.” I glanced at all three. Davon, his shirt parted to reveal a stunning physique, Cassius, whose normal easy smile was missing and Xander, his body as stiff and unyielding as ever.
I didn’t want to leave them. Hated to think I may never see them again after this, but I had no choice. If I could be a carefree woman, someone in charge of my own destiny, then I’d most probably stay and explore that strange connection between all of us, as unorthodox as it was.
But I wasn’t.
I could never.
Again, I was blocked.
I sighed and rested my forehead on my knees. Why was life always so unfair?
Gentle fingers swept along my neck, brushing my hair from my face. I looked up to see Cassius studying me. “Don’t be sad, Ella. We’ll find a way.”
“That’s very kind of you, but my circumstances have nothing to do with you. They’re my problems. Not yours. I’ll find a way.” I kept my tone determined, as though I might actually believe myself.
“You’d be surprised how everyone’s problems weave together. And now, you do have people to rely on. Us. We’re going to help you, Ella.” As Cassius spoke, I fell into his caramel eyes. I wanted to believe him, but life had taught me to be a realist.
I smiled though. I knew he’d spoken from the heart and I also knew I wasn’t going to put them in the path of the Holy Trinity. It was best they stayed out of the way. People didn’t need enemies like them. I squeezed his hand. “Thank you, Cassius. That’s nice of you to say.”
“I don’t think she believes us, Cassius,” Davon said. His voice was deeper, tainted with something that made my core clench in awareness.
“I don’t believe she does either, Davon. Maybe we should show her exactly how serious we are.” Cassius’ gaze dropped to my mouth. My lips tingled as though he’d physically touched them.
My whole body shivered as heat scoured my skin. I barely breathed, my entire attention was riveted. I knew what was going to happen. Cassius stilled, a predator watching prey. Waiting for me to decide one way or the other.
But the storm could be clear tomorrow. And I would leave. And if I left, I wouldn’t know what it might be like. Just for one night.
To know.
To feel desire.
To give in to a deep, dark fantasy I’d never knew I had.
I licked dry lips, straightening my back. My breasts pushed against the material of the t-shirt they’d supplied me with, my nipples so sensitive that I felt every thread rubbing against my skin. “And just how serious are you?”
The ends of Cassius’ lips curved sightly. “As serious as anyone can get.”
Without preamble, he captured the back of my head in a firm grip and held me in place as he kissed me so hard it stole my breath away.




Chapter Twenty One
His heated mouth conquered mine, his lips moving with a single-minded purpose that picked me up and swept me along. Heat flamed my insides. Powerful desire erupted within me, and I kissed him back as hard as he kissed me.
I’d never reacted like this to any man before. Never became so fully entangled in a passion so powerful it made my body ache with the need to be touched. Held.
Devoured.
My hands circled on his shoulders.  I arched my back so that my breasts rubbed against his chest in an attempt to relieve the ache, but it only heightened my arousal. Cassius moved, capturing my shoulders and leaning me backward to lay beneath him. A hand brushed my arm as Davon turned on his side, allowing both of us more room on the bed.
I thought I’d be embarrassed about kissing Cassius in front of Davon and Xander, but I wasn’t embarrassed at all. Knowing they watched made the blood rush through my veins, my skin prickling with awareness of their attention. Knowing I was the center of it fueled the fire that raged within me.
The air became heavy, the ambience changing to one darker, needier, more earthy. My body throbbed and I parted my thighs, allowing Cassius to lie over me and nestle his hips between my legs.
His erection pushed against my clit. He tilted his hips and rubbed his shaft there. A flurry of tingles surged through me at the intimate contact. The next time he rubbed against me, I followed his movements, increasing the friction.
“I’m under a spell with you, Ella.” Cassius breathed heavily. He pressed his forehead against mine for a moment before moving down my body. He kneeled between my legs. His fingers slipped beneath the waistband of my track pants. His nails slightly scraped my skin and piqued all of my senses.
Slowly. Slowly, he drew the elastic over my hips and pulled them off my legs. I had nothing on underneath. The cool air drifted over my heated skin. Self-conscious, I pressed my knees together. He palmed my thighs, the slight pressure stilling me. “Don’t hide yourself from us, Ella. You are beautiful beyond belief.” His fingers massaged my flesh and I relaxed into his touch.
“To all of us.” Davon stroked my cheek and leaned to kiss me. It was a brief kiss, and yet it wasn’t rushed. His fingertips skimmed my arm to rest at the hem of my t-shirt. He bunched the material and I allowed him to lift the garment off and away.
I eyed them. “What about you?” My entire focus was on my nakedness while they remained fully clothed.
Cassius’ fingers dipped along the inner seam of my thighs. “This is about you, Ella. You deserve to feel good.”
“You do too,” I said.
Davon chuckled, “Oh, this makes us feel very good. Believe me.”
I looked to Xander, who stood still at the fireplace. He’d thrust his hands into his pants pockets, while his heated gaze seared my skin. Even though Cassius and Davon touched me, there was still something missing. Him. The force behind us all.
The moment stilled and time seemed to pause. A war raged behind his eyes. I had no idea what passed through his mind, but I knew when he’d reached his decision. “Let them tend to you, Ella.”
I reached for him, my hand closing around air. “Xander…”
I wanted him. I wanted them all. This strange connection between us all was too strong to be denied. If he didn’t come over here, there would always be a part of me that would remain unfulfilled.
“You don’t know what you ask, Ella.” His voice was as strained as every trembling muscle in his body. “Make sure she is fulfilled.”
With that, he strode from the room, the door clicking gently behind him. I came up on my elbows, my arousal cooling as soon as Xander had left the room. “Why did he leave?”
“Sometimes Xander needs to…control himself,” Davon said.
“If he felt it’s better that he left, then we need to let him go. When the time is right, he’ll come to us,” Cassius said.
“Xander is not one to be denied,” Davon said. “He will return when he feels he is capable.”
“And now the only one that is being denied is you, beautiful Ella,” Cassius said.
“Yes, she is being denied. I think we should do something about that, don’t you, Cassius?”
“Oh, I very much think we should do something about that. Lay back, Ella and let us make you feel good. We like doing that,” Cassius said.
“We like it very much.” Davon rose on his elbow, caught my chin between his fingers, turned my head and kissed me, taking my mouth with absolute mastery. I had the fleeting thought I was missing something very, very important, but between Davon’s lips and Cassius’ clever fingers, the thought flew from my mind.
Davon massaged my breast, at the same time taking me back down to lie on the bed. He lay me back gently. Cassius’ fingers became more insistent and I allowed him to part my thighs.
Cassius’ fingers circled closer to my heat, my entire body prickling with anticipation as they whispered over my folds, then finally his thumb circled my clit. Sensation crashed through me and I jerked.
“I think she likes that, Cassius. Do that again,” Davon said, his lips swollen and gleaming with our kiss.
“I think I can do better than that,” Cassius said.
The bed moved as Cassius settled between my thighs and then his hot mouth was on my clit. He kissed me there, licking my tender nub before devouring it in his mouth. I gasped as liquid heat sparked inside me.
Davon held a breast and then moved to take the turgid peak into his mouth. My back arched with the sensation of two hot mouths on my flesh. Davon’s tongue swirled about my nipple before he flattened his tongue and lapped. His other hand went to my other breast, where he massaged my sensitive flesh.
Cassius slid a finger inside me while he worked my clit with his mouth. His finger slid in and out, in time with his lashing tongue.
Two mouths. Four hands. It was too much. My body rose, soaring towards a peak. My breath sawed in and out of my body.
Cassius inserted two fingers, stretching me. I groaned with the deeper penetration, tossing my head back, eyes clenched shut. There was a scrape at my breast, fleetingly sharp before liquid heat erupted through my body.
“Come for us, Ella.” Cassius’ rough voice was a command I couldn’t deny.
Cassius hooked his fingers, finding that sensitive part inside me that pushed me right over the edge. Every muscle in my body tensed. Air locked in my lungs. I arched my back as a powerful orgasm erupted through me and I was lost to the golden heights of one of the most glorious climaxes of my life.
I came back into my mind and body, panting as though I’d run a mile. I guess multiple orgasms could do that to a girl. As I sunk down from the blissful heights, the full gravity of the situation hit me.
What the hell had I done?




Chapter Twenty Two
Every cell in my body tensed. I blinked at Cassius, still between my parted thighs and Davon’s lips still hovering over my breast. I attempted to move but Davon’s steely arm wrapped about my middle, pinning me to the spot.
I thought I’d be okay with this. I thought it would be fine, that I could explore a newfound sexuality, but in the cold light of day, I realized just how slutty I’d actually been. Thank goodness Xander had the forethought to leave, no doubt disgusted with me.
“I…have to go.” I looked anywhere, except at their faces. The orgasms had definitely cleared my head. Please, God, I didn’t want to see their faces. But Davon held me in place. There was nowhere I could hide.
“Ella, what’s the matter?”
“I…”
Maybe the villagers were right. Maybe they’d seen something in me that I hadn’t recognized in myself. I was a godless heathen. A slut, for certain. I didn’t understand these feelings rolling through me, only sure that they must be wrong.
I was a slut. Mom was sick. Untold things were probably happening to her and I was here sexing it up with not one, but two men. It would have been three if Xander hadn’t had the strength to leave. I felt dirty and horrified by my actions.
“Ella, calm down.” I glanced at Cassius. His lips were dewy with my release. I quickly glanced back down again.
“Gary was right,” I muttered. He’d been right all along. Why didn’t I just give in and let him do what I’d freely given just now. At least Mom would be better and the farm wouldn’t be at risk. It had been so easy for me with Davon and Cassius. What the hell was wrong with me?
“What do you mean, Gary was right? Ella, tell us what’s wrong.” Davon sat, pulling me into his lap.
I let him, knowing he was bigger and stronger than I’d ever be. He pulled me to him easily, stronger than I’d thought he’d be. I sat with my back straight, feeling every inch of my naked body against his smooth, warm skin. How could I explain what was going through my head when I could hardly say it out loud.
I could only hope that in the morning the storm would clear and I’d be able to leave them in peace. They’d never have to see me again.
“It…it’s nothing. I…would like to be alone.” I didn’t want them to have to feel as though they should stay. They were nice guys, they didn’t deserve a woman who did what I’d just done.
Davon’s arms tightened a little, “I’m not going to let you go, Ella. Not until you tell us what’s obviously going through your mind.”
Cassius spread his palm on my leg, his touch calming and at the same time stirring another instant rise of arousal.
“There’s something wrong with me. I would never have… I’ve never done…I don’t want you to feel uncomfortable.”
“Uncomfortable!” Davon exploded.
“Ella, we thank you for the gift you’ve just shared,” Cassius said.
It took me a moment for my brain to catch up with what he said. “Gift?” I couldn’t seem to break through the confusion of my mind, positive I hadn’t heard him right.
Davon cursed under his breath. “They’ve sure done a number on you.”
“I don’t know what you mean,” I said.
“Ella, what we just shared – we thank you. It was as beautiful as you are. There’s no need to be like this. We adore you.” Cassius stroked my cheek with a gentle touch.
This was so confusing. I’d never been so attracted to any man, let alone men, in my life. Never acted on any desire I might have had at all. Always held myself in check.
Besides, I was mortified I was behaving like this. It wasn’t making sense. “What’s happening to me?” I whispered.
Davon ran his fingers through my hair, leaning his cheek against the top of my head, “Ella, it’s the…”
“Not now, Davon. It’s not time. We need to wait for Xander,’ Cassius said gently.
“Why?”
“We will tell you, Ella. Just not now,” Cassius said
A whole lot of new questions rose in my mind. I really didn’t understand what was going on. I hardly recognized myself. It was as though being here, even in this short amount of time, was changing me.
“What you feel for us, Ella. We feel the same way about you. If we, in any way, have made you feel less than wanted – desired – then we haven’t done our job properly. This is all normal for us. You are a gift we’ve waited a very long time for,” Davon said.
“It’s that town. Look how they’ve made her feel. It’s a disgrace,” Cassius said.
“The seed was planted a long, long time ago. It has merely grown,” Davon said.
“But with that seed came a miracle,” Cassius said.
I scoffed, “I’m no miracle.”
Davon kissed me, followed by Cassius. “You are a miracle to us. You’ll soon see, but now I think you need your rest. You’re clearly exhausted and still recovering from your injuries. Come and lie back down. Let us take care of you tonight.”
I let Davon lay me back down, bringing his safe arms around me and spooning me from behind. Cassius lay on the other side, one hand on my hip, the other arm bent to rest his head.
“You not…regretting this?” I almost said regretting me, but I caught myself at the last second.
“My only regret is that you didn’t land on our doorstep sooner,” Davon said, his breath brushing my ear.
“Much sooner,” Cassius said, before capturing my mouth with a languid kiss. I didn’t know whether to be relieved or disappointed when he ended the kiss and closed his eyes, his hand still firmly splayed over my hip.
I lay between them and even as sleep claimed me, I still doubted. They’d said some nice words. Made me feel as though they’d wanted this as much as I had.
I still did, if I were honest.
My body had no trouble thinking it wanted their attentions again. It was my mind that was another thing. I had no real reason to doubt then, beyond the very quick timeframe I’d known them and my inability to resist them.
It felt so right, Davon on one side of me and Cassius on the other. Yet there was a space that still needed to be filled. Xander.
But why did I even feel that way? How did it start? It wasn’t like me and yet it was. This undeniable yearning within me was nonsensical, and at the same time, gave purpose. Without fulfilling whatever this was, my life would remain unsatisfied.
The logical part of me. The part that had risen every day and filled it with untold chores from sun up to sun down recognized this was borderline psycho, or that finally the stress of my life was catching up with me.
The other part. The most ignored part. The part I slammed down beneath a steel door and purposefully ignored. The part that yearned for so much more… Well, that part had finally escaped and was standing up and demanding attention. What this was, I wasn’t sure I’d ever be able to contain it again.
How could I, now knowing exactly what I was going to be missing out on.
There was one more question, even more poignant than the crowd of them stacking unanswered in my mind.
How was it going to end?




Chapter Twenty Three
I woke alone.
I was tempted to be disappointed that I wasn’t still curled around a warm body, but I forced myself not to be. I had no right to be disappointed about anything, because nothing more was going to happen.
Last night was not going to happen again.
I shoved aside the blanket, still naked. It seemed to be the way of things around here. I tugged the sheet from the bed and wrapped it around me, then padded to the closed curtains, ignoring the combined scent of Cassius, Davon and myself mixed in the threads. Erotic images flashed through my mind and I forcefully shoved them aside, not wanting to dwell.
Or be tempted.
The raging fire in the fireplace kept the room toasty and I had to wonder how it stayed so high all of the time. I’d never seen any of them feed it, and there was no pile of wood stacked anywhere in the room.
I could only assume it was made from gas and they had the money to keep pouring into feeding it. Internal heating ducts would have worked just as well. I mentally shrugged, I wasn’t going to be here long enough to worry about it. The storm must have blown itself out by now. No storm I knew could keep up that sort of intensity for that length of time.
Today, I would leave.
Don’t think about how much you’ll miss them. You have a life. They have lives. It was a nice diversion.
Nothing more.
I drew in a steeling breath and ripped the heavy crimson velvet curtains apart. The window was white washed. Icy particles stung the glass and eddies were tossed this way and that in a violent wind.
I stood, gaping. The storm was worse than before. But, how could that be? Storms never lasted as long as this. Even in the dead of winter, there were times of reprieve, when the clouds would part and the sun would shine over the newly laid blanket of snow as though Mother Nature saw fit to show off her latest creation.
“Ah, you’re awake. I thought I’d catch you before you woke up, Ella.”
I spun to see Davon standing in the doorway, folded clothing in his hands. I clutched the sheet to my chest, fighting to urge to cross the room and let him enfold his arms about me.
I swallowed heavily. I had it bad.
I couldn’t rely on anyone to provide anything to me. Not even comfort, no matter how fleeting. I couldn’t afford to become side-tracked.
I didn’t want to feel like this.  Nonsensically, an unexpected fit of anger tore through me. How dare they treat me this way, break down my heart, show me another level of caring and make me crave more of it knowing full well I could never have it more than a few days.
“When do you think the storm will break? Surely you have news. You know I have to leave.” Rude, I know, but I couldn’t seem to help it.
Davon’s face fell, but he quickly schooled it. I hated seeing that expression on his face, no matter how fleeting, so I turned back to the window, hardening my resolve.
“It’s set in for a while,” he said.
I crossed my arms over my chest, burying my fingers into the fleshy part of my arms. “How long? Surely you’ve heard something, Davon.” The broadcasts were good and always kept people informed. To not do that meant deaths. “Don’t you have a radio of some sort?”
“I’m afraid we don’t have anything like that.” He moved next to me. His body emanated warmth that warded off the chill coming in from the exposed window. Offering comfort in an indescribable way I could seek for the rest of my life. I stepped away from him.
“Then we don’t know how long we’ll be stuck here for?” No one did that. Not in this county. We were remote. You had to take survival into your own hands and negligence was akin to suicide.
“We’ve been here a while now. Don’t worry, Ella. We’ll be safe,” Davon said.
It was my safety of mind that had me worried.
Worried, because they affected me too much, too fast. Worried, because I wasn’t sure how much control I had over myself when it came to them. Worried, because now I didn’t think I could ever go back home unchanged.
Worried, because I was way over my head and when the choice came to leave, I wasn’t sure I could.
“Are those for me?” I raised a brow at the exercise clothing he held. “Where did you get those?” Maybe some other woman they’d brought here. Jealousy, hot and fierce rose and I had to work had to tamp it back down. They’d had a life before me. If they wanted to bring a woman here and do whatever to her, it was their business.
Davon smirked, as though he knew what went through my head. That was entirely too close for me. I snatched them as he held them to me. “We thought we’d teach you some self-defense moves.”
That… was unexpected. “What?”
Davon’s smirk changed into a full-out smile that my heart responded to with a massive thump. “You’ve had a rough time. If you find yourself in a situation, we want you to be able to fight.”
“What about with you guys?” I held my mouth closed. I hadn’t meant to say that out loud.
Instead of taking offense, Davon just laughed, the action easy and natural to him, “You never need worry about us. We’ll always see to your best interests.”
I stared at him for a moment. I just didn’t understand. “But…why?”
Davon’s laughter faded, the lines fanning from the edges of his eyes smoothing away. “You haven’t known much happiness, have you, Ella?”
“It’s been fine. I’ve been fine. I’m okay.” My mind stuttered to a halt. Apart from Mom, nobody had brought me much other than daily struggle. I just got used to it over the years, finding solace in hard work and the Grimoire. “I don’t expect anything from anyone. It doesn’t pay to rely on anyone. You have to protect yourself.”
Davon placed his palms on my arms and rubbed gently. I stilled a shiver that ran through me at his touch, “No, that’s not the way it should be. You should expect kindness before distrust. You will learn you have nothing to protect when it comes to us. Now, before I lose my nerve and give in to my desire to kiss you again, go into the bathroom and get dressed, or you can get dressed here in front of me. I won’t complain. I’ll take you to breakfast and then we’ll begin our training.”
I clutched the clothes to my chest. Not because I thought I’d drop them, but because when he said he wanted to kiss me, the urge to take him up on his offer was all-consuming. “I’ll take the bathroom.”
I scurried into the bathroom to shower and change as Davon’s sexy chuckle wove through me, demanding I forget the clothes altogether and give in to my own desire to kiss him right back.




Chapter Twenty Four
Cassius turned from the stove with a plate filled with mouth-watering bacon and eggs. I placed my hand over my stomach as it growled in appreciation, mortified it was so loud. Cassius chuckled. “I’m happy to know my cooking will be appreciated.”
“That’s because she’s clearly starving,” Davon said.
Cassius slid the plate in front of me as I sat in one of the high chairs at the island counter. The plate was piled high with three times the amount of food I’d normally eat. “She’ll eat because my food is absolutely delicious.”
“She’ll eat because of both.” I couldn’t help just join in with the good-natured banter.  I was absurdly pleased when both men laughed at my joke. I was about to tuck into my breakfast when I realized I was the only one eating. “Isn’t anyone going to join me?”
“We ate earlier. This is all for you,” Cassius said.
“Why don’t I ever see you eat?” So far, I’d been the only one eating. “I don’t want you to have a cook a special meal for me every time, Cassius. In fact, I’ll cook you all a meal to thank you for saving my life. That’s if you don’t mind me taking over your kitchen.”
“We like taking care of you and I like to cook. Reminds me of the good old days. Life was a lot simpler then,’ Cassius said.
“When you were an innkeeper, with Betty, the big-boobed barmaid?” I asked. Those terms still seemed so odd. This whole thing seemed odd. I shrugged it off.
“You were listening,” Cassius grinned.
“Bit hard not listen when you blather on about Betty. I’ve heard it for so long I just turn it off," Davon said.
“So how long have you all known each other?” I asked.
“I’ve been putting up with their sorry assess for centuries,” Cassius said.
Davon sent Cassius a pointed stare. “What he means is that it feels like centuries. It has been a few years. Since our youth, you might say.”
“That’s a long time.” Maybe twenty years. They didn’t seem more than thirty, but yet some of their comments and mannerisms seemed from another era altogether, making them seem so much older than that.
“You have no idea,” Davon said.
But I wanted an idea. I wanted to know everything about them, so I pressed. “So, you met at school?”
“School? There was no school where I came from. I traveled with my parents and siblings,” Davon said.
“Were you home schooled? And what did your parents do that you had to travel?” I asked.
Davon shuffled on his chair, staring to look a little uncomfortable, “We lived…remotely. Dad taught me everything he knew. All of the practical things, while Mom taught us stories and her skills.”
It was very unusual for parents not to educate their children. There were schools in every town, no matter how small, and those that lived remotely either boarded their children during the school week or home schooled, although that was uncommon. Everyone knew the value of a good education. “Practical things? What did your father do?” I hated seeing him so uncomfortable, but there was definitely something I was missing and the pieces were not falling into place.
“Dad was a trapper,” Davon said.
“A trapper? That’s not a common career.” Illegal in most places. I had to wonder about the ethics of his parents. “Do you mind me asking, is he a criminal?”
Davon chuckled, the sound merrier than I’d have thought with parents with a dubious income stream, who provided little to no education for their family. “He died a while ago now. And not illegal. When he did it, it was a respectable thing to do. Exciting for me. We traveled the length and breadth of this country, following migrations and selling to frontier towns. I followed in his footsteps for a while.”
“Frontier? You make it sound like the Wild West, Davon.” Although the Berkshires were wild, it wasn’t a frontier. Nothing was. Everything was mapped and documented on Google maps. There wasn’t an inch on Earth, maybe other than the extreme poles, that hadn’t been explored in one way or another.
Davon leaned his elbows on the countertop, “In my youth, it was very exciting.”
“Everything is exciting to a youth, “Cassius said.
“That is true. It was also hard work. Ever skinned a bear carcass? It’s hard work,” Davon said.
I had a hard time imagining a young Davon skinning a bear. We had some licensed, hardened hunters that came to town once every while, but they tended to be big, burly, uncouth men. Nothing like Davon, with his lean musculature and smooth skin. He also just didn’t seem the sort.
“I’ll stick to my pancakes and grits, thank you very much,” Cassius said.
“And what about you, Cassius? Where did you learn to cook?” I turned my attention to Cassius. The more questions I asked, the more information I had.
“I sort of fell into it. Came into town and never left. Both parents died when I was a child. I really had no skills apart from what I could learn quickly.  I had a knack for cooking. People came to me for food and so I decided it was as good an occupation as any, so I set up shop,” Cassius said.
“Were you a flipping-burger type of grease cook, or more gourmet?” I asked.
“Oh, grease cook for sure,” Davon laughed. I liked hearing him laugh. It made my soul lighter. I couldn’t help but smile as well.
“There it is. I knew we’d bring her out of her shell sooner or later. It’s good to see you smile, Ella,’ Cassius said.
I thought they’d brought me out of my shell quite nicely last night, but his smile was filled with warmth and humor and let my own smile widen. A warm, fuzzy feeling washed through me. I wished I could have this every day. Wished it with all my soul despite my fears and doubts, but I wouldn’t be a realist if I’d thought whatever spell I was falling under here while a storm raged was going to last.




Chapter Twenty Five
“Are you ready, Ella?”
I spun at the sound of Xander’s deep voice. How did he manage to startle me all of the time? The man never made a sound when he moved. It was unnatural.
He leaned against the doorframe and swung one leg in front of the other. He looked deceptively relaxed but his muscles bunched and tensed beneath his smooth skin. A predator waiting to strike. He pinned me with a stare that made me feel he saw deep down into my soul.
Part of me wanted to defy him, to look away. Another part wanted to challenge him, to take him up on whatever he offered. Another part of me, a more seductive part, wanted to sink into his depths and lose myself in that caramel color. Wanting to see them glint with need and desire, for the pupils to dilate and bleed any color away, leaving only single-minded intent.
Another part of me, the stronger, logical part, drew in a deep shaky breath and reached for a glass of water. My hand only slightly shook as I brought it to my lips. “I don’t need any training.”
He’d left last night when I’d reached for him. Rejected me, in the height of my arousal. He’d walked away when he could have had me and I would have let him.
I wasn’t going to reach for him again, and training would certainly have me in close proximity with him. I didn’t think my nerves could handle it. I wasn’t going to put myself in a position to be rejected again. I did have my pride.
“You do.”
I placed my glass on the countertop. The slight clink sounded loud in the room. “I’d like to go back to the library.”
“But the library won’t help you learn self-protection. Not in the way you need to be protected.”
“I’ve looked after myself a long time. I’m capable of looking after myself for a long time more.” I wanted to leave the room, to ease the tension thrumming through the air, but his large frame filled the only exit.
“You are a very capable woman, but if the townspeople are like I remember them, if this Gary,” he said the name with a sneer, “is how I remember some men, I will make sure you have extra protection once you return home. I know something about you, Ella.”
“And what’s that?” I folded my arms over my chest, needing the extra armor while knowing how insubstantial it actually was.
Xander stalked towards me, his lithe body moving with practiced ease. I tightened my grip on my arms, not caring I’d bruise myself. I tilted my chin. I wasn’t going to give in to his intentional intimidation. The man was maddening.
“That you are a survivor. You won’t refuse anything that will give you an edge. You won’t stop looking for answers, even when most would give up. And that you won’t be able to refuse the offer of anything that will help carve a better life out for yourself. And I am offering to help with all of that, so in the end, you won’t be able to resist my offer of assistance because it will give you all that. It will give you an edge and it will make you stronger. So, Ella. Are you ready to begin your training?”
He stood so close, my senses were assaulted with a vision of his straight, square shoulders, trim waist, lean biceps and scent of frigid, fresh air. He must have been outside in the storm to have it clinging to him like that.
But he was right, damn him. I had no idea how he’d gleaned all of that from the relatively short time I’d been here. Certainly nobody else had given me the attention to discern all of that, but that was Xander to a T, wasn’t it? Nothing escaped his attention.
Not the fact my fingers had loosened their death grip on my arms, or the way my shoulders slightly relaxed, or the way my attention was riveted on his sensual mouth. The ends ticked up at the edges. He knew he’d won.
“Come, then. We’ll begin now.”
“I’ll clean up and be there in a minute,” Cassius said.
Xander fixed me with his penetrating stare. “I want her alone.”
My heart sped up and I looked between Davon and Cassius, silently appealing to them, but Xander was Xander, and not even his friends had the balls to disobey his words. Because that was what this was. Obey and disobey. There was a definite dynamic here and I was falling in line as though he’d compelled me somehow to capitulate.
I mentally shook my head, trying to loosen my imagination. I wasn’t being compelled. No human could have the power over another, but he was certainly persuasive and he’d hit the nail on the head.
If Gary came on to me again, or did anything to me again, I wanted to be able to stand up to him. Really stand up, and if Xander could teach me something that might help, then I’d take it.
I’d just have to forget about how he made me feel. How much he really did rattle me. How much the darker side of me craved to know exactly how it would feel if he made me scream. I sucked in a hard breath. Xander smirked as though he knew what had just run through my mind.
“Don’t forget she needs to eat lunch, Xander. Regular meals, remember?” Davon said.
“I will take care of her.”
He left the room. I forced my feet to follow him through the corridors and down two flights of stairs. “Where are we going? The dungeon?” The air was certainly getting progressively cooler the lower we sank.
“Just the cellar. We converted it to a gym. The other rooms weren’t large enough.” Xander opened a door at the base of the steps and I walked into a brightly lit room that would be the envy of many professional gyms.
I walked to the center of the room and spun around, taking in the fitness equipment— weights, mats, thick, knotted ropes strung to the ceiling and in a far corner, a squared off fighting space. “Do you guys take fitness classes here?”
“This is just for us. When you live so remotely, you need something to entertain you.”
I turned to see Xander staring at me. He hadn’t bothered to even hide it. “I hope I’m not your entertainment.” He could crush me like a bug down here, if it amused him.
A hardness, almost a sadness, swept over his face before he managed to cover it as though it had never happened. “Entertainment presumes that it is fleeting and quickly forgotten. You, Ella, would never be mere entertainment.”
Oh. I turned away, moving towards a treadmill. “Want me to warm up on this first?”
Xander turned the machine on. “Only to warm up your muscles. I don’t want to wear you out too soon. I have other things in mind for that.”
I concentrated on moving one foot in front of the other, consciously not watching Xander when he stripped off his tank and began his own set of warming up exercises.
The man had a body of a god. I nearly lost my footing when I became mesmerized by the interplay of muscles along his long, lean limbs. There was an otherworldly grace about him I couldn’t quite pin down.
I forced my eyes on the distance display on the treadmill and tried to shut him out as best I could. It was difficult, considering everything he said I took as a sexual innuendo, which only increased my awareness of him. Because if there was one thing I did know, if I didn’t hold myself in the strictest of control I was going to disgrace myself and set myself up for more rejection.




Chapter Twenty Six
“So what are you going to teach me?”
Although he’d warmed up, he hadn’t cracked a sweat, while I’d walked half an hour and was already perspiring like crazy. All of that muscled perfection needed a lot of energy to get hot, I guessed.
“Some hand to hand combat,” Xander said.
“You make it sound like I’m going to fight a war,” I said.
“Your safety is no light matter. If any of these skills give you an edge, then you will use them. I will not allow anyone to harm you, Ella.”
I eyed his lean chest, packed with streamlined, chiseled muscle. “If I looked like you, I think I’d have a better chance.”
A small smile played on his sensual lips. “Your body weight doesn’t matter. I’ll show you some techniques that will be effective. The secret is to know what to use and how to use it properly.”
“How do you know these things?” I realized I didn’t know a lot about them. Xander may have been a soldier or a fitness trainer. I had no idea. I was caught walking a fine line of being uncomfortable and placing my innate sense of trust in a man who could eat me for breakfast if he chose.
He shrugged a shoulder. “I’ve had training. And years to hone my skills. Now, have you finished delaying?”
I guess it was now or never. He wasn’t going to let me leave the room after a stroll on a treadmill. If there was one thing about Xander, he said what he meant. I wasn’t going to leave without some sort of defense tactics, whatever they may be.
I nodded, my mouth drying. “May as well get this over with.”
His lips quirked again. “Good. Now turn around. I’m going to attack you from behind and I will show you how to deflect hands around your neck.”
I turned and he came so close behind me that his body heat washed through my clothing. He scraped my hair aside, the strands lightly brushing my neck. Goosebumps broke out over my skin and my whole focus centered on the man I couldn’t see behind me. “I don’t think potential attackers will take the time to play with my hair before they abduct me.”
He pressed his lips on that sensitive place between my neck and my shoulder and inhaled. His nose grazed my skin and he inhaled once more. His body stilled, preternaturally so.
My skin prickled as a rush of awareness crashed through me, and yet, like any good prey, I stilled so that the only thing moving in my body was my heart and the blood it pumped. I barely dared to breathe, as if moving would somehow allow Xander to pounce.
A long moment passed. He shuddered, as though it had taken him a great deal of effort to stop whatever he was going to do. Disappointment, along with a healthy dose of fear poured through me.
He came out of his trance, taking a silent step back, which wasn’t that far because he still touched me. “You are too much of a temptation, Ella,” he murmured, almost too softly for me to hear, as though he’d said it to himself.
“Why?” I didn’t understand why I felt this way about all of them. Why I was unable to stop myself or this rush of deep awareness that tempted me beyond reason. If Xander thought I was temptation, he was pure craving for me.
He brought up his forearm and locked it around my chest. “Some things are not of the logical world, Ella. You will see, but for now I must prepare you. I’m only doing this because you wish to return to your world.”
“But…I have to return.” My breathing was shallow and erratic. His proximity was quickly weakening any sort of resolve I thought I had. And that was it, wasn’t it? I only thought I’d be able to resist him, when in reality, I knew I really stood no chance at all.
“And I will see to your wish. Now, elbow me in the ribs and step on my foot.”
“What?”
Suddenly I was flat on my back, the wind pushed from my lungs and I lay there, stunned on the mat. A hand was thrust into my vision. “There is no warning when you are attacked. You must be ready at all times. Now get up and we will begin.”
*  *  *
Sweat stung my eyes when it slid down my forehead and dripped into my lashes. I’d lost track of time, but judging by the way my muscles had gone past burning with strain and now threatened to give out completely, it had to have been hours.
At first I’d tried everything Xander told me. Done it again and again when he’d urged me to do it better. I’d followed his instructions to the letter, but he was stronger, faster, fitter and taller, and no matter how hard I tried, the harder he’d make it. I was never going to match him and I was just about done trying.
“I can’t do this anymore, Xander.” I panted through the sequence he’d had me repeat five times.
“You’re still not quick enough.”
“I’m never going to be able to throw your body over my shoulder, and I’m out of energy. I’m gassed.” He was a hard task master, but I’d learned a lot and for that I’d be grateful. That was, if he’d ever let me out of the gym to shower and crawl into a bed like I wanted to.
Xander moved too fast for me to track. I had no idea how he moved so quickly but the next thing I knew, the world spun. I tumbled to the mat and Xander was on top of me, pinning me down. My arms were above my head, Xander’s large fingers trapping my biceps to the ground.
It took me a moment to catch my breath, but when I did, Xander still had me pinned, “Enough, Xander. I’m only human.” I had to wonder if the man actually was more robot than human. He never seemed to tire even though he’d thrown me to the floor and picked me up often enough.
“Do you think Gary will care about that?” Xander’s voice was hoarse. Low.
My breath caught as I stared up at him. He had yet to release me. “Gary doesn’t care about much. You have to get to his father to get to Gary. Without the backing of his father, Gary is nothing.”
“You do know how to read people, don’t you?” Xander said.
“It’s a pity I didn’t know how to get them to do what I want them to do as well,” I said. If I did. I wouldn’t have had half the amount of strife from most of the people in town.
“I think you do know how to motivate people. You just haven’t been motivated enough to try,” Xander said.
That was a laugh. I was plenty motivated to get people to treat me better. I’d settle for a friendly good morning wave, let alone getting them to do what I’d like them to do. Like stop listening to the Holy Trinity so that everyone could claim their own life, or at the least, be able to leave town and escape them. “I’ve been plenty motivated.”
“But what have you done about it, Ella?”
I tried to lift my arms, but his hands were like steel weights. He stayed where he was, not willing or wanting to let me go just yet. The first fluttering of panic made my heart tremble. If he didn’t want me to get up, there wasn’t much I could do about it.
I realized my legs were splayed, his abdomen lodged firmly between them. His scent surrounded me, and my clit began to throb. This wouldn’t do. It wouldn’t do at all. “Get off me. I can’t breathe.”
“That’s not motivating at all. I think you can do better than that.” Xander’s serious face hovered over me, his black pupils bleeding out any color. Deep crimson reflected in the depths, flashing like a ruby in firelight. He wasn’t going to let me up. This was another one of his tests.
He tilted his hips, increasing the pressure on my clit. A deep throb of desire pulsed, making me breathless in a completely different way. I needed him off me. I needed to get away, otherwise I was going to do something I was going to regret. I just knew I was.
“I mean it, Xander. Stop playing around.”
“If there’s one thing you know about me, it’s that I don’t play around.”
No. He didn’t. Everything he did was intentional. I just didn’t know what his intentions were at the moment. “I mean it, Xander. Let me up.”
His eyes dilated more. Hardness pressed between my legs, sliding along my cleft, sending delicious currents swirling through me. “You want me off you, Ella. How are you going to do that?”
I tilted my hips in an effort to buck him off but his hard shaft sliding against me increasing the friction of cloth over steel. I groaned out loud as a wave of arousal crashed over me. He leaned down and brushed the tip of his nose along my neck, leaning over me further. His lips were a hair’s breadth over mine. If I so much as twitched, my lips would touch his.
My mind was muddled. I didn’t want him off me anymore. I wanted his weight over me, igniting my desire. He tilted his hips, easing his length along my core. Things had escalated quickly. Changed and morphed from one intense situation to another entirely. No less deep. No less dark. But one that called to me from beyond my mind, my thoughts, my body. No, this went deeper still, right down to the very heart of me, where there was no choice. There was only longing and need and action. Connection on a level beyond my understanding. Together, we walked a tremulous path that neither of us could no more stop walking, than step away from.
I sucked in a quick breath and caught my bottom lip between my teeth. I didn’t want him off me anymore.
I wanted him inside me.
Slowly, so slowly, I arched my back, pressing my breasts against his bare chest. I rocked my hips up and down, pressing against his hardness, the thickness of the material between us adding to the friction. His breath shuddered from his body and washed over my face. I breathed it in, filling my lungs with his breath, his scent.
“Tell me no, Ella.” Another shuddering breath when I rocked my hips against his hardness again. His gaze locked onto mine, caught and ensnared me.
I released the lip I’d been biting all this time. I couldn’t hold back any more. I didn’t want to. I wanted him. Needed him. Craved him. I wasn’t going to wait anymore. There would be no more ‘nos.’ “I need you, Xander. Please love me. Please. Now.”
“See? I knew you could be motivated.” He seized me with a kiss. His tongue swept into my mouth, thrusting against mine, delving and swirling in a dance I met with each movement and I soared in a maelstrom of need, want and a dark abyss of no return.




Chapter Twenty Seven
He kissed me with raw power that was wholly Xander. Taking where I could only receive, giving, which left me craving more.
His taste was exquisite torture. Too much and not enough. I didn’t think I could ever be enough. Not now. Now when he gave himself to me like this.
His hands slipped beneath my tank. He drew it up and off me without hesitation. Before I had a chance to stop and think, he bent to devour one breast with his hot mouth, while he palmed the other between his clever fingers.
My eyes slammed shut and I tipped my head back. My whole attention was riveted to him and the way he teased my breasts with his mouth, tongue and touch. He drew my rock-hard nipple into his mouth between his sharp teeth, bringing me to the fine edge of pain before he released me and laved the area with the flat of his tongue.
His hand left my breast and he moved lower down my body to kneel between my legs. I gasped, knowing what his intentions were when his fingers hooked into the waist of my pants. He locked his gaze with me, challenging me to defy him as he drew the material over my hips and down my legs, totally baring me.
He didn’t realize I didn’t have it in me to deny him at all. Not now. Not when it was so much work to try and I only really denied myself. His gaze lowered. He went preternaturally still, muscles tensing, as though he held himself back from something by the finest threads.
His eyes closed for a long moment and he drew in a deep, shuddering breath. When he opened them again, there was no color, only inky blackness. “One last time, Ella. Tell me one last time.”
Time hung on a precipice. That line where one little word would mean a momentous change. In life, there are only one or two times this might occur and I knew down to my very existence that this was one of them. Not just for me, but for him as well.
And somehow, in some way, I sensed how much he wanted me. How they all did. It was illogical, but it was there, all the same. A pulsing need that was undeniable. I was as able as a sapling in a flood to withstand the desire raging through me. Every cell, every sense, called to him. It was a driving force, a connection that had swelled and built between all four of us, tension racketing up until there was only one answer. One choice. “There is no question, Xander. I want you.”
He moved so fast, I’d barely finished speaking. One moment he was kneeling between my parted legs, and the next he was devouring the most intimate place on my body, but that was Xander. A wonder of pure strength, masculinity and purpose.
He sucked on my clit, working the nub of sensitive nerves with his tongue at the same time he pushed inside me with a finger. A scream ripped from my throat as an unexpected orgasm crashed over me. It was too much. Too intense. Pure sensation barreled through me, stealing my breath and my mind.
I tried to crawl away, an unconscious movement, but he placed a hand on my hips, locking me in place as he continued to lave me with his attentions. I locked my fingers in his hair. I knew I must be hurting him, but I couldn’t make myself stop clenching him.
A second finger entered me. He worked deep inside me, sliding in and out, in and out, lapping my slit, my clit, with long strokes of his tongue and lips. His fingers brushed inside me, raising me towards another climax.
He added a third finger, stretching me wide, the burn stinging and sweet, and when he groaned, the vibrations added to the intensity and another orgasm locked my lungs and stole my breath. He continued to suck and stroke me, prolonging my climax until the exquisite torture began to abate.
Only then did he ease his fingers from me and climb up my body, kissing me deeply and thoroughly. I tasted myself on his lips and tongue. I wrapped my arms and legs around him, undulating my hips against his hardness. He dragged through my wet, sensitive cleft, letting me seek the hardness I yearned for.
I wanted him inside me. I wanted him to make love to me.
He gathered me in his arms and it took me a moment to realize he stood with me cradled against him. I touched his cheek. “Xander?”
“Not like this. Not on the floor of the gym. You deserve much more than that. And I want my brothers with us, Ella. Do you agree to that? It’s all of us or nothing at all. I can’t…can’t be the only one to have you.”
I blinked as meaning slowly seeped into my brain. He wanted all of us to be together for our first true time. It wasn’t going to be just him. Xander wouldn’t make love to me just on his own.
It was going to be all four of us.
A dark thrill raced through me, the thought that it was wrong, so wrong, merely an inkling. I wasn’t brought up to have a harem of men, but that was just echoes of the Holy Trinity. It wasn’t my own thought.
My own thoughts wanted all three of them with every fibre of my being. My own thought was that I had never felt more complete, that my life had never been more on the right track. Being with all of them caused threads of my existence to align into rightness, coalescing into the only decision I could make.
It was my own. Not the townspeople’s. Not the Holy Trinities’. Not Mom’s. Mine, alone.
I cupped his cheek and ran the pad of my thumb along the stubble of his jaw, the rough texture heightened with this movent, because I also knew with my whole heart that this decision could change my life.
Nothing after tonight would ever be the same for me. And for the first time, nothing held me back from making it. It was so right, that anything else I might say was ashes on my tongue. “I want you, Xander. And Cassius and Davon. I want all three of you to make love to me. Please, Xander. Love me. Please. I want you. I want you all.”




Chapter Twenty Eight
He wrapped me in a towel snagged from a nearby neatly folded stack and headed upstairs. I had no idea how he had the stamina after the hours we’d just put in, but I was grateful for it. After the multiple orgasms he gave me, my muscles were like wet noodles and I doubted I’d be able to walk up the flights of stairs.
I was cradled – protected – against his chest, anticipation building like a living thing inside me. He kicked my bedroom door open and strode to the bed.
“Davon. Cassius!” he called before we went into the bathroom.
“Bathroom?”
“I would think you’d like for me to wash you after our…exertions. I also happen to know how much you like showers,” Xander said.
I blushed as he started the shower, remembering my time with Davon, but this wasn’t a time to be embarrassed. He wasn’t, so there was no reason for me to be either. He knew how I felt. Had, in fact, demanded it. He placed me on my feet and kissed me as he removed my towel.
He was already bare-chested. I ran my hands over hot, undulating muscle, delighted with the silken feel of his skin beneath my touch. Then I did what I’d never done to any man before. I stripped him like he’d stripped me.
I slid my fingers beneath his waistband and slipped his pants down his legs, then as he stepped out of them, I wrapped my fingers around his rigid cock and pumped him up and down slowly. Silk over steel.
His lips still on mine, he locked his teeth, a breath shuddering through his mouth. I breathed it in, the air flavored with his scent. My arousal spiked as his hand trailed down my back, between my buttocks and slid through my soaking cleft. His finger found my entrance and slipped inside, fingering me as once again, he took over the kiss. I spread my legs, allowing him to stroke his finger deeper inside me, my entire focus on his hands, mouth, skin.
He backed me up and warm, glorious water cascaded over my head and back. I broke our kiss, tilting my face beneath the water to help it wash the sweat away. He slowly turned me so that my back was locked against his front. His touch disappeared for a moment while he filled his palm with liquid soap. The floral scent filled the shower stall and he massaged it over my shoulders, down my arms and over my stomach. His soapy palms massaging my body was pure heaven.
“Do you like that, Tu Ena?”
He hadn’t called me that strange name, but now it made sense. An endearment. I liked the sound falling from his lips. He nuzzled my ear as both hands massaged my breasts. I liked that. I liked it a lot, and I was about to tell him when I looked up to see Davon and Cassius in the bathroom, staring at me through the clear shower glass. At us. At Xander massaging my breasts while his erection pressed into the cleft of my behind. While I stood there naked with my legs slightly apart, with suds sliding down my body. As my arousal and desire spiked with heady anticipation.
Davon undressed, his erection freed from the tight confines of his clothing, bobbed thick and hot between his legs. He pumped himself lightly as he stepped into the shower, his gaze never wavering from mine.
“This is what you want, Tu Ena?” Davon asked. My fried brain noted they had the same endearment for me.
“Yes. More than anything.” I could only tell the truth, my mind and intent too far gone to fabricate anything other than my utmost desire. My most pressing need.
His mouth found mine, his tongue thrusting against my own. His fingertips, with a touch so light, trailed down my sides and my outer thighs. He flattened his palms, undulating his fingers before moving them to where my body burned for his touch. His fingers skimmed my inner thighs so, so lightly before feathering along my lips.
A groan escaped my lips as he traced a finger along my cleft, already sensitive from Xander’s tongue and mouth. His touch firmed and two fingers replaced one as his contact parted my pussy lips and slipped through my wetness from clit to my entrance.
“You really do want this more than anything, don’t you, Ella? Tell me how much you want my fingers inside you while my brothers watch them slide into your tight little hole.” Davon’s voice was graveled whiskey. While he spoke, his fingers slid through me oh, so slowly, teasing me. I reached for the peak, but his touch was too light. Too slow.
“Tell him, Ella. Tell him what you want. He will do as you say.” Xander’s hot breath caressed my ear when he spoke.
I was wordless, just about numb and all that came out was a long, drawn out groan. I tilted my hips, wantonly wanting him to bury his fingers inside me. All the while Xander’s hands played on my breasts, tweaking my nipples, drawing out the pinnacle I searched for.
“Say it, Tu Ena. Tell us how much you desire us.”
I drew in a deep breath, clinging to Davon’s biceps. “Yes. Please. Touch me. All of you. Please. I need… please…” I exhaled on a sob, unable to speak any more. My mind blanked out in a flash of pure light.
I couldn’t say any more before Davon speared me with a firm thrust of his fingers and buried them deep within me. His thumb pressed my clit, rolling it.. I screamed as every muscle tensed and sensation soared through me, taking me out of mind and body.
I don’t know if I breathed, or if my heart even beat, but when I came back down into my body again, Cassius had me in his arms, a towel was around me and he carried me in his arms towards the bed.




Chapter Twenty Nine
He laid me gently atop the bed and unwrapped the towel as though I were a gift. My body was sated, and yet tingled with anticipation. There was more to be explored.
Without preamble, Cassius crawled above me, his knees outside of mine, his hands either side of my shoulders. The reflection of the firelight colored his skin and even the tips of his hair. It seemed to be roaring more than before, reflecting the heat in my veins.
All thoughts of the flames flew from my mind when he bent and kissed me without any preamble. He claimed my mouth, just as Davon and Xander had done, showing me that he was in control.
They all were in control.
A part of me rebeled. The part that had always had to be in control, making the best decisions for Mom and myself. The part that organized every part of my day.
A bigger part submitted. Reveled in it. Gave myself over to them, knowing that they did everything for my pleasure.
Only my pleasure.
I wound my arms around his shoulders, entwining my fingers in his hair. He leaned down, his chest brushing my hardened nipples. It didn’t ease the ache. Sensation spiraled through my chest and down through my body to make my groin throb heavily.
His tongue met mine and he alternated stroking against it, retreating, massaging my lips with his before delving back into my mouth, rocketing my desire. He kissed his way down my throat. I threw back my head, elongating my neck while he trailed a fiery path over my collarbone to swirl my nipple.
There was a dip on the bed. I cracked open my eyes to see Davon at my side. He claimed my mouth, while Cassius devoured my breasts. There was a scratch along the underside of my breast, a momentary sting but I was swept away when Cassius sucked my nipple into his mouth and flicked it with his tongue. It was too much. Not enough. I wound my finger around Davon’s bicep, while threading the other in Cassius’ hair.
“Cassius. Move. I want to taste her again.” Xander’s gravelly voice cut through the haze.
Mouths left my body as Cassius moved to my other side. Xander kneeled on the bed and parted my legs. He hooked his arms around my outer thighs and settled between my legs, his broad shoulders brushing my inner thighs.
He held my gaze as he slowly, achingly slowly, lowered his head. He licked me with the flat of his tongue from entrance to clit, all the while demanding my entire attention, which I readily gave.
He swirled my clit with his tongue before sucking the sensitive bundle into his hot mouth. He closed his eyes and groaned as he manipulated me with his mouth, tongue and mastery.
“You look so beautiful like that, Ella. Kiss me.” Davon gently turned my head and captured my mouth with his again.
A hand flattened over my breast, palming one while wet heat covered the other. Three tongues were on me, in me, teasing me. It was all too much. My fingertips dug into bare skin as delirious pressure built. I writhed, trying to get away, fighting to rise or release, I didn’t know. I couldn’t think. Only feel. Only connect.
Xander slid his fingers into me, fucking me fast while his mouth ate my most sensitive of areas. The first waves of my climax reached for me, sweeping me up and away. My body tensed and I flew from my mind.
Hands brushed over my body, easing my return. I was sprawled between my men, all eyes on me as I lay panting and spent. Tension of a different kind colored the air and I knew that the time for play was done.
They were going to take everything I offered and there was nothing more I’d rather give them. My body thrummed in anticipation. I knew their mouths, their hands. Now I wanted to know their cocks.
Xander moved and kissed me roughly. He clasped my chin in his hand. “Now is your only time to tell us once and for all, Ella. Do you accept us? All of us? Are you willing to invite all of us into your body and connect us all, soul to spirit?”
“Xander, should we tell..?”
“No!” Xander’s bark was enough to silence Cassius.
“Tell us, Ella. Now or never more.” I couldn’t ignore the steel in Xander’s voice. If I said no now, I’d never know him or any of them again.
It was what I’d wanted. Had wrestled with for days, but now? Now that I was faced with the reality of this ultimatum, there was only one answer. My gaze found all of theirs. Searching. Seeking. And what I found there was enough to let me give them the only answer I could. There was really no decision to make. It wasn’t hard. It was easy. It had always been easy.
“Yes. Yes, I want you. All of you. Please. Now.”
Xander brushed his lips against mine, softly, gently, filled with passion, tension and the deepest caring. My heart trembled as this large man, this true alpha, tended me with such kindness. He’d asked. Again and again. All of them had. Never once had they forced themselves on me. It had been my decision all along, and only now did I understand the restraint it had taken them.
They thrummed with need. For me. It was humbling. Truly humbling, that these men wanted me so desperately they were ready to hand over the final decision to me.
“Davon. Now is the time.”




Chapter Thirty
“It is my honor, Tu Ena,” Davon murmured.
He crawled up my body and I parted my thighs to let him rest in my intimate junction. His hips settled and his hard shaft nestled into my cleft. A fission of sensation cascaded through me, friction right where I wanted it the most.
He leaned down and captured my lips with his. His tongue slid into my mouth. I wrapped my arms around his shoulders as we kissed, long and hard and deep. My arousal heightened, sending wicked heat through my veins.
He rocked his hips and his cock slid along my cleft.
My muscles tensed as a glorious wave rose through me. I wound my legs around his thighs, opening myself up more to him. I groaned into his mouth as he moved through me again. My abdomen fluttered as I met each of Davon’s motions with my own.
But it wasn’t enough.
I broke our kiss. “Davon, I need you inside me. Now.”
He drew in a shuddery breath as he rose above me. I was caught in his summer-sky gaze as he stared down at me. “Watch me, Ella. Keep your eyes on mine as I enter you.”
He shifted his hips and his shaft found my entrance. The tip slid inside me. I shuddered and bit my lower lip as he moved so deliciously slowly, filling me up. More and more and more until he lodged himself to the hilt. His balls settled against my buttocks, adding to the erotic sensation.
I was filled by Davon. He surrounded me. A trickle of perspiration ran down from his hairline, and then, as he pulled out to the tip, the drop trailed over his jaw and down his neck.
He pushed back into me, agonizingly slow. Carefully, drawing out the delicious sensation, letting me get used to his length and girth. It had been a long time for me. Too long to even worry about. I was grateful he was being so gentle, but right now, I didn’t need gentle. I needed something different.
I pressed my heels into the back of his thighs. “I’m not going to break, Davon. I need you. Hard.”
He dragged his kiss, moving his lips in a way that should illegal, before he fisted his hands and came up on his elbows. “As you wish, Tu Ena.”
He slammed into me, sliding home to his balls before retreating and thrusting again, igniting my nerves from my clit to illuminate my body. I arched my back as he thrust into me, my head driving back into the mattress.
Fingertips on my cheek had my head turning. Hot air caressed my cheeks as Cassius leaned in to kiss me. His tongue set up a rhythm with Davon’s cock. I unclenched my fingers from Davon’s biceps to caress the back of Cassius’ head. The silky strands stuck to the perspiration coating my skin. My whole body was covered with a layer of slick sweat.
Cassius kissed me, hard. He used his lips, his tongue, while Davon used his cock and his hips.
Fingers unpeeled my other hand and guided me to wrap around a cock. Xander. He was as hard as concrete. Silk over steel. I fisted his shaft from balls to tip, delighting in the slide of skin over such hardness. A hand threaded through my hair, turning my head from Cassius.
“Suck me, Ella.”
Xander’s voice was low and rough. Almost unrecognizable with need. I led him to my mouth with my hand on his dick. He kneeled with one knee on the bed and bent his hips towards me.
I licked his weeping slit. Salty wetness burst over my tongue before he pushed his cock in my mouth and over my tongue. He thrust into me in small, careful strokes and I opened my mouth as wide as I could to accommodate his width. I sucked on that rigid hardness, using my mouth, tongue and hand on him.
Davon’s thrusts became wilder. Faster. My muscles tensed as an overpowering climax thundered through me. Xander pulled himself from my mouth. Davon ground against me. He arched his back, his head falling down as he screamed his release.
Our bodies locked as we climaxed together and as I floated back into consciousness, Davon slipped from me. I wasn’t cold for long before strong hands gipped my hips. I was turned and placed on my hands and knees. Cassius folded his body over mine, his chest to my back. His hands curled around my nape, his grip tightening ever so slightly. Enough for a thrill to race through me.
He cupped my wet slit, running his fingers through Davon’s and my release. He thrust his fingers inside me before sliding out and paying attention to my clit. I shuddered as another heightened wave washed over me.
I thought I’d be done by now, but I only anticipated more. I wanted all of them in the most intimate of ways. My mind and body was primed for it.
“Cassius. Please.” I couldn’t seem to find any other words, but that didn’t matter.
His grip on my neck tightened as he wiped his cock through my slit, from my back hole to my clit. I shuddered as the hard heat lit every single nerve ending I possessed. “It will be my pleasure, Ella. Neither of us will wait any more.”
He speared me with his rigid heat, sliding easily into my wet warmth. I accepted him, my body adjusting as though he was born to be there, right where I wanted him. He thrust inside me again and I moved back, increasing the friction. My buttocks slammed against his hips. Again and again I moved with him, joining our bodies. Friction increased to an almost unbearable level. Hands massaged my breasts. Davon kissed me. I panted hard, sweat slicking my skin.
“Oh my God, you are so perfect. So beautiful. I’m going to come, Ella. You’re going to make me come.” Cassius griped my hips with both hands. His fingers dug into my flesh, but the slight pain only served to increase another climax that built.
I heard him panting, murmuring endearments, sucking in hard breaths as he drove into me. My body went rigid. A scream tore from my throat as another orgasm ripped through me.
Cassius clawed my hips as he screamed through his own release. His cock throbbed as he emptied his climax into me and again, time and space hung suspended and meaningless as I soared over the peak, into oblivion.
It took me longer to drift back into my body, but when I did, Cassius had slid from me and Xander was on his back, fisting his hard cock in his hand. Pearly pre-cum dripped from his slit. I couldn’t help myself. I bent to lick it off him, coating my tongue with his salty flavor. I gripped him, taking him into my mouth, letting my tongue drift over every ridge and vein.
“Enough, Ella. I need your pussy.”
My body throbbed in response to his command. Davon and Cassius helped me to settle over Xander’s prone form. My knees were on either side of his hips, my hands on his shoulders and my entrance touching the tip of hic cock.
Davon’s hand played over one thigh while Cassius controlled my other thigh and together they lowered me and speared me on Xander’s cock. He was wide. Thick. And hard.
I bottomed out, feeling the tip reach the top of my womb. I tilted my hips, dragging my clit over his taught abdomen. I groaned as my sensitive flesh erupted with instant arousal.
His cock was lodged inside me as I moved myself on him. Sensation, sharp and ready, ignited me. I wasn’t going to last long.
As though sensing, Xander griped my thighs and lifted me. He slammed me down over him, using his hips to meet me as he drove me down. I belatedly realized the keening sound I heard was coming from me. His movements came harder, faster.
He banded his arms about me and brought me chest to chest with him. He placed his lips at the junction fn my neck, right where my artery pounded in time with my growing climax. He opened his mouth, locking hot wetness against my skin.
There was a sharp flare of pain, so slight and quick I almost didn’t know it was there. The breath caught in my lungs, my muscles tensed to the point of pain and the biggest orgasm of all exploded every single cell in my body.
I climaxed, my body helpless as he kept thrusting into me, again and again and again, drawing out the most powerful orgasm of my life. I came out of my body. My mind. All I was aware of was glorious golden waves of light. My keening turned into a scream as my body came apart.
I was barely aware of Xander’s fingers digging into me. His hoarse cry filled my ears as his entire body tensed, every hard muscle locked as he found his own release. I wasn’t even aware that I drifted back down.
I knew nothing else.




Chapter Thirty One
I slowly woke, warm, sated, safe and in between a pile of bodies. Hot, hard bodies crammed up close against me.
Xander’s arm was about my waist, my back flattened to his chest, while Cassius slept front to front. His open palm was over my hip, while Davon was behind Cassius, flat on his back and softly snoring.
It was quiet, apart from Davon’s breathing, and calm, given the passion that flowed through me last night. My body ached in the most delicious of ways, and probably would accept them all over again, given the awareness that thrummed like any good instinctual urge.
I didn’t want to spin back into my old “Holy Trinity” school of thought and beat myself up for sleeping with all three of them.
Because this had been the best experience of my life. Better than I’d ever thought it could possibly be. They’d treated me with respect. Had given me so much pleasure. It had been more than consensual, between all of us. I’d begged them, for crying out loud.
It had been the hottest night of my life and I would leave no room in my heart for regrets. There had been something so right about all of us joining, as though through our bodies, our souls, had also touched on a much deeper level.
Maybe I was just in post multi-orgasmic haze, but that was how I felt. Despite so many wrongs in my life, this was something right. There had been nothing to doubt all along.
I studied Cassius’ mussed-up hair. The short, blond strands were tousled and were standing up in any which way. I smoothed out a wayward strand from his forehead and his eyes opened. His mouth curved in a sleepy smile. “Good morning, Tu Ena.”
Before I could answer, he kissed me. It was soft and languid. So different from the passion of last night but I loved it just as much. His fingers curled on my hip, swirling in little circles. His hand slid behind and cupped my buttock, kneading the flesh. It hadn’t taken much at all for my body to hum with instant arousal.
“I could wake up like this every morning,” I spoke against his lips.
“It is a nice way to begin the day, I have to say,” Cassius said.
Xander’s arm tightened across my waist as he stirred. I felt the moment he woke, even though I kissed Cassius. An energy sparked in the air as a part of me locked on to his consciousness.
“I see you’re awake, Ella. I wish to offer you a good morning.” He nipped my ear and his fingers dipped down my abdomen to plunge straight into my slit. He stroked his finger through the wetness there and then swirled it around my clit, pressing just the right amount to make me moan and crave more. His lips caressed my ear, his warm breath tickling inside the shell as he kissed me there.
They’d unleashed something I never knew existed within me and I wanted more. I craved it. “Oh, that’s a wonderful good morning greeting.”
Xander’s chuckle vibrated in my ear. I relaxed my thighs and opened my legs to let him touch me wherever he wanted. He didn’t disappoint. His finger slipped through my folds and he speared into my entrance, stroking in and out.
“I wish to offer a good morning to our Tu Ena as well.” I guess our movement had woken Davon.
He leaned over Cassius and lightly kissed my breast. “Good morning, Ella. It’s a wonderful morning, isn’t it?”
I wanted to form words and answer him. I really did, but Cassius kissed me and Davon returned his attention to my breast while Xander continued to stroke inside me, a second finger added to the first. He teased my clit with his thumb, while Davon gave attention to my nipple.
My senses overloaded and an orgasm swept through me. It was a gentle wave compared to the orgasms of last night but it been gifted to me by the three of them. I settled back into the warm cocoon of their bodies and drifted off to sleep once again.
*  *  *
I woke alone, although I was warm as someone had drawn the blankets over my still naked body. The curtain had been parted and light filtered through.
It had stopped snowing!
I bolted upright and threw my legs over the edge of the bed. I snagged a blanket and wrapped it around me and went to look out the  window.
Snow sparkled in sunlight, and covered every tree limb and coated every leaf. Limbs bent to the ground beneath the burden of the weight of the snow. It was so deep, it looked like a soft pillow cover over the ground. Pristine and untouched.
I’d always loved freshly fallen snow. It was as though it was capable of washing away the evils of the world, and I could pretend that The Holy Trinity and Gary and his followers didn’t exist and couldn’t hurt me.
Maybe they wouldn’t hurt me anymore.  Xander, Cassius and Davon were protective. I didn’t know what the future would hold, but I’d like to think it included them. Being here had brought such a change, I didn’t want to go back to Conway and live my old life.
Now it seemed so much better. Brighter. As though I might now find a way to leave.
My heart stumbled a little. Now that the weather had broken, I could leave. I could get to Mom. The farm. My responsibilities.
The thought didn’t fill me with the same sense of urgency as before. Suddenly I wished for just one more day of the storm. One more day, where I could hunker down and enjoy more time with them. One more day to be selfish and enjoy something for myself.
Reality infringed. The storm had broken.
I could leave.
There was a call of a voice. Xander stepped through the snow wearing only jeans and a light, long sleeved tee. Didn’t that guy ever get cold? More voices followed and I saw Cassius and Davon walking after Xander.
They must have been feeling a bit of cabin fever as well. A small smile touched my lips as I watched them out in the snow. Davon threw a snowball and hit the back of Xander’s head. Xander turned to him with a scowl, but I knew he really wasn’t upset when he wiped the flakes sticking to his hair and flicked them away. He muttered something to a chuckling Davon but through the glass it wasn’t clear.
There was movement beneath a shadowed low hanging branch. A flash of a dull brown body and a snout disturbed a clump of snow. My God! A bear! And its attention was riveted to the guys.
I banged on the glass, “Hey. Stop. Over there! A bear!” But my voice was muffled by the thickness of the glass. They couldn’t hear me.
They slowly moved in the direction of the bear. They were too close. Didn’t know it was there. Bears could run fast, and when feeling threatened, nothing would stop them.
Heat condensed on the window, haloing my open palms. I hit the glass again, but my slaps were nothing but dull thumps. I couldn’t break the glass.
Gathering the blanket around me, I bolted from the room, my heart thundering. My breath came in hard pants as I sprinted down the long corridor into the front entrance hall. My sweaty hand slipped on the door knob, once. Twice.
I used the blanket to turn the knob. I shoved the door open and stumbled down the snow-covered front steps.
And slid to a halt.
It took a moment for my brain to keep up with my eyes. Blood sprayed the snow, staining the spotless perfection with deep red. The bear lay, still and unmoving, surrounded by the guys.
They were doing something to it. I couldn’t understand what I saw, only that they had their mouths on it as though they were…feeding from it.
But that…couldn’t be right.
There was no fight. No struggle. The guys weren’t hurt. The bear was unmoving. It was almost…peaceful.
Xander lifted his head then and speared me with his gaze. His eyes were a burning crimson. His mouth was parted. Gleaming fangs descended past his bottom lip. His mouth was coated with blood.
The bear’s blood.
Davon and Cassius stopped drinking to look at me as well. Their eyes were the same crimson color as Xander’s. Fangs descended, glinting white. Dripping with red. So much red.
Heat infused my body. My lungs shrank as I struggled for air. I gasped, wrestling for sweet oxygen. My mind struggled to grasp elusive meaning.
“Ella. You will forget.” Xander’s voice reverberated, imbrued with a powerful command that captured my whole attention. His voice filled my mind, syphoning through my will.
Compelling me.
Yes, yes I needed to forget. I would forget. That was a good idea.
I sank into a warm fog, my attention turning to more pleasant things. Not the bear and the blood and the fangs. The guys with red on their faces. In their mouths. Over the snow.
Something in my mind screamed. Fire licked my mind, scorching me from the inside, forcing me up through the layers of fog into crystalline clarity. My mind revolted with sheer terror. I was thrust back into reality, rejecting the compulsion that I wanted to accept more than anything. It would be easier. So much easier. But I couldn’t.
Get away.
I had to get away.
I raced back inside. Eyes blind, mind blank except for the terror filling my veins.
Get away.
I had to get away.




Chapter Thirty Two
I ran blindly through the foyer, my panicked brain trying to work out the best path.
“Ella!”
The staircase rose before me, but I darted to the right and ran down a dark corridor. I had no idea where I was going. What I was doing, except to follow my brain’s command to flee. Find somewhere safe.
Yellowed light barely lit the corridor. I came upon a closed door, fingers desperately grabbing the door knob. It was stuck. I glanced over my shoulder. I heard them calling me, but couldn’t see them.
I had to find a safe place to hide before they found me. Heart thundering in my chest, I lurched for the next door. It, too, was locked. Stuck fast. I pounded a fist on the wood and dashed down the hallway.
My feet pounded on the floorboards, breaths coming in quick gasps. Sweat slicked my body. I tripped and the blanket fell away, leaving me as naked as when I’d left the bed.
How deliriously stupid I’d been. Thinking I’d found peace for the first time in my life. I’d never seen the truth, but how could I have known?
Vampires.
The word spurned me on. Charged my footsteps with desperation.
I darted around a corner, using my hand on the wall to propel myself. The corridor ended with stairs. There was no other way out. I sobbed. No choice. I couldn’t go back. No choice but to stumble down the stairs, two at a time.
My ankle twisted in the semi-darkness. Pain shot up my leg and I crashed to the ground. Weak light flickered and danced on the walls as I moved. I clutched the banister with two hands, using my arms to take my weight, stumbling as quickly as I could, ignoring the jab of pain each time I put weight on that foot.
Their voices echoed above me. Sounds without words, their shouts edged with determination and steel.
This was what nightmares were made of. Where women disappeared, never to be seen alive again. I should have tried to get away sooner. Escaped in the middle of the night.
But there’d been an element of trust, hadn’t there? They’d saved me and I was lulled into a false sense of security. Surely men who rescued a woman and saved her life didn’t do that just to murder her later, did they?
Maybe it was more insidious than that. They’d saved me, healed me, only to use me for God knew what. A sex slave. A meal. Body parts. Anything.
No one knew I was here. They could keep me prisoner here for a very long time before they grew tired of me.
Hadn’t people been imprisoned in people’s houses for years? Hidden. Chained. Used. I’d be one of those people. Never seen or heard from again.
Only my captors weren’t even human. They were… I’d seen… It couldn’t possibly be true…
“Ella. Stop!”
They were close. Too close.
I collapsed to the ground after I stumbled down the last step. The pain from my wrists and knees barely registered as I lurched to my feet and tripped towards the first door I came upon.
Relief coursed through me when the door opened. My ankle gave way and I fell to the floor again. Pain burst up my leg and I cried out.
“I heard her. In here!”
Oh, God. No. I scrambled to my feet, barely registering the room I was in, only focused on the door across the way. Every step was torture, but I thrust it aside, forcing my legs to move as fast as I could.
Davon stepped through the door, blocking me. I screamed, turned back the way I came and ran into Xander’s chest. Hands curled around my biceps. I struggled, blind to everything except escaping.
“Ella. Stop.”
“No. Get away. Let me go!” I lashed out, wrenched and writhed, feet slipping on the floor, blind terror scorching my brain.
Suddenly I was free, but my ankle gave way and I tumbled backwards, onto the ground.
“We’re not going to hurt you, Ella.”
Cassius reached for me. I scrambled backwards, clawing at the floor, kicking out, hands and feet slipping, limbs jolting hard and awkward with each uncoordinated terror-fueled movement.
I hit a wall and yet I still couldn’t stop the urge to keep pushing away from them. I slid backwards. Hit a corner. Nowhere to go.
Nowhere to go.
I rose up on my hands and knees. Xander crouched next to one wall, stopping me. I changed directions. Davon shouldered the other wall. Cassius in the middle. I pushed back into the corner, wedging myself in as far as I could go, curling in on myself to make myself as small as possible. My breaths came in tight, sharp gasps, hitching and struggling to make more than the barest intake.
I shook, uncontrollable, violent movements that took over my whole body. Sweat slicked my skin, coating me in a stinking, hot, sticky mess.
Trapped.




Chapter Thirty Three
“Ella, we’re not going you hurt you. You’re safe.”
I don’t know how long Davon had spoken to me. It could have been a minute or an hour, but my brain started filtering words, morphing them to understanding. I clutched my knees, my knuckles white. “You’re…” My breath wheezed out.
“Yes. We are Vampires.” As Xander spoke, I glimpsed the end of his fangs.
I shuddered, remembering them coated in thick, red blood. “The bear.”
If they could take down a wild bear, I really had no hope. They could do anything they wanted to me and there wouldn’t be a damn thing I could do about it.
“Ella, we had to feed. After we all made love to you…like that…our energy reserves were low. The bear was an opportunity we couldn’t pass up.” Cassius was on his knees before me, shoulders hunched, weary lines over his face. I almost didn’t recognize this side of him. Gone was the carefree smile. The light in his eyes. He looked… destroyed.
Everything began to crystallize. The things I’d questioned, but let go. They didn’t seem to feel the cold. They moved so fast. Too fast to be natural. The crimson glints I’d caught in their eyes.
They never ate with me. They didn’t eat at all. There was an otherworldly feel to this house and now I knew it came from them.
“So you just…killed it.” It shouldn’t be possible. A bear could annihilate three men. Just how powerful were they?
“It isn’t a choice we easily make, but there are…limits…with how we can exist.” Davon’s eyes, usually so bright were dull and heavy.
“Limits? But you’re…” I swallowed hard. “Strong.” And vampires. And not of this world. And could rip me apart with your teeth. They can do anything. Be anywhere.
A fresh wave of tremors racked my body. It was so cold in here that my breath frosted and my teeth chattered. I was never more aware of the fact I was naked and helpless in the face of all of them. The walls and floor were freezing, the intense cold leaching through my skin, into my bones. The terror inside me was like liquid ice in my veins. My ankle throbbed in time with my pounding heart, sending a fiery wake of pain up my leg with each pump.
Xander cursed and ran both hands through his hair, spiking the strands in all directions. He strode to a sofa and ripped away a blanket that was folded across the back. He opened it and walked towards me. My heart raced and I shied away from him, my arms coming up to protect my face, the stink of fear radiating off me in waves.
He stopped dead, before slowly sinking down onto his haunches. I held his gaze, very much the prey I knew I was, not able to tear my eyes away. I took in every movement, too smooth to ever be human. There was an otherworldly grace about him, like a mountain lion stalking prey, each motion economical and restrained. Why hadn’t I noticed that about him before? “Ella, this room is too cold for you. I’m going to put the blanket around you. Okay?”
He edged the blanket up as though to cover me. I flinched. I couldn’t help it. I’d done this to injured birds I’d caught before. Crept up on them, so slowly they didn’t notice, so preoccupied with their pain, until it was too late and then I’d throw a towel over them and I could do whatever I wanted to them after that.
“Here, I’ll slide it across the floor, okay?”
He bunched it up and pushed it across to me. The edge brushed my bare thigh. The material was warm. It was a temptation. My fingers were jammed tight, locked together over my knees and I worked to unhinge them.
Slowly I let my arm drop and brought the blanket over my shoulder, keeping my attention locked on them. There was no way I’d be able to bring it about my shoulders. My body seemed to have locked up, but it was a relief even half covering my body, both for the cold and my nakedness
But I still didn’t know what they wanted from me. Hell, they could take anything they desired and there wasn’t a damn thing I could do about it. “Let me go.”
Davon looked to the floor. Cassius looked even more destroyed and Xander cursed beneath his breath. “We can’t do that, Ella.”
“Why not?” I ignored the fresh wave of tremors that racked my body that didn’t have much to do with the cold.
Xander looked at me, locked his gaze with mine. His expression was fierce. Intense. Poignant. “Because you’re our mate. We will never let you go.”
My brain seized. “I’m your…what?”
“You’re our mate, Ella. Against all odds. It shouldn’t have been possible, given our circumstances, but you’re here. Finally here,’ Davon said.
“You must feel it. The connection between us. Especially after what we shared. If you concentrate, you’ll be able to feel it,’ Cassius said.
A deep ache settled in my chest. A throbbing, painful mix of regret, distress and guilt, But beneath all that was something more. Something warm, something pulsing with life and energy. Something that inexplicably drew me towards it. A delicate thread that called to me on a deep, deep level.
But how could I feel anything? It didn’t make sense. It didn’t make sense.
Nor did being Vampires, and having a Grimoire, and being stuck in a blizzard for days on end. It wasn’t natural. Nothing about this was natural.
“I don’t understand.”
“Will you let us take you back to your room? It’s warm there and I can tend to your ankle,” Cassius said.
While my breath still condensed, theirs did not. They only had light clothing on and didn’t seem to be affected with the cold. It was freezing in here. Probably little difference between inside and outside. “I’m not going anywhere until you tell me exactly what’s going on.”
Also, if I went back to the room, there’d be no getting away. Even if I had to run barefoot through the snow, I was going to get away.
But…back to what? The only thing worth going back to was Mom. And now I only planned to collect her on the way out. I’d leave with nothing, because that was now better than staying with the little we had.
I couldn’t stay there after this. Not at all.
“There’s nowhere to go, Ella. Believe me, we know. You’ll be more comfortable where it’s warm,” Xander said, and I had to wonder if he could read my mind.
He offered me a small smile, so at odds with the tension thrumming through my veins. “You have a very expressive face.”
That smile, that small offering, was enough to let me know they probably weren’t going to treat me like the bear. Not yet, anyway. I rearranged my features into hopefully something less like prey. “I’ll freeze first, if you don’t tell me what the fuck is going on.”
“I’m just going to take her now. This room isn’t fit for her.” Cassius went to move. I cringed and Xander out his arm, stopping him.
A muscle ticked at Xander’s jaw. “We will tell her now.”
“But, she’ll get sick. She’s still healing. You remember what that was like? She’s still human,” Davon said.
“Then we will make this fast,” Xander said. “We will respect her wishes. And if she falls unconscious, then we will take her to her room and warm her after that.”
Cassius inhaled through his nose. “Then you can be the one to tell her.”
Xander inclined his head and took a moment to collect himself. He gave me a long look before spoke. “This story happened a long time ago, Ella, but you need to understand it to know who you are and how important you are to us. But when you know this, your life will never be the same again. Are you ready to know?”




Chapter Thirty Four
I was never going to be ready, that I inherently knew, but I forced myself to nod and tried to ignore the sadness that crept across Xander’s handsome face. This was the stuff of nightmares, I had to remember that. They held me here against my will. They were the ones keeping me from Mom.
“We have been Vampires for over four hundred years.”
His gaze sank when I gasped, as though telling me about them was costing him greatly. But when he looked back me, his face was filled with fresh resolve. “You are entitled to know everything, Ella. I will not keep a thing from you.”
I nodded, trying to ignore the pervasive chill seeping into my bones.
“I was turned first, almost fifty years before Cassius. It was another ten before my sire also turned Davon. We are of the same coven.”
“Just the three of you?”
“Our sire perished three hundred years ago. With his death, our curse began,” Xander said.
Out of everything, that, I didn’t expect. “Curse?”
“We are unable to leave this house, save for a slim perimeter around it. That’s why we took the bear, Ella. Even with the risk of you seeing what we had to do. It wandered close and we are starving,” Cassius said.
His eyes, crimson before, were now the light caramel they’d always been. “You can’t leave?”
“Our souls were joined to the Earth, and this house, binding us through great pain,” Davon said.
“How did it happen?’ Despite the terror that flowed through my veins, I need to know how these men – Vampires – came to be cursed. I’d read my Grimoire, but there was nothing in there about curses.
Until recently, that was.
“There’s a little known fact about Vampires. We use blood as our sustenance, take it to feed, but what we take we can also heal. Renew the blood from which we derive our life,” Cassius said.
A wry grin shaped Davon’s lips. “It was that gift that eventually condemned us.”
“It’s not something that is widely known, but there was a witch who had learned our secret. She was the one who approached us.” Xander sighed, the sound so bone-weary. “If we would have known, we would have kept our identity a secret.”
“But we didn’t and when she approached us, it was blackmail she used,” Cassius said.
“Cure her husband, or she would tell the town what we were. Although we are Vampires, we still had our lives. We worked, lived, loved. If we left the town, we would have nothing. Contrary to what you may believe, we are not monsters, merely… changed,” Davon said.
This was sounding very familiar. “And the town?”
“The same town as yours, Ella. Conway. It seems it hasn’t changed for three centuries,” Cassius said.
It sounded as though it might had even regressed. Conway was insular. Hypocritical. Depressing. Sounded like it all kicked off with this witch – whoever she had been. Both the Vampires and my family unable to leave the town for whatever reason. Theirs by curse. Mine by circumstance.
Dread settled like black tar in the pit of my stomach, anticipating hearing something I didn’t want to hear.
“Did you cure her husband?”
“He was almost gone before we stepped foot inside her cottage. We warned her that it was too late, but she was deaf to our voices. She didn’t want to hear,” Xander said.
“She was desperate,” Davon said.
“We were her last chance,” Cassius said.
“He had no chance,” Xander said, his voice filled with bitterness. “Her husband died as we treated him. His body was too weak, his soul half gone from his body.”
“And she blamed you.” It was all beginning to make sense. The awful, awful despair of their situation.
Xander nodded heavily. “It was a terrible night. The villagers convened. They saw us for what we were. They were simple people who saw us as demons. They also saw her for the witch she was.”
“They struck all of us, their fear driving them. It was without mercy,” Davon said.
My mouth dried, horrible, horrible images reeling through my mind. People could be cruel when they wanted to be. Even more so when fueled by fear and motivated by hate.
Didn’t I know through personal experience that anyone who was even slightly different became a target? Kill what you don’t understand. That was what it was all about to some people.
A witch, three Vampires and a dead body would be very hard to understand.
“They stabbed us with wooden stakes, thinking to kill us at the feet of the witch they lashed to a pole and burned alive. Even in mortal peril, through all that agony, knowing death was imminent, the witch blamed us. As her skin turned black and shriveled from her body, she cursed us never to be able to leave the earth that was scorched at her feet,” Xander said.
The whole story was horrifying, but I could understand it. Knew that it would probably also happen today. That three hundred years and generations upon generations still bred the same fear of the unknown. That the instinct to attack and kill were acted on before understanding and compassion.
Wasn’t that what I did, knowing they’d saved me. Treated me. Tended me. Cared for me.
Made love to me.
Something eased inside, fracturing the haze of terror and fear.
They’d been Vampires all along and they hadn’t drained me, tasted my blood or even nicked me. They hadn’t done any of those things. They’d tried to help a stranger and allowed themselves to be blackmailed. Surely, they’d been stronger than the witch. They could have refused. Killed her, even with their superior strength and agility.
Yet they hadn’t.
“This house appeared around us. Our gilded prison. Built on magic and hatred. The town forgot us. We are invisible to the outside world. Trapped here in a bubble until…”
“Until what?” I dragged the tip of my tongue over dry lips.
“Until we find our Tu Ena. The One, who will set us free. The only person in the universe who can break the hatred that binds us to this spot.”
My lips were numb as I spoke. “Is that what that means? Tu Ena? The One? That’s what you’ve been calling me.”
Xander’s intense stare speared me. It was filled with everything.
“You think that’s me.” I was breathless, a tide of ice slamming into my body. But I couldn’t be that person. I was no one. An insignificant speck who couldn’t even step foot out of a town that hated me.
“We don’t think it’s you. We know it’s you, Ella. You’ve come to free us,” Xander said.
“But…how? Why?” It didn’t make sense. Nothing about this made any sense.
“You feel us, Ella. There’s a thread that connects us. We feel it pulsing through us. Ever since we first met you,” Cassius said.
“I knew it when I tasted your blood,” Xander said.
I put a hand to my neck. I would have remembered that, wouldn’t I? Xander had never fed from me. Not like the bear.
Confusion must have been plain in my face, because Xander spoke, “When we found you, you were…close to death. I had to share my blood with you. It was the only way to save you, but when I did, I knew, Ella. I knew you were our mate. It should have been impossible —the odds of you crossing paths with us—but it happened.”
A distant memory jolted. It was faint. Like a dream. In that blurred time when I’d hovered between life and death, Xander had bitten me and I’d had a powerful orgasm. It seemed to be the way of things between myself and these men.
That meant…he’d bitten me and saved me and not bled me dry.
“Do you feel it, Ella? Do you feel us?” Davon asked.
I licked my dry lips, unable to answer. If I told them I did, would that mean I would be forever unable to leave? If I told them I didn’t, would that condemn them even more? I didn’t know. I just didn’t know.
“You are also a direct descendant of the woman who put us here. What one can condemn, another will release,” Cassius said.
“But I…I don’t understand.”
“The witch who put us here was named Ginerva.”
I sucked in a quick breath. I’d read that name every day since childhood. The same name that was etched into the front cover of my Grimoire. My great grand-mother three times removed.
“Only a witch with equal power will free us. You are that witch, Ella. You are our freedom.”




Chapter Thirty Five
No, no. No, no, NO! I was not that person. They had it all wrong. I had no power. I’d tried every spell in that Grimoire and nothing had ever happened.
“I’m no witch. I have no magic. There’s nothing at all inside me.”
“You are stronger than you think you are, Tu Ena.”
Was I? I didn’t feel strong. In fact, I was a nervous wreck. “If I had magic, don’t you think I’d have tried to get out of Conway? Don’t you think I would cure my mother?” My nails dug into my palms when I clenched my fists.
My mind reeled. If I could have, I’d have done anything to leave Conway. To cure Mom. I’d do anything. Anything…
“How am I ever going to be able to save you?”
Xander sent me a long look. “We have to share blood. It is the only way to break the curse.”
But, we’d already shared blood.
“You bit me?”
“Only to heal you,” Davon said.
“And to give you pleasure.” Xander’s dark words hung between us, filled with promise. My hand automatically went to my neck, pressing against the tiny, twin holes. My body warmed and tightened in response to the intense climax that had flowed through me at the bite.
He had bitten me, but not to drain me or feed from me, or any of the other things that had been made up about Vampires since the beginning of time. His bite was magical. His bite was ecstasy.
The slight smile on Xander’s mouth let me know he knew exactly what I was feeling. I forced my eyes to Cassius. It was safer. Marginally.
“We have only given to you, Tu Ena. That is the way we cure. We freely offer blood. To cure us, we have to take from you. It has to be freely offered,” Cassius said.
My mind circled, narrowing down, searching for what they wanted from me. “So, if I freely offer you my blood, because I’m your…mate, then you’ll be free? I can break your curse?”
Davon shifted while Cassius looked downright uncomfortable. Xander looked grimmer than usual. They were all quiet. Too quiet, and my nerves were already shattered. “What aren’t you telling me?”
“It’s not that simple, Ella.” Cassius’ voice was grave.
“It’s true, you can free us, but nothing is without a cost,” Davon said.
My gaze slid to Xander. Held. He gave nothing away but there was a whole story in the shadows of his eyes. I needed to know that story. “And what is the cost. Xander? Tell me. What is that cost?”
Moments stretched like my nerves thin and tight. “Tell me!” My hands fisted, nails digging into my flesh.
“Tell her, Xander. She must know what she enters into,” Cassius spoke.
Xander’s head dropped, his fingers tensed on his thighs. “You’re our mate, Ella. The only one for us. I have bitten you twice now. Enough for you to start feeling us and awaken the bond, but if you share your blood with us, it will seal our bond. Our souls will merge. We all will become one. We will become…more.”
I waited for his words to unravel and make sense. I picked out the big ones. Mate. Blood. Souls. Merge. “What does that mean…exactly?”
“It means we will always be joined. Mind. Body. Spirit. Soul. You will know us on all levels, subconscious and conscious, and we will know you. Our lives will be shared for now and ever more. It means we will always have you, and you will always have us. Linked on the most intimate of levels.” The words fell as stones breaking a still water, dropping in and rippling out, disrupting the surface in concentric, growing circles, making everything off-kilter.
“There’s no going back, Ella. Once we share blood, it cannot be reversed,” Cassius said.
“If we bond, we cannot separate. You’ll need to live with us,” Davon said.
“Or we will live with you. But the sharing of blood needs to be competed on a regular basis,” Cassius said.
“Otherwise?” I asked. I knew there was a “but”. I needed to know how big that “but” would be.
“Otherwise all our souls will be lost forever. We will simply…cease to be,” Davon said.
“However, we will ensure that the sharing of blood will be a very…exciting…experience for you, Ella,” Xander said.
I glanced at his sensual lips, the peak of white just at the edges. His lips curved with a humorless, almost feral smile. A deep throb pulsed through me. I was scared out of my wits. Faced with an impossible decision, and yet…and yet I still responded to that smile.
I realized with a start that it was… sexy. That they all were sexy. That despite the shock of my life, I wanted them. I wanted them all.
If it were a simple decision, I might merely offer my vein and my blood. Set them free. I could end their curse. Right the wrong of my distant relation. But at what price?
I would be linked to them. Tethered to them for the rest of my life by a bond that was based on magic, a kind I had no idea about. But was that enough?
Despite the fact they were Vampires, we were largely strangers. This bond was “end-of-days” material. Could our lives be linked through nothing more than a magical bond and sexual compatibility? If I listened closely enough to my body, there was an underlying awareness of them. Need. Arousal. Desire. I tried to block out the fact that I wanted them, even now. My body yearned for their touch, their attention. That we were indeed somehow connected and that I had acted on that connection, exploring that darker side of my sexuality based on it.
And I’d loved it.
But I had hopes that one day, one distant day, that I’d find a life with someone based on love. We’d settle down together and be happy to live our lives to the end based on that love. This bond would force us together. A loveless bond based on magic that would alter all of us.
“You feel us, Ella. You know how we’ve felt since the moment we first laid eyes on you,” Cassius said.
I focused and a simmering awareness flared with intent and…I didn’t know what. I couldn’t name it but it made me want to weep and smile at the same time. Or maybe I was so traumatized that this could all be one big nightmare from which I couldn’t wake up. My emotions were all over the place. Up and down and inside out, tangled in one big mess.
My gaze bounced between all three of them. Unsure. So, so unsure.
“You feel us, Ella. We know you do. We can tell you how we feel about you, but the bond doesn’t lie. It is a soul connection, formed even before birth. It is a connection that is older and more ancient than time itself, created by the masters from which we are only children. It can only bind those who are right for each other down to the very molecules of their mind, bodies and souls.
“Our souls recognized yours because we knew for what we searched. Knew that you are our greatest joy. Our reason to live. Our purpose. Our dream come true.
“We share love. We already feel it, but you are so young. So new. You don’t know of our culture. Even though you are a witch, it’s clear things have been kept from you, whether you know that or not.
“You feel something that is unnamed, and that feeling is the deepest form of love. That is the love that builds worlds and makes civilizations great. And it’s yours, freely given and freely received. If only you would reach out and accept it.
“That is why you’re priceless. We would do anything...anything…to complete the bond. Not just to beak the curse, but because you would give us something much more precious.
“Once you do, you’ll know the bond in all its glory. You’ll know how much we love you. You’ll know that we were already deeply in love before we’d even met. Just meeting you has nothing to do with this type of connection. This is beyond being strangers. That we have just met is irrelevant. A soul connection doesn’t ever need an introduction. It is timeless. Beyond life and death. It just is.
“What we share is the rarest of gifts. You’ll understand everything, but right now you need to trust us, Ella. Trust us because it is true. It is real. It is here. All you have to do it say yes. Recognize it. Recognize us.”
It was the longest speech Xander had given and there was power behind those words. I felt them. They resonated with my soul and called to it on a level I never knew existed.
All I had to do was touch it and let myself feel it. Acknowledge it. I deeply inhaled a ragged breath but no answer came to mind.
I didn’t know if I could. I still didn’t understand. I liked them. I’d shared my body with them, and by God it had been the best experience I’d ever had in my life.
But to believe that the bond was more than love? People took years to meet someone, get to know them and fall in love. Even then, it was no guarantee things would work out. That mere strangers could commit themselves to each other until the end of time.
Did I trust them? Could I surrender to something that might be a total fable? Could I agree and throw away the rest of my life if things turned sour? This bond seemed a one-way proposition. Did I have faith in a higher power that might bestow something so tantalizing as never-ending love?
I didn’t know. I just didn’t know.




Chapter Thirty Six
They waited for me as my mind pin wheeled, grappling with some sort of logical argument to sort out the tangle of my mind.
They were Vampires. Stronger. Faster. Apparently my fated mates. Beings that could cure a human with a simple bite. Cursed by a witch who happened to be my distant relative.
They’d been coerced into curing a man with whom they had no connection. Their gift was astounding. They’d cured me. Saved me. They’d freely offered their blood. Wanted to help me.
More.
They’d give anything for me.
And if they wanted to do that…
They could also help Mom.
My brain stuttered, thoughts crashing and coalescing into one big, shocking, unbelievable, answer-to-my-prayers realization. “You can…” I swallowed.
Hard.
I knew what I needed to ask of them. I knew what it would cost them. I knew the leverage would be a lie. I wasn’t their savior – their mate. Xander’s words were too unbelievable to be true
But they
thought
I was. They thought those words were true.
My stomach twisted in on itself. Cramping and wringing like a damp dishcloth.
I was about to use it against them.
If it was being asked of me, I don’t know how I would answer a request of this magnitude. If I’d have that capacity in my heart to agree.
They weren’t only cursed, they’d been imprisoned. Their lives reduced to feeding off unfortunate stray animals that wandered into their perimeter. The times when no animals came, they would have starved.
Their lives had stopped while generations had been born and died. The world had changed so, so much.
How had they remained sane?
Despite knowing everything they had gone through. Everything they’d endured. The wrong that ultimately been done to them. Despite all that, I still had to ask.
The question was born of desperation because I was desperate.
Because I could take Mom to another city in another corner of the world, and she still may never be cured. Because they offered certainty. Because one sacrifice was worth another.
The irony of the situation wasn’t lost on me. What I was about to ask. It was…too much. I couldn’t possibly but…
I glanced at Xander. He looked…resigned. He knew what I was going to say. What I was going to ask. I knew I shouldn’t. Asking to do the same thing that had cursed them for centuries, but the way I saw it…
The way I saw it they asked just as much of me.
The silence around me was weighted when I spoke, “I will stay with you. Be your mate. Freely offer my blood…if you cure my mother.”
And it was a lie, lie, LIE.
I would use them and then I would leave them.
I wanted to be straight up and tell them I wasn’t their mate, that another woman would eventually come to free them but it wasn’t me.
Instead, I was going to lie to them. I needed them to do something that had ultimately damned them to a horrible carbon copy of a life. A ragged semblance of living.
I would use them as Ginevra had used them. And I would curse them all over again, because I had to do it. Had to ask. Had to…blackmail.
I was no better than my distant relative. In three hundred years, some things hadn’t changed at all.
Long moments stretched and I saw the reality of my words as they fell down around all of us. I wished I didn’t need to ask this way, didn’t need to leverage something they wanted so much against something I wanted so much, but that was the way of the world.
I was desperate.
I’d live with the consequences later. Because the one thing I did know, was that life was filled with consequences and most of them were bad. I just had to deal with that later and hope the fall-out wasn’t too cruel. I would beg and pray that God would bring them their true mate one day. That they would soon be released from me when Fate understood it had made a mistake. I couldn’t help but feel that I was reinforcing something horrible my distant relative had started.
Xander inclined his head, heaviness resting on his shoulders. “I made a promise to you. It would be my honor to help your mother.”
They were the words I wanted to hear, but they didn’t feel victorious at all.
They felt bad and tainted and rotten and dark, and I hated I’d forced him to say them. I shivered, but it wasn’t from the cold room. A lump of ice had formed in the center of my chest, freezing me from the inside out.
They’d saved me, yes, but that had been an offering of their choice. But here, now, I’d blackmailed them just as Ginevra had done. Only with me, it was worse, because they’d treated me with kindness. Thoughtfulness. Caring.
Opened their hearts and told me their deepest wish. Their sincere hopes. Their private beliefs.
And that pulsing, connecting, magical thread that bound our hearts told me something I didn’t want to feel. Or know. Or understand.
Because that thread was filled with hope. And longing. Tenderness and…oh, God, it was love.
The more I concentrated on it, something shifted within me and the more I knew.
I knew.
It was mind-numbing. Life-altering.
Impossible.
The reality of it stole my breath. Arrested my heart and left me swimming in an ocean of uncertainty. It was more than the words they’d just spoken.
I knew.
I knew, I knew, I knew.
I didn’t know what to do with the knowledge. My heart and my head were two different things. They loved me. God, did they love me.
I cursed Fate to put me in this appalling situation but it didn’t change a thing. I was still here. They were still Vampires and I was still going to use them terribly.
“Come. You are cold and injured. Will you let us take you back upstairs where it is warm?” Cassius asked.
I stared at his offered hand for a long moments. Nodded. What else could I do?  There was no other path to follow.
So I let Cassius bundle me up and hold me to his chest. Let them take me up the stairs and back to my room and wrap my ankle. Let them place me in bed, where they sat next to me and soothed me while I used the blankets and their bodies to warm me. Let my mind go blank and let the pain of my reality engulf me.
They loved me. The knowledge of it was undeniable. It was illogical. Unfounded.
Unfortunate.
It was the one thing I thought I would never acquire in my life. A one-in-a-million chance at finding the unachievable.
And I was going to use them for it.
The agony of it. A terrible chasm that ripped through my chest. The knowledge I was deceiving them was more than any pain my body had suffered, more than the sum total of abuse at the hands of the townspeople, more than Gary’s exploitation and mistreatment…
I didn’t know if I could return it.




Chapter Thirty Seven
Inexplicably, I must have slept. Maybe it was the shock of it all.
It probably was the shock of it all.
Taking three lovers was one thing, but learning they were Vampires was another. That I was their mate. And as for being a witch – if that was the case, I would have done something about Conway, the Holy Trinity and my entire life long, long ago.
And the deception I was going to orchestrate.
I don’t know how I opened my eyes against the heaviness of my heart, but when I did it was to find a calm, quiet room. Davon was sprawled out next to me. We’d found each other in sleep. One arm was thrown over my waist, the other was curled beneath me. My head rested on his shoulder. The weight was…astonishingly comforting and…welcome. I had to remember in was only the bond making me seek him, even in sleep.
My leg was thrown over his thigh, the sheets twisted around us. My front crushed against him. Locked against him like two halves of a perfect whole.
I was still naked – it seemed to be a perpetual state around them – while he was only shirtless. It still gave me a tantalizing view of bunched muscles, smooth skin and a powerful body.
His lashes created a fan over his cheeks, hiding the unique color of his gorgeous eyes His head was tilted slightly my way, emphasizing the line of his cheek, the cut of his jaw.
I wanted to reach out and run my fingertip down his face but I had to hold myself back. I didn’t have the right to touch him. Didn’t have the right to take that action. I was the one rejecting them. They’d only done everything for the greatest of my good.
I turned my head to see Xander and Cassius, each having taken up the two chairs in front of the fire, also asleep. Their profiles were outlined in a flickering, golden glow.
The fire crackled as high and bright as it ever did. I knew the answer to my question now. It wasn’t a gas fire, or a fake, electrical look-a-like. There was no wood. They didn’t need to tend it because they didn’t have to. It was a magical fire. One that would go on and on and on. Just like they would.
There was a loud crack. A log broke in half, the fire shifted, and for a moment I was drawn back to my dream. The flames eating a half-burnt corpse flitted through my mind. A hysterical laugh echoed in the back of my mind. Ginevra. It had to be. She had to have been broken-hearted about her husband. He’d been  very sick and had died. She’d obviously loved him beyond measure. But to stoop to blackmail and curse three men to this life was abominable. Bordering on insanity.
It wasn’t their fault. Not in any way at all.
And yet she’d still cursed them to this life with her dying breath. Nothing about her actions made it right. They weren’t the cold-hearted Vampires that kept children up at night, wide-awake and scared for their lives in their beds. The reality was quite, quite different.
If I listened closely, just in the right way, I felt the connection. Had felt it when I’d made the decision to make love to all of them. It was warm and welcoming, and everything I’d ever wanted in my life. Someone to accept me and love me and build a life with me.
It was the purest form of torture.
I hated that I’d even come here. Hated that Gary was the cause of me driving out on that night and running to hide the Grimoire. Hated the fact I even had the Grimoire, and that Ginevra had damned these men for centuries because of pure, insane hatred. Hated that I could unbind them with a simple blood-letting. Hated that I doubted.
How exactly that worked, I didn’t know. Xander hadn’t gone into that detail, but if it was anything like the bites he’d given me – it would be pure bliss.
If only I could give in and let them bond to me. The thought was foreign, and yet not. It was as though I’d always known something like this to be possible. Something underlying that had yet to fully surface. But that could also be imagination. Longing to change the unchangeable.
But what if I did bind them and I wasn’t their true mate? What if I bound them to me and it turned out to be false? I’d be cursing them to centuries more torture than they’d already suffered.
If I did that, I’d also be keeping them from their true mate, if she so happened to come along one day. A ragged jolt stabbed through my heart. Something harsh and uncomfortable. Jealousy? I didn’t have any right to be jealous, of all things.
Longing for love and the best sex of my life didn’t mean the future they described. It just meant I longed for love and had experienced the best sex of my life. Sex and love and doing the right thing were far different things.
And if we bonded and their true mate did come along – they’d hate me for the rest of their lives. That much, I knew.
I felt a heaviness in me and glanced back to Davon to see him looking at me. “Good morning.” He leaned forward and pressed a kiss to my forehead. He smiled and I caught a glimpse of his long, white teeth.
Before I knew what I did, I lifted a finger and touched the tip to the elongated tooth. He shuddered and I gasped, removing my finger. He caught my hand, with super-human speed. “It’s okay. It’s just sensitive, but in a good way. You can explore.”
He opened his mouth and so very slowly brought my finger back to the tooth. I rested it there for a moment and a faint throb pulsed through it. It was quite elegant. Not as thick as a normal canine. It was pure white, a lethal weapon settled amongst otherwise normal teeth.
I pressed my fingertip right at the end. I didn’t even feel any pain, didn’t even apply much pressure, but the tooth cut through my skin. A drop of blood welled. I sucked in a quick breath and quickly withdrew my finger before it could fall against his tongue.
Davon’s fingers remained curled around my wrist. He folded my arm over his chest, where I felt his steady heartbeat. Vampires having no hearts must be another fallacy. I’d found nothing about these guys that fables had led me to believe. “Relax, Ella. A drop will do nothing.”
I had to wonder how much blood they had to take to bind us. Wondered how all of us had ended up here. Them, a vampire. Me, a supposed witch without power. “How did you…become a vampire?”
“Ah, a history question is a good question to ask.” Davon smiled his handsome smile at me, the action easing tension from my shoulders I didn’t know was there. I sighed, and breathed in his scent. I should make the most of this, being close like this with him. It would be my last time.
“So you don’t mind?”
“That you asked? Or that I was Changed?” Davon asked.
He sent me such a charming expression, I blushed. I ducked my head, a little embarrassed at my reaction, which was disturbingly more like a lover than anything else. I had to set aside the feeling that I was. “Both.”
Davon chuckled, the deep sound deliciously reverberating in his chest. “You can ask anything of me, Ella, and I won’t mind.”
I think he would mind if I asked him to forget about me and wait for their true mate, but I didn’t think he meant that. I nestled against him, content to hear his story.
I had to have something more to remember them by.




Chapter Thirty Eight
“I was Moroccan born and raised. We were poor, but happy. I had five brothers and two sisters.”
“A big family.” I had no siblings. Dad had run off when I was a baby and I think Mom lost faith in anything male after that. She’d never had another relationship. I didn’t blame her, with Conway being led by the sexist ruling of the Trinity. She always said I was enough for her, but I wanted something more for her as well. She deserved the love of a good man.
“Yes, a very big, loud, rambunctious family. My father was a soldier. A general, in fact. We traveled the world over with him and reached the shores of Massachusetts when I was fifteen.
“We loved the life here. It was wild. Filled with potential. Uncivilized. It appealed to my father’s sense of wildness. He was through with the strictness of the army and sought another, freer life. It just happened to involve us. But I loved it. When I turned eighteen, I decided to start out on my own.”
“Eighteen. That was so young!” I said.
“You have to remember this was three and a half centuries ago. At eighteen, I was considered a man, and being a man, I wanted my own life. It was good for a while. I hunted, sold furs, built a good name in the trade and was able to return money to my parents. When I was thirty, I decided I needed to explore further afield. Seek more exotic animals. I wanted to higher prices rare furs would bring. That was my downfall.
“I made a stupid mistake. I should have known better. I was too confident. I set a trap that wasn’t strong enough and I should have known better. In the end I was taken on by a bear. In the end, the bear won.”
I sucked in a breath. I’d once seen a body after a bear attack. I’d had nightmares for weeks afterwards.
People did die in bear attacks. It was only on the rare occasion anyone survived. Over the years, the reports of hunters coming into the region and being attacked through stupidity or accident were numerous. It was just never advertised. I hated to think that Davon had been attacked. Hated to think he’d been hurt that much.
His arm tightened around me, his fingertips swirling. A soothing feeling rushed into me, calming the tears that threatened to spill. “Hey, it’s all right, Ella. Xander, Cassius and Michael found me. Michael, our sire, changed me so that I could survive. I joined their coven.”
That was a name I hadn’t heard before. “Michael?”
“Our Sire. Our vampire Father. He gave life to all of us,” Cassius said.
But, there were only the three of them now. I’d never seen a fourth. Oh, hell, what if there was a fourth and they were going to tell me he was also my mate? Davon must have felt me tense because his hand spread on my shoulder, keeping me locked against him.
“Michael is dead. He sacrificed himself so that we could go free,” Xander said.
“We could have fought harder than we did. Surely there was something more we could have done,” Casisus said, his voice filled with a bitterness that I could taste myself.
“We’ve been over this a million times. He offered the ultimate sacrifice as a Sire and a father so that we may live. And we have,” Davon said.
“If you call it that.” Cassius’ voice was filled with so much pain, I felt it reverberate around my heart, infusing me with extreme grief.
“That’s enough, Cassius,” Xander said and no one else spoke.
I felt the depth of their emotions but I didn’t know what to do with it. If I should accept it or ignore it. If our bond was finalized and I already felt them inside me like this, how much more intense would it be? “He was your father?”
“He turned me first. I was near dead with fever when Michael changed me. I’d known him for years. I had no idea he was a Vampire. He owned an Apothecary and he trained me in the ways of medicines. We used to treat the sick in their homes if they were too weak to come in for treatment. I picked up my illness from one of the people we treated. That year was a bad one. Half the townspeople died by the sickness and when I didn’t die with the same, we roused suspicion. We fled the town with the barest of supplies and made our way to the new country,” Xander said.
“Where were you born?” I asked.
The sorrow I felt hardened and Xander became lost in thought. “Venice. Italy. The center of art and culture and dogged Catholicism. Anything that deviated from the Church at that time was evil, and hence we were deemed the most evil of all, even though throughout many years, we had saved countless lives.”
They had all suffered at the hand of naïve people. My distant grandmother had been no different – cursing them for years upon years upon years. Shame washed over me, and sadness at the way they’d been treated. Xander had been a young man who had only wanted to help people. Davon, a shy youth set out on a journey to make a name for himself and help his parents.
“It was just Michael and me treating people in a small town called New York before we found Cassius a century later,” Xander said.
I looked to Cassius expectantly. Unwrapping their story was an exercise in wonder and heartache. He spoke of it with a cavalier style. “At least my near death experience was a little more exciting…”
“Stupid,” Davon murmured as he rolled his eyes.
Cassius cleared his throat. “As I said, more exciting, than my brothers, here. I was an up and coming constable under the British rule, working hard against theft, gambling and prostitution. A good part of my job was to keep our Sire and Xander safe. The amount of people at that stage who would steal herbs and medicines to make drugs was unparalleled. Little did I know that Michael and Xander were more than capable of defending themselves than I could ever propose to be. It would have been nice if they’d told me before I leapt into the path of that bullet and put my life on the line to save theirs.”
I came up on my elbow in shock and with a trace of his excitement. The sheet shifted and I quickly adjusted it to cover myself. “You were shot!”
Cassius treated me to a full-blown smile that made my blood heat and simmer. “Told you it was exciting. Unfortunately for me, that bullet was near-fatal, but thanks to our Father having a soft heart, he decided to save me because of my bravery.”
I blinked, stunned at their stories. Not happy stories made of rainbows and kittens, but real life, dirty stories of trial and hardship, typical of the people of the times. Their suffering hadn’t ended any time soon. I changed the topic to ease the ache in my heart. “You said you cooked?”
“I did. We left New York and set off traveling. Men that didn’t die and were perpetually young stood out after too long. We learned all types of skills. Worked all types of jobs to get by. Father saved Davon as he told you, and we traveled the continent. We kept our heads down, our profiles low, and always moved before people could get to know us too much.
“Eventually we ended up in Conway. We decided we had to stop somewhere and Conway was very remote. I set up business, the inn and cooked for travelers. Davon was still able to trade furs and Xander treated people. It worked for a while,” Cassius said.
“Until you were cursed,” I murmured. The lighter mood Cassius had set, plummeted. I swung my legs off the side of the bed and sat, already missing Davon’s comfort and body heat. I rubbed my fist over my heart, hoping to rub away the constant ache that was almost a physical hurt.
“How did Ginevra find out who you were and what you could do?” Did I really want to know that a distant relative was able to create such evil? Absolutely not. I was completely ashamed someone in my line was capable of it.
I closed my eyes and drew in a breath. I was going to do the same thing as Ginevra, wasn’t I? I was planning on it. My gut churned, shame and guilt and dread creating a sickening cocktail.
Davon moved to sit on one side of me. The bed dipped when Cassius sat on my other side. Xander knelt before me. He went to take my hands, but at the last second, pulled back. I was caught in a mix of wanting to reach for him and knotting my fingers together and shoving both hands into my lap. Their feelings for me flared, instantly easing my discomfort and making me feel worse at the same time.
I caught a hint more sadness before it was whisked away, leaving me wondering if I’d actually felt it at all. That was Xander. Protecting me from their desolation. Remorse shattered me. “We were feeding, Ella. Just like you saw us.”
My breath caught, “A bear?” Don’t say human. Please don’t say human.
Xander’s expression tightened a little, as though he knew what I’d just thought. “A moose this time. Unlike when you saw us, Ginevra knew exactly what we were. She was a witch in her full power and knew the capabilities of all creatures. And how to use them to her benefit.
“She had her suspicions about us and followed us out one night. Looking back, in a small town, we did stand out as…different. Other. Most people wouldn’t put their finger on it, but if you knew what you looked for, it would soon become apparent. She even tricked Father.
“Unfortunately, the rest of the townsfolk knew about us as well as her after that. All of our secrets became known. The town congregated and that’s when Father told us to run. We did, but…we were still caught.”
Pain radiated around me and through me. Ginevra’s actions were vile and evil. Not only had she cursed them, she had also killed their father. If I lost Mom…I didn’t want to think about it. I don’t know if I could pick myself up and keep going on.
Davon still spoke, “Although Ginevra died, she thought death would be too easy for us and cursed us with her last breath. A death curse is one of the oldest and hardest to break, especially from a witch of her power. It is unending and relentless. Without you…we would live forever in purgatory until eventually we will simply cease to exist, having suffered for centuries more until that time.”
It was horrible. Tragic. I knew I was sentencing them to be forever trapped, and now death. Years and years and years of torture. For what? Because they tried to help someone. If there was a hell for witches, I hoped Ginevra was roasting.
But even knowing all this, could I accept them, offer my blood and stay with them forever because it would free them? If there was no love, a lifetime of resentment would fester between all of us. They were cursed now, I would only be adding to their misery.
They’d do everything they could to make it good for me. The sex would be mind-blowing, of course. But for how long? Sex was not a thing on which to base a life together. Neither was one-sided love. They’d keep on trying and trying and trying, and after a while it wouldn’t be enough. Without returning their love, it would never be enough.
And right there, right then, was when my heart shattered into a million, tiny, anguish-ridden, un-fixable fragments.




Chapter Thirty Nine
I tried to disguise my mood with a smile that was probably more of a grimace than anything. If they felt the churning of my emotions and my gut, they didn’t say anything.
They would have to know something was up, even though I worked hard at pretending. Now that I’d started feeling their emotions, I was picking up all sorts of things from them. Worry. Apprehension. Simmering trepidation. Unease. Maybe it was magnified because I felt the same things.
Most probably for different reasons.
“Just get your mother and come straight back to us, Ella. Don’t stop to talk to anyone. Try not to be seen.” If it was possible, Xander had grown more serious and strict as the minutes ticked past.
They’d fed me. Clothed me. Made sure I had a coat and sturdy boots to make the trek back to Gary’s truck. They’d talked about how I was going to get back to Mom. How I was going to bring her back to them so they could cure her.  It was decided I’d leave at dusk and travel under the cover of darkness to avoid being seen as much as possible.
“Hide this Gary’s vehicle and come back in your own vehicle. There’s less chance of rousing attention,” Xander said.
“As soon as you cross back through the barrier, call us and we will come for you,” Cassius said.
I’d have to come back if I wanted Mom cured, but I didn’t know how I was going to leave after that. They’d want payment from me. Maybe straight away. I hadn’t even thought through what I might say to put it off. Escape later. I’d only have to reach this barrier, then I’d be safe. They couldn’t cross it. I’d never see them again.
I clenched my fist over my stomach. I wish they hadn’t fed me. I had to keep swallowing to keep it all down.
Damn them for treating me so well. So kind. Thoughtful. Knowing what I had to do would be easier if they were assholes. Or if they drained humans. Or killed indiscriminately. Or murdered babies.
I teetered on the bottom step of the porch. “Where’s the bear?” That huge animal had been close by, but now there was nothing but pristine snow and a few flurries of snowflakes.
“We didn’t kill the bear, Ella. We only take what we need but not enough to take life. Ever. It probably woke up and wondered off some time later. No worse for wear,” Davon said.
I blinked up at him. Now I couldn’t even accuse them of indiscriminately killing animals for their food. He smiled and his handsome face become devastating. My heart picked up its pace, attuned to his feelings towards me. I quickly looked away, focusing on the falling snowflakes that were quickening as we spoke. “It looks like another storm is coming in.”
“It has been three hundred years of storms. They come and go. Some worse than others,” Cassius said.
“All the time? What about summer?”
“All we have is winter here. We make the most of the breaks when they come,” Cassius said.
My breath fogged and I stamped my feet. It was getting colder as we spoke. That was…miserable. If I ever saw my ancestor in the afterlife, I’d make it my mission to curse her exactly like this.
“You’re getting cold, Ella. It’ll only get worse. When you return, no doubt a storm will be in full swing. Call us and we will come and get you.” Xander stepped off the step and onto the snow.
“How will you hear me?” I asked.
“We will feel you, Ella. We always know you’re near.” Despite the cold, Xander only wore fitted pants and a shirt. He held his hand out to me, waiting. “Come, we will take you to the barrier. Your vehicle is not far from there.”
I sucked in a deep lungful of air as I placed my hand in his. His elegant fingers closed around mine. He aided my balance as I stepped onto the snow and we trudged through drifts of the stuff along a path I couldn’t see.
To my surprise, we passed a rose bush in full bloom. Frost made the delicate petals blacken a little at the edges. Crisp white frost had created a layer of white particles that covered the deep red. The bush was covered in small buds, barely matured to full blooms. Around the base of the bush were piles of fallen red petals, looking like drops of blood against the white snow.
I sank knee deep in snow as we wound our way through frozen trees, their branches laid low by piles of the frozen stuff. As we walked, the flurries came down harder and more insistent. The air chilled even more, nearly hurting my lungs when I breathed.
This was more than cold. This bordered on permafrost. Ginevra must have been filled with so much hate to have created this hell. If she hadn’t sunk to these depraved depths, I might have felt sorry for her, but as it was, I became angrier and angrier at what she’d done.
“Why do you feel such rage?” Davon asked.
My breath stuttered. I’d forgotten how much they could feel me. I only hoped I’d been able to disguise my feelings well enough. “I…hate what Ginevra did to you. It’s…inhuman. She condemned you. Killed your father. This curse is…” How did I describe something so horrific? And they’d suffered for three hundred years. Even people who committed horrendous crimes and were sentenced to life in prison didn’t suffer for so many years.
Ginevra was my ancestor. I was tainted by her deeds. How could they forgive me?
Davon took me in his arms and I let him. I wound my arms around his waist, taking pleasure in feeling him against me. Knowing it would be my last touch like this. “Don’t be sad for us, Ella. Being cursed led you to us. That is more than we could ever hope for. Having a mate, a bond. It is a true gift from the Goddess. Only very few souls since the beginning of humankind have been blessed like this. Knowing this has kept us sane for all this time. So don’t be sad. Be happy that we’ll be joined.” He plowed his fingers through my hair. I pressed my cheek to his chest, fighting to keep my tears away. “I know you don’t fully understand. If you were well into your powers, you would know that this is something to be rejoiced and not afraid of. But you will know soon. We are blessed. All four of us. Truly blessed.”
I grit my teeth to stop my stomach bringing up everything. He slowly tipped my head back so that I was forced to look up at him. “This is where we say goodbye, Ella. The path is just beyond those trees. But first, before you go, I want to give you something to think about.”
He dipped his head and captured my mouth with his. He didn’t hold back. This was a kiss not like Davon usually gave. This kiss was commanding. It took and gave and stole and churned everything up inside me, and then obliterated it all into a world of just being and feeling and accepting. Until all I was aware of was how much he loved me. Exactly how he cared for me. How deep and strong and pure his emotions were toward me.
My head was a haze. The kiss ended and Cassius held me against him. “We all feel the same way about you, Ella. Letting you go right now is the hardest thing we’ve ever had to do. But this will be something to bring you back into our arms.” Cassius kissed me next. Intense. Ardent. Fueled by passion, desire and an edge of desperation. I clung to him as he used my mouth to convey a torrent of emotion. Until I knew how much I was going to destroy him when I refused them.
I panted, my breath rough when Xander pulled me to him. His eyes blazed, but his touch was so, so gentle when he threaded his fingers through my hair. “You can never do wrong in our eyes, Ella. We see the beauty of your soul. We know you’ll find the right path.”
With those cryptic words, he used his lips and tongue and teeth to make me realize how fierce he felt about me. It was humbling. Amazing. Frightening.
When he finished plundering my mouth, he set me back, keeping his hands on me until the strength returned to me legs, my head stopped spinning, and rational thoughts started to flow through my mind once more.
“There.” He pointed over my shoulder. It took me a moment to see Gary’s red truck through the falling snow. “Do you see it?”
I nodded, not trusting myself to speak without a torrent of tears falling.
“Be back soon, Ella.” Davon walked me down a short path. A pain-filled cry filled the air. I spun to see Davon sprawled on his back, his face scrunched in pain. He moaned and clutched his arm. I fell on my knees at his side, hands fluttering uselessly over his arm, “Davon. Davon! What’s wrong?”
He panted heavily, slowing raising his arm. At the end of his sleeve, there was only a faint outline of his hand, transparent and ghost-like. A sob broke from me from deep down inside. I placed shaking fingers over my mouth as I stared hopelessly at his barely-there hand.
Davon panted through clenched teeth. “It’s started, Ella. Somehow the curse is escalating.”
I could offer to share my blood now. I could offer to bring him back. The answer seemed to be simple.
And yet, even faced with the consequences, I couldn’t do it. I was a horrible, shitty person. A person who wasn’t worthy of this fate or this gift. I wasn’t this person they thought I was. I was a selfish person who was going to ultimately use them before they disappeared forever. And condemn them.
Because still I didn’t know if I loved them in return and fading to nothing was better than living a bitter life for centuries more.




Chapter Forty
I thought they would have demanded my blood right here and now, but Xander only touched his palm to my cheek and said, “Go, Ella. But be back as fast as you can.”
I bent towards Davon, caught myself and stumbled backwards, hating myself that I wasn’t offering the very thing they needed. I could still save Mom. I could let them take my blood, save them and still bring Mom back.
But then I’d trap us all. Trap them with Ginevra’s ancestor. I might not even save them at all, but curse them to more horrors.
I tripped backwards as Davon’s pain-filled cry permeated the air, and then everything became silent. I drew in a blunt breath. Once. Twice.
They’d disappeared, their voices replaced by the silence of the forest. The snowstorm gone as though it was never there. I edged forward. My hand brushed through what felt like cobwebs. Sights and sounds morphed. The snow reappeared. Davon sat up, his arm protected against his front, Xander and Cassius at his side.
I’d passed through the barrier as easily as taking a step, and it had wounded Davon. Maybe mortally.
Why couldn’t I just feel differently? If this bond connected all of us, why wasn’t I down at his side offering up a vein? The reality horrified me and I stumbled back to the protection of the barrier and to Gary’s truck, the keys still in the ignition where I’d left them.
It took a couple of turns of the motor before it roared to life, the deep rumble courtesy of the powerful V8 motor and expensive modifications to make it noisier than necessary. How I was going to make it to my house without being noticed, I didn’t know. I’d just have to make it fast. Get there. Get Mom and get back.
My stomach churned as I slipped the truck into reverse and eased the massive frame back and forwards until I faced the track without falling over the edge of the mountain I’d slipped down.
My knuckles turned white as I eased the truck down the overgrown path. The recent storm made it more mud-slide than anything and I only let out a breath when I finally eased over the ditch and onto the dirt road that would take me to Conway.
I glanced at the empty seat, realizing for the first time I’d left the Grimoire back with the vampires.
Dusk turned everything into shadows as I finally eased Gary’s truck into my driveway. I’d only passed two vehicles traveling the opposite direction, luckily no one I recognized. I held my breath and prayed to any God of goodwill that I would go unnoticed.
I dashed outside, leaving the door open and the motor running and bounded up the front porch steps three at a time. The front door swung open and I stopped, just inside.
Inside was dark. And cold. And silent. The fire I usually started was absent. No lights were on. No smells of dinner cooking. I stumbled inside on legs I couldn’t feel. “Mom?”
A shadow shifted. A slight movement from Mom’s chair. I dove into my knees in front of her, “Mom!”
“Ella? Is that you?”
My God. Her voice was reed thin. Weak. Coldness streaked on my cheek. I flinched back, only realizing that it was Mom’s fingers. I reached for them, wrapped my own fingers around hers in an attempt to share her warmth. “Oh my God, Mom. You’re freezing!” I felt up her arms her face. Everywhere was cold. Everywhere. “Why didn’t you light the fire?”
“Ran out. Of wood.” She was so weak, talking was too much for her.
Of course she would have run out of wood. I wasn’t here to restock it. “You should have used the gas.”
“Didn’t. Pay. Bill.”
“Oh, Mom.” I pressed my forehead against her cold one. She was so weak. I could feel the life trickling out of her as I spoke. I squeezed her hand. “I’m getting you out of here.”
“Can’t. Get up.”
“I’ve found some…people…who can help you. They can save you, Mom. But you have to get up. I have to take you there.” If I’d have come back tomorrow, I don’t think my mother would have been alive. I stifled my sob. It wasn’t going to help her.
“You’ve found them.”
I froze at her words, a jumble of questions forming in my mind. I sat back on my haunches and gripped her hand. “Who do you think I’ve found?”
A smile ghosted her lips. “I see. You have. Knew you. Were special.”
She knew. She knew. More questions screamed in my brain. “How…why…” They were the only two words I spoke. The only words I could say.
“Only someone special. Can end it. For. Everyone.” Mom fell back into the chair, the effort of speaking was too much for her.
Why didn’t I just bond with them? Why had I been so selfish? They could be here. Now. Saving her. Now everyone I loved as at stake!
Love..?
That word slipped out unintentionally. How did I know what that even was? How it felt? I loved a cup of coffee in the morning, but forever love? That was the stuff of romance novels.
There was no time to dwell. I stood, urging Mom to stand. “Come on, Mom. I’ve got to get you into the truck”
Her brow furrowed and her gaze slid around. “Not here?”
I sobbed out loud this time, unable to keep it locked inside. “I’m stupid, Mom. So, so stupid. You have to come with me. I have to take you to them.”
But she only smiled. “Worry. Too much. Things will…work out. Trust Fate.”
It was all she could manage. I’d give anything to light the fire, feed her and let her rest, but I couldn’t. I couldn’t because of my own selfishness.
I didn’t have the heart to argue with her, because what had Fate given us…or offered Davon, Cassius or Xander. Fate wasn’t soft and warm and fuzzy and I’d been doing my best to outrun Fate from childhood.
Fate had given me a sick mother and dying Vampires. And unless I acted fast, Fate was going to take them all away from me.




Chapter Forty One
I half carried Mom to Gary’s truck, using my shoulder to carry her weight. She was only slight, but she was also a dead weight. As soon as I had her settled, I jumped in the driver’s seat and closed the door. At least by keeping the motor running, the interior was cozy and warm.
“Hold on, Mom. We’re going there now.”
I saw her in the interior light, so pale and washed out she could be a cadaver. I shuddered, not wanting to think of it at all.
I shoved the shifter into reverse and shot backwards down the driveway. It was snowing again and thankfully no one was in the streets. As soon as I had the wheels on the road, I slammed it into gear and sped off. Like the first time I’d done this, I hit the pedal with even more urgency.
I turned the corner and a set of headlights blinded me. I caught a glimpse of Dean’s slack face and an impression of Gary in the passenger side, watching me pass. “Shit. Shit. Shit.”
What was it I was just thinking about Fate?
I floored it, the acceleration driving me back into the seat. If I could get out of town fast enough, they’d never catch me once I turned off the main road. I spun around the corner, catching a glimpse of Dean’s headlights doing a U turn on the road behind me.
“They saw us. I going to have to floor it.”
Mom’s fingers folded around the handle on the door as I sped far too fast down a road far too dark and slippery. I only knew if they caught up to me, I’d never make it back to my guys.
My guys..? Nothing I thought or felt made any sense.
“Mom, why have you never told me about this?”
She sighed, a bone-weary sound. “I’d given up on it happening, honey. Thought we were…cursed just as much as the legend…said.”
The heat must be helping. She sounded a little stronger, at least. Or maybe it was pure adrenaline caused by driving too fast down a dangerous road. “Legend?”
“Spoken legend only. The Grimoire…doesn’t show all its secrets. Only what it wants,” Mom said.
I was becoming more and more confused. The more she spoke, the more questions I had. “Just tell me about them, Mom. Tell me about the bond.”
She gave me a brilliant smile and despite her pallor, I could tell she was truly happy for me. I just didn’t understand why. “Only bestowed on the… most deserved. It’s a true gift. My lucky, lucky daughter.”
“I don’t feel that lucky.”
“You don’t understand. There’s a story. Handed down from Ginevra’s daughter to us,” Mom said.
I gasped. I hadn’t thought about it, but Ginevra must have had a child. We were the result of that. A child who grew up without a mother. Given what I knew of Ginevra’s heart, that might have been a good thing.
Gravel pinged the underside of the truck and I spun down the road. I was getting there, but I needed to know everything before I saw them again.
Before I had to decide.
“Tell me the story.”
“It’s the reason our family has been stuck in Conway for centuries. Because of the curse. The way in which it was cast. With that curse…Ginevra stole her daughter’s power. And that of her daughter, and so on. She did a great wrong. Cursed her own family in doing so.” Mom gasped for breath. She held out a hand as I reached for her. “Don’t stop. We need to. Get there.”
My knuckles turned white as I gripped the wheel. Anger surged through adrenaline. I stayed silent, not wanting to exhaust her even more. It was taking everything she had to tell me the story.
“I had given up hope. Too much time…had passed. Ella. So sorry I didn’t tell you.” Her eyes gleamed with unshed tears. “I had…lost all hope. Didn’t think. It would be you.”
I drew in a steeling breath. “So much time has passed. I would have thought the same thing too, Mom.”
“Ginevra robbed us of our powers. Robbed us of ever leaving…that evil town. It’s taking the life…out of me to feed it. It would have done the same to you.”
I had to wonder why my ancestors had never left Conway. Although the views were spectacular, that was the only good thing about it. Light flickered behind me. Red and blue mixed with the stark white headlights. Shit. Gary had alerted the sheriff. Of course he had. I eased on the gas, nudging the truck faster than I dared.
“We’re being followed, Mom. Tell me about the Vampires.”
She showed no shock at my mention of what they were. She really did know the story. “They were innocent beings. They should never have been attacked like that. Their Father killed. They can heal, Ella. They are good. Not like fables.”
My fingers twisted on the wheel, guilt gnawing at me. I knew they were. I just knew they were and yet I’d still left them to their fate. I was as bad as Ginevra in my own way. The apple didn’t fall far from the tree, apparently.
“They are also made for you. For all of the evil done in the past, Fate has intervened to set things right. You all are…being rewarded,” Mom said.
The lights behind us were gaining. They were going so fast. Faster than I dared. We were nearly at the break. I could only hope we’d get there without them discovering the track. Sweat broke out beneath my armpits, sticky and slick. The same sweat coated my palms and I rubbed them one by one on my thighs.
“I don’t know about Fate, Mom. I don’t think I believe in that.”
“Listen to your heart. Really listen. It doesn’t lie, honey. This is a shock. That is all. You didn’t know anything about them. If I had…told you. You would have…accepted them already. Curse would have…ended.”
Mom was failing. She slumped against the seat, her body jerked about by the jolting of the truck. “It’s not your fault, Mom. Just… hang on. Hang on until we get there.”
Red and blue lit up the truck’s cabin, but a familiar sweep of trees flashed past. There it was, coming up. I slammed on the brakes, the engine whining and groaning as I struggled to shift down the gears. “This is going to get rough.”
I swung the wheel and my shoulder hit the door as I steered the truck over the ditch, through the trees and into the hidden track that I hoped would lead me to salvation.




Chapter Forty Two
Mom was thrown about, her limbs flying like a rag doll. Rocks thumped the undercarriage and branches screeched against the side of the truck.
I couldn’t care less.
I’d been gone too long. Left too late.
Damn it, I should have saved them before I left!
My burdened heart thumped inside my chest and something oily settled inside my stomach. If only I had known. I’d been kept in the dark all my life. Might things have been different if I’d known, or would my ability to always look for the bad before the good outweigh anything I might have done differently?
My body tingled with a different tension. I’d only been gone a few hours, but I wanted to see them again. Desperately. Fear made my muscles tremble.
Fear I was too late – for everyone.
Please, God. Please let me see their faces again.
I wrenched the wheel, following the track as best I could, offering up my prayer like a chant. The path ended abruptly, the wheels sinking into the trenches from where the truck had stopped before.
Mom’s eyes were closed, her body limp. “Oh, God. Oh, no. No, please.”
It took me three tries to unbuckle my seat belt, my breathing stuttering in my throat. I slammed the door open and scrambled around the front of the truck to wrench the passenger door open.
I tapped Mom’s face, and when she didn’t stir, tapped her again more forcefully. My breath rushed out when her eyes flickered open, but it was several moments before they cleared from their blank state.
An engine growl rent the silence. I gasped, my head turning towards the sound. They’d followed me! Oh my God. They’d seen me turn off!
I unclipped her belt and eased my arms around her. “Mom. You’ve got to get out. We have to walk. Just a little way, but we have to go now, okay. There’s no time.”
If I could get her through the barrier, they wouldn’t even see where we went. The barrier would hide us. I could be anywhere in this wilderness and they’d have a hard time trying to work out where we went.
Mom’s fingers curled around my shoulder as I helped her out of the truck. She leaned against me, her breathing heavy as though she’d run miles, but she’d only gotten out of the truck.
They were getting closer. As well as the engine sounds, I made out the sounds of rocks and gravel kicking against metal. They weren’t being careful at all. They were going as fast as they could to get us.
I wrapped my hand around her waist, slung her arm about my shoulders and crushed her hands in mine. I balanced her as best I could, taking as much of her weight and turned in the direction of the house.
The trees swallowed us as we walked. But it was slow. Too slow. “Just a little faster, Mom.”
She drew a shallow breath, “You go. Leave me. Save them. No time.”
I re-gripped her hand. That wasn’t going to happen. “We’re almost there. Another step. Good. Now another.”
I wished I was strong enough to pick her up, but sweat poured down my forehead, dripping into my eyes. Fear made me stumble nearly as much as Mom.
Engines sounded louder. Close. Too close. One sounded as though I could reach out a touch it.  And then the sound of another engine quickly followed. The sound of more and more vehicles swarmed the path behind us like angry wasps over a fresh target.
A door slammed. Another and another. Male voices.
I recognized Gary’s voice. A man yelled out, loud and clear, and my blood ran like frigid ice in my veins. I recognized those twanging tones. It’d been the cause of the misery of my life.
I don’t know why, but Minister Jeremiah and the Holy Trinity were right behind us.
Fear made my legs weak. There was no way I was leaving Mom behind for them to find. There was no option now but to get through the barrier.
I held on to her tighter, hoping I wasn’t causing her too much pain and struggled over rocks and slippery leaves.
“Where is it?” Shit. The barrier had to be close! Branches rustled, footfalls sounded. They followed us! But how? It was almost impossible to see where we’d gone. I wasn’t even on a path.
I clenched my teeth against making any sound. I steeled my arm around Mom’s waist, ignored my burning lungs, legs and screaming muscles and surged forward. It was impossible to tell where the barrier exactly was, but I went weak as the familiar spider webs brushed my skin.
I stumbled through the barrier and was assaulted by furious wind and pelting hail. This wasn’t just a snowstorm any more. This was absolute hell.
Mom groaned, her body shaking against the arctic chill. “Xander! Cassius! Davon! Help!”
My voice was thin against the howl of the wind. I doubted they’d even hear me. There was no option but to try and reach the house. I stepped and fell knee-deep into snow. Cold wrapped around my legs, whipped through my clothing. The sweat froze instantly on my skin and soon I was wet through, my clothing only serving to chill me even more.
Mom sank, her legs giving out beneath her. I toppled over with her into the snow. Her eyes were closed, head lolling and nothing I did was enough to rouse her.
I tried to pick her up, but her body was too limp. She was a dead weight and I didn’t have the strength to even lift her shoulder off the ground.
I sobbed out loud, helplessness cashing around me. I was so close but I couldn’t take another step further. I sank down into the snow at her side. I brushed away the snow that continued to fall, fearing we’d soon be covered. There was the sound of voices right behind me. Close to the barrier. Too close.
They might even step through and find us!
God. Oh, God no.
The tears I’d been holding off started falling, instantly freezing on my cheeks. Xander, Cassius and Davon hadn’t heard me and I was too cold and the Holy Trinity was too close for me to utter a sound. I was trapped and my Vampires weren’t coming. Realization washed through me like a tsunami of despair.
They weren’t coming because they’d faded away into nothing. The cursed fulfilled. Evil abounded. They weren’t coming…because they couldn’t come.
Nausea rose in my gut. I was late. Too, too late. They were dead. Bile rose up my throat and I worked hard to swallow it back down again. I could have had everything and now I’d lost it all. Through fear, stupidity and naivety.
If only…if only…if only. The words of regret.
I folded my body over Mom’s in an attempt to keep the weather as much off her as I could. I was either going to die of exposure or the townspeople were going to find us. Whichever way it was, it wasn’t going to be where I really wanted to be.
In the arms of my Vampires. Being cherished. Cared for.
Loved.
That’s what they had shown me. That’s what they had already known and I’d been too scared to recognize it. The tenderness Davon displayed when he spoke about his Father. Cassius’s need to feed me with any meal he thought I would like. Xander’s strict control that was undone the moment he laid his hands on me.
Those weren’t the actions of unaffected men. They had known all along how they felt. And that I returned it. You didn’t have to understand a bond to know it was there. And they loved me enough to send me away when I didn’t know what I wanted myself. That was real love. That was a bond that went deeper than the mere time we’d known each other, or the facts and figures about our lives.
If only I’d looked deeper and believed. I owned a Grimoire. I’d met Vampires. Apparently I had powers that had been supressed through great evil. These were things in front of my face and yet I’d still rejected them.
Why did I only see it now, when it was too late? I folded in on myself and connected to the river of pure love that had been gifted to me and to them. It was boundless. Timeless. Real. I dipped my consciousness in and knew – I knew – it was a true blessing.
I really did know their hearts. It was mine I had no clue about. Their heart was my heart. Stupid, stupid me.
I bent down and whispered into Mom’s ear. “I’m so sorry. I’m not better than Ginevra. I damned them all the moment I refused to save them. I wish I did. I wish with all my heart that I had. Because I’d give anything to have them back. Anything.”
But nothing, not even a spell from my Grimoire, could reverse time.




Chapter Forty Three
Someone knelt next to me, gently brushing my hair. I made myself look up, expecting to see Gary’s harsh features, or the unforgiving eyes of the Trinity.
Instead my heart leapt. “Xander!”
His serious gaze went to my mother, “She is very ill.”
Mom hadn’t moved a muscle and I feared the ride and the walk was just too much for her. A wave of tears spilled down my cheeks, shame burning my soul. “The others?”
Xander’s mouth firmed, “I will take you back, but first – your mother.” He picked up her wrist and moved the sleeve to bare her veins. I caught a glimpse of his sharp teeth before they sank into her skin.
I remembered the last time those teeth sank into me. They had given me the most intense orgasm of my life and my cheeks burned despite the cold. As though knowing that thought, Xander’s eyes stole to mine. Held. A sense of knowing washed through me.
He did know. Of course he knew. The bond worked both ways.
That was how connected we were.
They knew everything about me and yet they’d still held back. Giving me time and space when they had none themselves. Shame rose like acid in my throat.
Xander smoothed his thumb over the small puncture marks at Mom’s wrist, wiping away a drop of blood before tugging her sleeve down. “There is nothing to be ashamed about, Tu Ena. We knew you, like you know us. We’ve just had three hundred years to get used to the idea when you had none.”
I choked on a sob. They were dying and yet Xander was still being so understanding. I didn’t deserve that. Them. My actions were detestable.
My breath caught when Xander stroked my cheeks, wiping away my frozen tears, “No recriminations. I don’t like seeing you like this. Come, we need to get back to the house.” A frown marred his brow? “But can you walk, Ella? I need to carry your mother.”
“Yes, of course.”
The sounds of people thrashing through the underbrush was fast becoming louder. They could very well break through the barrier at any time. Our only hope would be that they wouldn’t see us and be put off by the intense storm.
Xander lifted Mom as though she weighed no more than a pillow, despite her being a dead weight. I clambered to my feet, finding it difficult to stand on frozen limbs. “Is she..?” I could barely hope that Xander might have cured her. It couldn’t be that easy. Could it?
“I hope so, Ella. I’ve given her what I can, but she will need rest. And warmth. Come. I need to get you both out of the elements.”
I touched his arm. “Davon? Cassius?”
Xander’s face said it all. Horror engulfed me but his face softened. “They still live.”
I swayed against Xander, my eyes closing for a moment until my mind cleared and the reality of what he didn’t say set in. He told me that they were still alive – but for how long?
‘Come, Ella. Let’s go as quickly as we can. I’ll clear a path and you can walk in my footsteps.”
We set off through the snow, Xander not only carrying Mom, but sloughing through the snow so that I could walk without too much trouble. I wrapped my jacket more firmly around me, but the material was wet and cold and did nothing to keep out the chill that kept getting colder and colder. I’d long lost feeling in my feet and I felt as though I walked on wooden stilts for legs. I fought to keep my limbs moving, keeping up with Xander as much as I could.
If it was possible, the storm became worse with each step. Hail abraded my skin. Wind screamed in my ears. I hunched against gusts of arctic air, stepping back as it assaulted me with the force of fists, as though Ginevra still lived and still wanted to curse everyone in her path. Yet, still I didn’t let it stop me. I hunched my shoulders, and put the chill from my mind. They weren’t important. I was only concerned with what was really important. Mom. Xander. Cassius. Davon. I repeated their names with each forced step, each stretch of my frozen limbs.
My foot scuffed something hard and I stumbled. A steady hand caught my elbow and kept me upright. We’d made the porch step and Xander had stopped me from falling. He kept his grip on my elbow and hauled me up the stairs. It took all my will to just concentrate and move one leg in front of the other up the stairs. The door opened and I stumbled into the foyer.
Instead of the delicious warmth I expected, the air was frigid. My breath condensed as I panted. The only relief was that the storm couldn’t rage behind the walls. But if it was one thing I had learned, was that magic and curses driven by evil intent and hatred were a bitch. Nothing was as it seemed.
Xander carefully placed Mom on a nearby chaise and put a blanket over her, but my attention was riveted on the figures sprawled on the bottom steps of the staircase. I stumbled over. Fell to my knees. Reached a trembling hand over his calf. “Davon?”
Davon stirred, his eyes lids heavy. A smile spread on his face. “I get to…see you one more time.” His arms were crossed over his chest, his top giving shape with his shoulders, but the material of the sleeves were flat. Both arms had disappeared. He panted, as though each breath cost him.
Tears flooded my eyes, obscuring my vision. I squeeze my grip on his calf, half fearing I’d find empty air, but instead I felt hard muscle and bone. My breath left my lungs in a whoosh. He was fading, but oh, so slowly. So painfully. A death creeping up on him where we could only watch it come and overtake him. “Oh, Davon.”
My gaze slid to Cassius. Dreading what I’d see, yet needing to see for myself. He held up a handless sleeve. His mouth twisted. “It seems the end is faster than we thought it would be.”
I cupped his cheek as Xander collapsed on the other side of Davon, sprawling out over several stairs. His skin was ashen, his chest rose and fell with exertion. I’d thought he was invincible, but maybe the curse was affecting him where I couldn’t see. Yet, he’d still braved the harsh storm to find me. And had still offered his bite to save Mom. I clenched my teeth together in an attempt to keep the sobs inside me.  The pain of it all. The intense pain of it all.
“I’ve come to fix it. You. Everything,” I blurted.
What a mess of words, and yet they understood because a look of horror passed over Cassius’ face. “No, Ella. We can’t ask you to do this for us. If you don’t love us, then you’ll live a cursed life, like ours. We would never ask that of you. Ever.”
My sob broke past my lips. A big spluttering, wet noisy sound that punched from my chest and erupted from my mouth. My whole body jerked with each gasping breath of air and each noisy exhalation.
And right there was when my heart broke in two, and as it did, the bond had a chance – a real chance – to come in. Like water streaming into a rift, the true meaning poured in. I knew the meaning of the words of the bond, but now I truly understood.
I fell backwards with the power and the intensity of their emotions. Staggered beneath the complete and utter understanding of my own. Panting with the enormity. I loved them. I always had. I loved them before I knew of my own existence. I loved them for as long as time existed. It always was, always had been and always will be. We were interlocked. Interwoven. An unending, ever-forming knot of the purest form of love. I could never understand it because it was too much. To great. I could only feel it, and feel it, I did.
There was only one thing that I could do to make our souls as one. And I would gladly give it. Saving them also saved myself.
I came up on my knees, quivering, sweating, humbled.
“I offer myself to you. I offer myself freely. Without regrets or second thoughts. Will you accept me as your mate? For now and ever-more. I…I need you. I beg you. Please. Please accept me.”
A stunned moment passed over them, their faces slack with shock. I concentrated on my emotions, pumping how much I yearned for this. How much I wanted it. How I understood. How much I loved them. They could feel everything I felt.
I knew that moment when realization set in. Xander came up onto his elbow, his face a mask of powerful intent as he leaned towards me. Cassius’ mouth became unusually serious and light ignited Davon’s eyes.
“Do you fully understand what you ask, Tu Ena?” Xander spoke, his voice no more than a growl.
I sent a surge of determination, followed by that flow of golden love towards them all. Davon sighed. Cassius’ shoulders slumped and he closed his eyes, as though basking in my emotions. Their relief, honor and awe answering.
A deep, purring growl reverberated from the center of Xander’s chest. The sound that of a predator. I was prey.
Only this time, I wanted to be.
“Give Davon your left wrist. Give Cassius your right wrist. I will have your neck.”
A shiver of anticipation stole through me and with it, a moment of clarity that this was what my entire life had led to. Without the struggle and the hurt and the pain, I would never have sought comfort in the Grimoire. Never have taken it out of Gary’s meaty hands, stolen his truck and charged into the wilderness in the middle of the night. Never fallen down a mountain in a desperate attempt to hide the Grimoire. Never have been rescued body and mind by the three parts of my incomplete soul.
What Ginevra had set out to achieve—the hurt, loss, betrayal of these Vampires and of my family—I was about to undo. Centuries of wrong-doing set free and in doing so, I would find my own, sweet liberation.
I settled between them. My Vampires. My lovers. My everything.
I held a trembling wrist to Davon’s lips, the other to Cassius. The heat of their lips scorched the delicate flesh. A delicious anticipation pulsed through me. Heat. Awareness. Desire.
Xander came behind me, brushing the hair from my neck. He placed a delicate kiss on my skin. “You don’t know how much you honor us, Tu Ena.”
“It is you who honor me,” I whispered. Truer words had never been spoken.
His teeth settled on my neck, denting my skin when the front door slammed open and loud. Angry voices shattered the peace, the foyer, my dreams and my future.
“Blasphemers!”
We’d been found.




Chapter Forty Four
I faced the hard, angry countenances of the most powerful people in the region. The people who had treated me poorly and had made my life a living hell.
“You could have slept with me, Ella. And you choose these…things?” Comedic horror spread over Gary’s face.
Gary, who I had never chosen before, even knowing it would have made my life a little more bearable on the outside but would have torn me up on the inside. Gary, who was dizzy with his little bit of power. Gary, who was a sick sadist.
Choose? “There was no choice, Gary. These men are a thousand times more than you could ever hope to be. I choose them over you any day. Every day.”
Gary’s mouth opened like a fish. His double chin wobbled a little. “You can’t mean that, Ella.”
“I will never choose you, Gary. Never. Do you understand? You can’t force someone to want to be with you. It doesn’t work that way,” I said.
“But…why?” In that moment, Gary looked like the man he was. A spoiled, overgrown man-child who had been given everything by his too-powerful father and taken it all for granted.
“I’ll give you one chance, Ella, knowing who you are. Come back with us now. We promise we’ll get the devil out of you. You’ll live through it. But if not, well that devil can be very hard to remove. As well as the devil in your mother,” Minister Jeremiah said.  The huge cross he always wore bumped against his rotund belly as he spoke.
Jeremiah held his cross out like it would protect him and stepped towards me. A sinister growl left Xander’s chest and the minister took the step back again, paling.
“Are these the men you spoke about, Ella?”
“They are the true evil in this town, yes,” I said.
“Think about your mother, Ella,” Jeremiah said. A smirk pulled at his mouth, twisting it into a cruel line. “And God. Think about what He would think about this.”
My fists clenched so hard, I punctured my skin with my fingernails. Behind me, Cassius and Davon rose to their feet. Even dying, they still supported me. I felt their support and anger flare. I held out my arm. They were in no condition to fight for me, despite knowing their mind and bodies thrummed with the need. They would protect me until the very end, if they could.
I sent a pulse of love through our connection, hopefully letting them know not to engage. The townspeople were on edge and if we fought, I’d lose everything. The townspeople were the key. If the Trinity lost power, they lost everything.
“You leave my mother and everyone else out of it. You wouldn’t know God if you tripped and fell over Him.” I was sick of them using her and anything truly divine as leverage against me.
And they had since childhood. It was clear to me now. How each request they made of me had been a veiled threat against my mother to control me.
“Come now, Ella. We’re only trying to help,” Ellis Myer said.
“Enough! You don’t help. You control. You enslave. A whole town for centuries. You lie and deceive and dominate.”
“It is you who are wrong, Ella. We have only tried to help you. I offered you a bank loan on your farm when no other bank would come near you,” Herman said.
“You did it at an exorbitant rate I could never hope to pay off. You did it to ultimately own my farm. Own me and own my mother,” I said. Who knew how far his reach went? I’d applied for other loans and I’d been rejected. Too many, without something or someone interfering.
Herman guffawed, tucking his thumbs into his waistband and adjusting his pants around his barrel-shaped waist. “You don’t know what you’re talking about, Ella. I put my bank at risk for everyone in this town.”
“Everyone in this town owes you money, Herman. How many have ever paid you off?”
There was a murmur behind the Trinity. When it came to money – people knew. Feet shuffled and weapons lowered. I was only voicing concerns they already had but they’d all been too afraid to speak out. No one but me, and that’s why they’d made sure to make my life a living hell.
Anger thrummed through me like a living thing. Xander, Cassius and Davon bristled behind me. I tamped down my emotions, not wanting to push them over the edge. Just enough to buy me some time with the townspeople.
“Just give us the word, Tu Ena and we will end this,” Cassius growled so low I was sure I was the only one to hear.
“A little longer. Please,” I said.
I felt Cassius relent. But only just. They hung on by the barest of threads, but I had to let everyone know the truth. How blinded they had been. How controlled we all were. It was wrong. So, so wrong.
“Think about it, everyone. Who has fines they have to pay? A parking fine. A speeding infringement, even when you knew you did nothing wrong. Threat of jail time. Who owes money? Who do you owe it to? If it’s from any other bank than Herman’s, I’d be surprised. And who hasn’t been damned to Hell if they didn’t turn up to church and hand over a high percentage of their wages each week? I know many people who’ve gone without power and food because of that.”
The stark silence that rang out behind the most powerful men in Conway was more telling than the angry shouts.
“And why have they brought you here at all? It’s just me, Mom and three men. Surely our threat doesn’t warrant pitchforks and threat of violence,” I said.
“You stole my son’s truck,” Ellis said.
“He was going to rape me and I ran away to protect myself,” I said.
“You left your mother alone to die. No God-fearing daughter does that,” Jeremiah said.
“I nearly died and these men nursed me back to health. Where were you when a member of your congregation needed you?”
“You could have saved you and your mother if you had money,” Herman said.
“And I wouldn’t have had a roof over my head before the year was out when I couldn’t meet the repayments. You would have tossed us out on the street,” I said.
Jeremiah pointed his fat, stubby hand at us. “Enough of this blasphemy! They are sinners! They need to be punished. They need to die! They cannot be allowed to live in such deprivation. Die and meet your judgment day.”
I didn’t know why we needed to die when our bond was formed out of the purest love. A second passed. A bridge of confusion before something in the air clicked. Confusion gave way to evil hostility. People throbbed with murder, driven by an unseen force.
The time for talking was done. The mind-control over centuries was too much to break with a short conversation.
“Bond us! Now!”
I lifted my wrists to Davon and Cassius. With inhuman speed, Xander was at my neck. They bit down. There was a moment of pain before I shattered apart in a shower of golden light and oblivion.




Chapter Forty Four
I shot upwards and exploded apart in a glorious ball of brilliant white light. There was no end and no beginning. I was a part of everything and everyone all at once. I had an understanding of how infinitesimal I was, yet my awareness was beyond comprehension.
I was aware of all possible dimensions of the universe, the expansion of consciousness but also something much, much more.
Fate. Karma. Destiny.
The lives all every living entity, intricately intertwined, perfectly balanced, criss-crossing beyond life and death and beyond.
The possibilities of expansion and life were staggering. More awareness brushed against mine. Fire, heat, desire, and oh, God, love. So much love. Timeless and endless. It washed over me and through me.
Xander.
Cassius.
Davon.
I reached out and brought them to me, immersing myself into their essence. In an instant of realization, I knew every little thing about them. The quality of their souls. Their quirks. Their hurts and triumphs. Their intentions and their base desires. And the love. The love. The love. The love.
It was pure, boundless, joyful. It expanded into me, through me, around me. It was true, what Mom had said. This was a true gift of exceptional magnitude. Fate didn’t bestow this lightly, or flippantly. Nor did it hand it out to just anyone.
This love. This bond. This connection was written many, many years before I even existed.
My soul wept with joy and staggering humility. A cocoon of warmth and protection surrounded me. Three presences pressed upon me, and I let my gratitude and love flow back between us.
Our connection trembled and grew. Power, like an electrical current, shot through us. My understanding of myself stretched, expanded and broke into a new reality. A bubble bursting from a gray world into one of technicolor.
I was more than I ever thought I was. I had…powers. I was…strong. The magic of three centuries of repression blasted through me. Everything I’d read in the Grimoire coalescing into meaning.
I knew what to do. How to summon, control and handle the magic. It merged to become an integral part of me. A part that was kept separate by an evil curse from an evil ancestor built on hate and left to fester and fester and fester.
The magical power of the Vampires mixed with my magic, combining, twisting, changing, merging and becoming something more. They, in turn, received the magic of my bloodline. It merged with theirs, infusing and changing and growing.
Together, we became something more.
The white light dimmed, reducing and regressing into shadows and forms. My awareness became heavy as I came back into my body. I mourned the loss of the awareness and absolute certainty of everything, but what I brought back with me with me could never be mistaken as anything other than the precious gift it was.
The four of us. All that we were. All-out powers, needs, wants, desires and love. One soul.
I was still separate. Still Ella. My thoughts and emotions were still mine. The essence of who I was, unchanged.
But now I was part human. Part Vampire. Part Witch. Part Magic.
And fully pissed-off.
The townspeople rushed us, yelling and screaming, noise echoing off the walls of the foyer. They streamed past the Trinity, who stepped away, not wanting to dirty their hands with the violence that they caused.
I held my palm towards them, summoning the power that should have always been mine by birthright. “Stop.”
As one, the hoard came to a halt. Their weapons clanged to the floor. They weren’t really weapons, just shovels and pitchforks and crowbars. They looked at us in confusion, as though not understanding where they were or what they did.
I turned to Xander, Cassius and Davon. Their eyes burned deep crimson as they were brought back into their power. Their skin shimmered in full health. Davon held up his fully formed hands. Their eyes were focused on me and I shivered with the raw need and desire mirrored there.
“You have saved us Ella,” Xander said. His voice was changed too. Deeper. More powerful. His words came to me as his emotions touched me. I gasped with their intensity and depth. I became lost in his fierce gaze. Lost and heated and itchy, like I wanted to divest myself of my clothing and let him have his very, very wicked way with me. His mouth twitched, pursing with a quick smile. He knew exactly what I felt.
Davon cupped my chin. Warmth and light like a spring day flowed through me as I was captured in his emotions. “You are our miracle.” He kissed me, not a hard kiss or a kiss that would lead to sex, but a kiss of thankfulness, honor and awe. I knew because I felt that way about him as well.
Cassius took me from Davon and emotions tinted with spice and a twist of sardonic humor washed through me. “You have broken the curse. You are, indeed, a miracle.”
Cassius wrapped his arms about me and kissed the top of my head. I tucked my face against his chest and inhaled, drinking in his delicious scent.
“Was there any doubt?” A burst of – something – was broadcast. “Okay. Maybe don’t answer that, but I did come back for you. I would never have left you. Never.” I lifted my face to look at them all. “You have to believe me.”
Xander twisted a lock of my hair around his finger, letting it slide through his fingers as though mesmerized. “We did not doubt because we knew from the start that you are our mate. We trusted in that higher power and gave you the time you needed to understand it yourself.”
“But Davon nearly died. You all could have died!” I hated that I’d put him through that. Hated I’d put them through any turmoil at all.
“We didn’t. You came in time. We knew you would,” Davon said with a certainty I didn’t feel.
“Besides, Davon always likes to put himself in danger. He told you the story of how he became a vampire in the first place. Not known for making the best choices is our Davon,” Cassius said.
“What are you doing, just standing there? Get them. End them. They are the devil’s work. Abominations. Unholy beings. A scourge upon the Earth.” As Jeremiah spoke, spittle landed on his chin.
A murmured ran through the crowd and every muscle in my body tensed as a ripple of hate ran over the crowd.




Chapter Forty Five
As one, we turned to face him. I had to look twice. The Trinity seemed somehow smaller than normal. His words lacked the natural resonance that was usually behind them.
The crowd shuffled, not knowing that to do. They weren’t hate-filled. They were confused. It was the hate rolling from Jeremiah in oily waves I picked up. Usually they’d work as a hoard, acting without thought. As though they’d been bespelled.
Understanding prickled my consciousness.
His words lacked power because it had been removed. Set on its natural course, where once it had been tied and locked in place. Turning into dark power of the festering kind.
I had a little score to settle.
“Make way.” My voice held the power of eons. The crowd parted, bodies scrambling to the walls as the four of us walked through.
The Trinity, as well as Gary and Dean, stumbled backwards, pushing amongst themselves to run out of the door.
“Close.” Magic coursed through me. The door slammed shut, the sound echoing against the walls.
“So that is how you managed to control everyone. You’ve been using magic.” Magic that should have rightfully been mine and my ancestors. Taken, abused and used to control. No wonder Conway and everyone in the region festered. “No wonder you have been able to live with riches, with everything going your way and everyone doing your bidding. It wasn’t because you were good leaders, or helped people, or wanted the best for them. You controlled them so you could live a life on top of the heap. Stepping on everyone. Using them. With magic. They had no chance. You make me sick.”
“I saved souls, Ella. If you’d have come to me, I’d have saved your soul,” Jeremiah said.
I looked at my men. “My soul never needed saving.”
“I financed Conway. Without me, everyone would have been bankrupt years ago,” Herman said.
“I love the way your face goes red when you tell a lie.” Mom’s voice rang out, clear and strong.
I gasped as she stood next to me, healthy and vibrant. “Mom!” I threw my arms around her neck, hugging her close. Her thin frame was warm. Her once frail body had filled-out with muscle. I sobbed, tears running down my face. I had my Vampires to thank for her life. My life. My everything.
“I’ll put you all in jail and throw away the key. Anyone who doesn’t help me arrest these people will be charged with aiding and abetting. I’ll make sure you’re all thrown into the worst jails in the country. You’ll never see your family or friends again!” Ellis screeched.
“I think I’ve heard just enough of them, haven’t you, Ella?” Mom said.
“How have they controlled everyone for so long?” I wondered out loud.
“It isn’t…natural.” Xander eyed Ellis. He shriveled beneath his gaze and skulked behind Jeremiah. Coward.
“If you don’t release us, I will go out of my way to make everyone in this town as miserable as I can. You will be damned to Hell forever,” Jeremiah said.
“Not the words I’d ever hear out of the mouth of a minister,” Cassius said.
Something wasn’t adding up and I needed to know what it was. Reaching for the power within me, I infused my words with magic. “I will hear words of truth. Tell me how you used magic to control Conway and everyone that lives here.”
“We have a spell. Pages from your Grimoire, no less,” Jeremiah said.
I gasped. The Grimoire? “You knew I had a Grimoire.”
“Stupid girl. We knew everything about you and your ancestor. She cursed those – abominations – and cursed herself and your family in return. We were just utilizing your power,” Herman said.
“They are not abominations!” The walls shook and plaster dust powdered from above our heads.
Davon put a hand on my shoulder, “Shhh, Tu Ena. Don’t let him upset you.”
“No. Don’t get upset. Get even.” Cassius flashed his fangs.
“When you’ve finished getting the answers we all deserve, we will help them understand the error of their ways,” Xander said. God, I loved that man.
I smirked and turned back to the men who were once so powerful, but now looked like broken, quivering shells. Men, who, without magic, were nothing.
It all was beginning to make some sort of twisted sense. The Grimoire was never what I thought it was. Only telling me harmless bits and pieces, probably to keep me in line. The spells that appeared that weren’t there before I was here, suggesting the worst so that I might believe them.
“If you had the magic, why couldn’t I ever leave Conway?” Or my entire family.
“Without you near, there would be no magic. We used spells stolen from your Grimoire to redirect your power,” Ellis said.
“Our families have been using it for centuries. We were only able to do it when Ginevra used a black curse that caused a disruption, or so my grandfather told me,” Jeremiah said.
“Imagine that. A man of God using black magic,” I said. No wonder the town had festered and died. There was no life here. No spark. It had been extinguished decades ago because of misuse.
Ginevra did a horrible thing, which set about a course of events and a change of power that never should have happened. It was sad, but it was also over.
“Ella, think about what you’re doing. You could have had me! The most handsome and rich man around these parts. You’re throwing at all away,” Gary whined.
“Yeah, throwing it all away,” Dean giggled.
I winced, trying not to feel repulsed, but not being able to help it.  Xander stepped up to Gary, chest to chest. Xander stood a head taller than Gary, who simply folded in on himself. The front of his pants darkened with urine. “You disrespected our mate. Apologize.”
Gary’s eyes rolled up into his head and he collapsed at Xander’s feet in a dead faint. Xander frowned and turned to me. “I didn’t even touch him.”
“Yeah. Gary is no one’s hero.”
“My son. What have you done to my son?” Ellis knelt next to Gary and tapped his shoulder. “Wake up, son. We’ll find you someone truly worthy of you.”
I rolled my eyes. “No one is worthy enough for Gary.”
“God will judge your souls. You will roast in Hell for eons for the error of your ways. I will spread the word of the horrors of your sins and pray until my dying day for the error of your ways,” Jeremiah said.
“Well, I’ve heard just about enough of this, haven’t you?”
“Amen to that,” Mom said.
There was only one thing I could do. I reached for the magic, so readily coming to my request. I felt it simmering and burning inside me, eager to be used with lightness and brilliance, the way it should always be used. “From this day forward, you will speak no more until your learn the error of your ways. Jeremiah Sinclair, Herman White and Ellis Myers, no one will hear your false words. You will be silent until the day you offer true, heartfelt apologies to every person you have wronged. I henceforth remove all wrong doings that these men have perpetrated against Conway and all who live within her region. I wash away all remnants of dark energy that control and demand and leave in its wake light and love. Let every man, woman and child receive this gift of light and move forward without control of any dark force.”
A ripple of energy came like a wave, breaking around us and sweeping through the crowd. I staggered forward a few steps as the energy passed through me like a shockwave. Clothing and hair floated as though with a gust of wind, but it was the magical power that was washing away all darkness.
Silence rang out in the foyer. People blinked, confused and sleepy, as though they were just waking up from a dream. We all were.
Jeremiah stood. His mouth worked, but no words came out. His brow scrunched and he grabbed his neck. He tried to speak again. His face went red with the effort but he remained blessedly silent.
“You heard her. Offer your heartfelt apologies to everyone you have wronged and really mean it. You’ll probably be silent for a very, very long time,” Cassius said.
Ellis and Herman opened and close their mouths like fish. Silent. Blessedly silent. I sighed. “We’re going to have some peace, for once.”
Mom hugged me. “My beautiful daughter. You’ve done it. I always knew you were special.”
I could hardly start to hope to believe. “Is it over, Mom? Is it really finished?”
She beamed at me, her eyes lit with life and health. “It is over, Ella. Believe me, it is over.”
“We have a lot to be thankful for,” Xander said.
I looked between my men and Mom. “Mom, I’d like you to meet Xander, Cassius and Davon.”
A flush came to her cheeks as her gaze studied each of them in turn. My three men. My Vampires. My heroes. So handsome and sexy beyond belief. They’d have that effect on any red-blooded woman.
In turn, she squeezed their hands between hers, tears in her eyes. “This is a true blessing. Thank you for saving my daughter. I can never thank you enough.”
My men surrounded us. Davon slung a casual arm about my shoulder. Cassius treated Mom to a blinding, award-winning smile and Xander’s pleased look held a protective edge that made me shiver. “It is she who saved us. We will spend a lifetime being thankful to your daughter and showing her how precious she is.”
A shiver worked down my spine as erotic images flashed through my mind. I gasped and turned to see Xander’s lips twitch. He knew what he was doing. Well, two could play at that game. I broadcast several more erotic images back at him. As one, they all groaned.
“Be careful what you wish for. We plan to hold you to that,” Cassius said.
“Every last word of it,” Davon said.
“Did I miss something?” Mom asked.
I chuckled, “I’ll tell you later, Mom. There’s been a few… changes.”




Chapter Forty Five
Cassius placed a cup of coffee into my hands as Davon adjusted the blanket over my shoulders. “Warm enough?”
He nuzzled my neck. I tilted my head, enjoying the slide of his lips and warm breath over my skin. “Hmmm. Toasty.”
Why wouldn’t I be toasty, surrounded my three men, who didn’t want to leave my side? Not that I wanted them to. I enjoyed the press of their hard bodies against mine, their frequent touches, their kisses. The anticipation of more.
And they never let me down. Ever.
“I can’t believe the difference a month has made.” My heart leapt with joy. They were different, my Vampires, than when we’d first met.
Davon’s smiles were wider. Cassius jokes were worse, if possible, and Xander? Well, I’d never seen him so relaxed—if you could call a mountain lion relaxed. But a happy mountain lion. A mountain lion who spent hours and hours and hours outside. In the fresh, crisp air his skin was tanned and healthy, his body even more toned than it naturally was – and that was saying something because his abs were etched.
They all were.
“I like the direction of your thoughts,” Davon said as Cassius’ arms tightened around me.
“Shhh. Mom will hear,” I laughed. We’d settled back into the farm, which was really much too small for the five of us, but they’d insisted on living here, rather than at the mansion.
I understood that too. They couldn’t wait to get away from the house that had been their gilded prison for so long.
Their emotions had rolled through me as they took that first step over the barrier that was destroyed with the end of the curse. The freedom their souls felt had made me cry, and then when they’d comforted me, it had made me cry all the more.
They’d looked about in absolute wonder at the changes to the landscape and the town when we’d driven home. I would never live another day without being grateful, looking at things through their eyes.
We were getting better at not broadcasting our emotions all over the place, except for the simmering sexual attraction that was a constant fire in my blood. I would never get enough of them. Touching them. Tasting them. Talking to them. Feeling them.
It was just as well. We were going to be together for a very long time. Centuries, in fact. Now that we’d joined, our lives were intertwined. We had an eternity to explore each other.
“Mom doesn’t care.” The front door opened and my mother stepped out onto the veranda. She was a vision of health. Her skin was pink and dewy. Her eyes were lit with humor and life. Her hair was light and bouncy. She’d managed to put on a few pounds and was nicely shaped, albeit still a little slender. At least the effects of her illness were fading fast. It was good to see, and my heart grew lighter each time I saw it. It was something else I had to thank my Vampires for.
“Mom!” Heat infused my cheeks.
“Oh, hush. I’m not a silly young thing. I know how it feels to find the man, well, men, you love. I know what the bond is, too, so you can stop being embarrassed and just enjoy it,” Mom said.
She’d accepted all three of them into her house and treated them all like the sons she never had. Which was strange considering they were twenty times her age. But, as she’d said, they were her sons-in-law and she was going to be the best mother-in-law around town. She’d lived up her word.
A truck pulled into the drive. The door opened and a mature man stepped out. He waved at us, a smile on his face, his gaze focussed on Mom. It was Hal, the owner of the largest farm outside of town. Quite the silver fox, I’d always thought.
This time I saw a blush steal over Mom’s face but I resisted the urge to tease her about it. “Don’t wait up for me,” she said as she trotted down the steps.
“Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.” I chuckled as Mom’s face brightened. Hal opened the door for her and gave us a wave before returning to the driver’s side. The truck reversed and disappeared down the road with a happy toot and roar of an engine.
“Something tells me she won’t be back tonight,” Davon said.
I groaned into my hand. “I don’t like to think of Mom like – that.”
“Your Mom is a lovely, mature woman who has opened her heart and house to us. She deserves every good thing that comes her way,” Cassius said.
I beamed up at him, knowing he meant every word. Despite everything that had happened to them, they weren’t bitter or twisted or filled with hate. Some days I wondered how they managed. If it were me, I’d be a raging ball of spit and anger, I was sure of it.
Xander appeared around the corner of the house wearing a pair of well-worn jeans and a tight, black t-shirt that stretched around thick biceps and a flat stomach, despite the definite chill in the air. I didn’t mind that at all. His jeans scrunched in all the right places, accentuating his lean legs, powerful thighs and packed manhood. My blood simmered with arousal that never was too far from the surface.
And Mom was out for the night. We were alone.
“How were the animals?’ I asked.
Xander had taken great pride in taking particular care of the herd. I had to admire how healthy they currently were. Better than when I’d been in charge of them. In fact, the rest of the farm was so picture-perfect now, the guys having rolled up their sleeves and done all of the odd jobs that I’d never had time to do. The barn had been tidied, repaired and painted as had the house. Everything was ready for the brunt of winter.
“I’ve brought them into the lower paddock to feed there for the week. Close by, in case a coyote happens to wander near,” Xander said.
“We haven’t had one around for a while,” I said.
“No. They don’t like Vampires. I’d be surprised if one came this close to the house,” Cassius said.
“Then why did you bring them down?” I asked.
“Just to take care of them.” He flashed a smile, white on tan skin, his canines flashing. I shivered. It turned out I had a thing for teeth. Long, sharp, pointy teeth.
“I think it’s a bit too cold for our Ella to be outside. There’s a definite chill in the air. I felt her shiver,” Cassius said. He brushed my hair from my neck and nuzzled me there.
“Yes, I think she needs to be warmed up. Luckily I have a roaring fire going inside the house. All nice and warm and toasty,” Davon said.
“It seems we need to care for our Tu Ena. We need to take care of our most precious possession.” Xander stalked up the steps towards us. Cassius’ arm muscles tightened, caging me.
Davon traced a knuckle down my cheek. “The best part of my day.” It had fast become the best part of mine, too.
I tilted my head up, in anticipation of a kiss when a familiar truck with a scratched and dented body pulled into the driveway. The engine cut and I saw white knuckles tighten on the steering wheel. A long moment passed, then the door slowly opened and Gary stepped out.
He clutched a wad of papers to his chest like it offered him protection. As one, my men turned. Xander took one step back down the porch steps. Gary stopped in his tracks. A quick glance told me he considered jumping back into his truck and hightailing it away.
Xander growled, my big, tense ball of protection. “Let him leave.”
I sighed. “Then he’s only going to have to come back. Besides, it looks like he has something and I want to see what it is.”
“You may approach,” Xander called. He folded his arms over his chest, accentuating the size of his biceps. Davon stepped slightly in front of me, and Cassius tugged me tight to his chest.
I didn’t know what they thought Gary might do, besides pee his pants, being the focus of attention of three majestic Vampires.
“And a powerful witch,” Cassius whispered in my ear.
And a witch. With the bond came a genetic memory, carried in the genes of my ancestors. The power to harness the underlying energy of all things and convert it into power. I wasn’t sure what to call it exactly, only that I could use it at will. I guess it would seem like magic to the everyday person, but to me it was just something else I could do, like lift my arm, or blink. It seemed so natural now, I could almost not believe that for most of my life, I’d been completely closed off from it.
Gary shuffled forward, each tiny step bringing him closer to me. Along with the changes to the house and farm, my entire life and circumstances and Mom’s health and happiness, came the best change of all.
The people of Conway had been released.
The spell the Trinity had over everyone was broken. The bank had been taken over by someone who actually had a background in finance. The first thing he did was halve the overly inflated interested rates and returned the exorbitant fees Herman had charged.
No one attended Jeremiah’s sermons. Well, he couldn’t speak, but no one wanted to hear his version of How Life Should Be anyway. They were sick of the hypocrisy and double standard. He’d never taught about real faith and only put himself there to fleece everyone in town. I heard a well-respected, kind minister was interested in relocating to Conway to take his place.
Ellis Myer had been brought up on charges of perjury, obstruction of justice and assault by many members of the community and was removed from office. Conway planned an election for the first time in decades. As a result, Gary had received his comeuppance from the many women he’d abused with the power of his father and had been charged with assault and rape.
“I could make his dick turn black and let it drop off,” I mused, a small penance for making my life and every other girl’s life miserable for years upon years.
‘You are too nice to do that sort of thing, Tu Ena. Instead I will rip it right off. That will be the most painful way,” Cassius said.
I turned in his arms. “Bloodthirsty, aren’t you?”
His blue eyes gleamed. “Always,” he growled.
So hot. “As much as I’d like to see that, I don’t want a drop of his blood, let alone anything else of his on my property.” I sighed, forcing my attention to Gary when all I wanted to do was wrap my naked body around my Vampires. “What do you want, Gary?”
He swallowed several times before he spoke. “I…have these for you.” His hands shook as he showed me the scrunched paper.
“I can’t see it looking like that, Gary.”
He licked his lips, his beady eyes bouncing from Vampire to Vampire to Vampire. He shuffled forward and held out the papers.
Xander walked down the rest of the steps. “Give them to me.”
Gary stood frozen to the spot as he hesitated. I couldn’t say I blamed him, but then again, he’d made many, many girls feel the same way. And worse.
Xander thrust out his hand. “Now!”
A wet patch appeared on the front of Gary’s jeans. He darted forward and as Xander reached for the wad of papers, he fell back on his ass and into a mud puddle. I didn’t have it in me to feel sorry for him.
“Lucky these didn’t get dirty as well,” Xander said, retracing the steps back to me.
It took the papers, wondering what they were. As soon as they touched my fingers, I recognized the parchment. Familiar energy thrummed through my skin. I gasped as I flattened the pages. “Missing spells. From my Grimoire!”




Chapter Forty Six
Not just any spells, either. Specific spells for controlling and manipulation, and harnessing and diverting power from its natural source.
Gary stumbled upright. “They’re the pages Dad used. Returned to you.” He tripped over his feet as he half-stumbled, half-lurched to his truck, watching us over his shoulder the whole way.
“Stinking, lying, thieving…” The pages looked well worn. Used for centuries to harm and control and to make countless lives miserable. I ran out of words as my anger took over, stealing them away. I sent out a flash of energy and Gary tripped face-first into another puddle. Pity there were so many of them this time of year. He looked back over his shoulder at me, mud dripping from the end of his nose.
“Is that all of them, Gary?”
A low-level growl slid over the ground, straight from Xander’s chest to Gary. Gary’s mouth worked and no words came out before his head jerked around in a way that I thought was a yes.
“If you’re lying to me, we’ll have to come and make a visit. You’re not lying to me, are you, Gary?”
“No. No, I’m not lying. Honestly, Ella. That’s all of them,” Gary said.
My gut churned, thinking of all of the years that had passed and those spells used against countless people against them, fueled by hate and black magic.
“Go and never return to our farm.” Cassius’ voice held a note of menace of which I wouldn’t want to be on the received end. My Vampires were complete badasses!
Gary scrambled in his truck, mud, pee and all, and scooted out of the driveway and down the road in a squeal of tires.
I sighed and looked at the well-worn papers in my hand. I couldn’t point all of the fault at the Trinity and their ancestors. It was mine who had harnessed the black magic in the first place, when Ginevra had cursed three innocent men. If it wasn’t for her, then nobody would have suffered.
I waved my hand over the spells, sending them back into the Grimoire in their original, pristine condition. A sigh shimmered through the air around us, as though the Grimoire itself settled happy now it had its missing pages returned. I had a feeling it wouldn’t be hiding anything else ever again. Another wrong righted, I let my empty hands drop to my side.
“But then we might not have met you, Ella,” Davon said.
I looked up at him. “It’s amazing, you know. How you can still be so compassionate after everything you’ve been through? All of you.” I had to remember that they’d lost their father in all of this as well. I hated to think how I’d feel if I’d lost Mom.
“We were determined never to let that happen,” Cassius said.
“How else could we meet our Tu Ena if we were bitter and twisted old men?” Xander stepped up onto the porch and cupped my cheek. There was no bitterness there at all. Only strength and love and my future. Our future.
“Did you really mean what you said? About this being our farm?”
Xander frowned. “Of course. We take care if it as though it was ours.”
“Don’t you want to get out of here? Travel and see the world?” They’d been locked up for so long, my mind spun whenever I tried to think about it. If it were me locked up, I’d be on the first plane I could get my butt onto.
Xander smiled. I was momentarily stunned with its brilliance. His thumb trailed over my skin so lightly it was just a tickle, but a tickle that seared straight to my heart. “And a nice derriere it is too, but where you go, we will, also. When you’re ready to leave, we will explore with you. When you’re ready to come back, we’ll return with you. It doesn’t matter where we are in the world, as long as we are with you, we’ll always be home.”
If my love for them could expand any more, it just did. It wasn’t just the words he spoke, I felt the truth behind them. The pure honesty and the weight of sincerity. Powered by endless love.
I blinked back tears, humbled by the power of his emotions. Not just his. They hadn’t spoken, but Davon and Cassius felt exactly that same as Xander. A tear broke free and trickled down my cheek and I wiped it away, laughing. Everything they felt and thought, I sent back to them.
I was lucky. So, so lucky. Joyful and light. Jubilant and…horny? I became conscious of a heated, prickling awareness and that turned into something just as vibrant, but more earthy. Need. Desire. A languorous roll of heat rolled through me. My blood heated and a yearning throb answered. Their need became mine. My pussy pulsed. My nipples beaded into tight little buds.
“Your mother has left us alone.” Davon pressed his chest against my arm, his body heat and masculine scent saturating my senses. I leaned into him, taking pleasure in the hard planes of his body, accepting what he offered.
“Intentionally.” Cassius’s hand snaked up my sides to cup my breasts. I gasped as sensation burned its wake through me. He rolled my nipples between his forefinger and thumbs, teasing me. I arched my back, pressing my breasts more fully into his hands. A deep, satisfied chuckle sounded in my ear, his chest vibrating against my back.
“And we plan to make good use of the time.” Xander’s hand splayed over the back of my head before he captured my mouth with his. His tongue thrust into my mouth, taking what I freely offered. There was no playing around with his possession. This was a kiss of taking and accepting. Of dominance and submission, which I instantly gave.
Cassius’ hands dove beneath my shirt, ripping the hem from the waist of my jeans. There was no hesitation as he pushed my bra up and covered both breasts completely. While he played with my sensitive flesh, I pushed my backside against his erection. He groaned as he nibbled my ear.
Xander stopped kissing me. He turned my head towards Davon, who immediately bent to kiss me. His kiss was as dominant as Xander’s, but it was a little slower. More languid. More a slow burn than outright taking, and I loved it just as much as Xander’s.
Xander’s hands found my waist as he pressed his erection against my abdomen. I was sandwiched between hot, hard walls of uncompromising masculinity, body mind and soul. Hands, mouths, cocks, all focused on me. Burning me. Taking me higher and higher. My knees sagged with the intensity.
My feet gave out from beneath me and I was man-handled against Xander’s solid chest. Davon threw open the front door. Xander strode inside and went to the fireplace. The flames were high and toasty, pushing the cold edge out of the air.
Which was just as well, because as soon as he placed my feet on the floor, he ripped my shirt apart and tore it off me. I gasped, somewhat shocked that I’d been stripped so fast. I had to remember his strength was not that of a mortal man.
“No mortal man could worship your body like us,” Xander growled.
“If she’s thinking of mortal men, then we’re not doing our job correctly, are we?” Cassius asked.
“No we are not. And she is far too overdressed to do what we have in mind,” Davon said.
“Exactly what I was thinking, brother,” Cassius said.
Xander rid me of my bra as Cassius undid my jeans. He sank to his knees as he drew them down my thighs and off my legs. He was eye-level with my pussy. He leaned forward, breathing in deeply through his nose. His hands caressed the front of my thighs, his thumbs lazily circling so close to where I wanted his touch the most, but infuriatingly never getting there.
I parted my thighs, panting and nearly out of my mind with anticipation, but he held them there and I couldn’t move a muscle. I whimpered as Davon teased my breasts with his long, talented fingers.
“Tell us what you want, Ella,” Cassius said. His pupils had dilated so much, there was only the barest ring of color. His teeth peeked over his bottom lip. God, he looked so sexy on his knees in front of me. I was nearly out of my mind with arousal and all I could do was whimper my need.
I just wanted him to touch me. His fingers, his mouth, tongue and teeth. It was all I could think of, my need intensifying with each passing minute.
Xander leaned forward, his tongue darted out and he licked my slit from where he locked my legs together to my clit. His warm breath caressed my skin as the wet heat from his tongue boiled my blood. He held my legs closed, even though I wrestled in his grip.
“Tell Cassius what you want, Ella. Otherwise he won’t know what to do,” Davon bent to take my breast in his mouth. His tongue flicked my nipple and then sucked the tissue into his mouth, where he suckled and teased.
Xander’s hand closed over my other breast, kneading my flesh. “Do you want his tongue on your pussy, Ella? Do you want him to taste you? To eat you? Tell him, Ella. Tell us.” Xander licked the shell of my ear before his tongue swirled inside, imitating what I wanted their cocks to do.
They didn’t do any more than play with me, their touches too light. Their focus too small. I wanted more. I wanted it hard and long and… and…I wanted them all. I exploded with tension and yearning and craving. “Yes! I want his tongue in my pussy. I want all of your tongues in my pussy. I want your hands on me. I want your cocks. All of them. Inside me. Now!”
Those words, so dirty, so private, so intense, were all they needed to hear. Cassius spread my thighs. He lifted me and positioned my legs on his shoulders and he speared me with his tongue.
Davon tugged my breast into his mouth, sucking more forcefully, dragging his teeth gently over my sensitive flesh. Xander lifted my backside. His hands cupped the globes of flesh, kneading and massaging. Slowly, slowly he parted my cheeks and slipped his finger over my rosette.
I gasped and bucked as a darker sensation washed over me. Six hands held me still, powerless but to accept what they gave. Xander passed his finger over my button again, allowing me to be ready for his touch before returning to circle that part of me.
I whimpered as need harsh and powerful rose within me, taking me to the delicious precipice I rose towards. I whimpered as he stroked me.
“Shhh, Ella. I want to touch you. All of you. I want to touch your beautiful arms, your legs, your belly button. I want to touch every part of you inside and out. In your pussy and in here. I want to touch every part of your beautiful body. We all do.” He prodded my backside and the ring of muscle opened a little.
Panic startled through me, but was quickly washed away with their gentle touches and their clever, clever tongues. A second passed and I relaxed into the sensation. Cassius rolled my clit between his lips before laving it with the flat of his tongue.
Xander did no more than massage my back entrance. Nothing more. He kissed my ear, my neck, my shoulder, nuzzled me with his lips and tongue. I relaxed, caught up again in their ministrations, my arousal rising once again.
“May I touch you here, Ella? Please?”
Sensation built within me, and the extra caress on that forbidden part of my body added a dimension I never knew existed. The entire underside of my body, from my backside to my pussy, throbbed with arousal. Higher, greater, darker…more.
“What is your answer, Ella?”
It was the only answer I could give. That I wanted. They wanted to please me, pleasure me and I wanted to please and pleasure them back. I loved them with my very essence, mind and soul. They could take whatever they needed to take of my body as well.
I arched against Xander, opening up all parts of my body. “Please. Take me. Take all of me.”
They groaned as one. A needy, guttural sound that brought me closer to the precipice of bliss.
“You honor us, Ella. Our mate. Our love. Our forever. Our One,” Xander said.
Cassius sucked my clit into his mouth and speared me with his fingers. Davon pulled on my breast and caught my nipple with his teeth. Xander sank his teeth into my flesh at my neck and pushed a finger into my rosette.
I screamed as I rushed towards my climax. I broke through a barrier of golden light, my body soaring as electric sensation pulsed through me. I didn’t know how long I was out of my body, but when I drifted down, soft lips kissed me. On my legs, my belly, my breasts, my shoulders.
Cassius stood. Xander held me as Cassius lined up his cock. “May I make love to you, Ella?”
His face was a mask of tension. A drip of perspiration slid down the side of his face as he waited for my answer. The answer I wanted more than anything myself. “Yes, Cassius. Yes, a thousand times.”
We both groaned as he slid into me. He pushed through my sensitive flesh and I closed my eyes as he filled me, sinking deeper and deeper until his pelvis greeted the inside of my thighs.
“You are heaven, Ella.”
I gasped when he slowly withdrew to the tip before sliding back inside. Filling me with his body and his love. “More, Cassius.”
He gripped my hips with his long, lean fingers and thrust into me. I hooked my ankles behind his thighs opening myself up more to his attentions.
“As you wish, Ella.” He pounded into me, his pace increasing, his face a mask of pure pleasure. It was heady, knowing I was putting that look on his face. The friction built until blissful pressure exploded. My mind and body fractured as Cassius groaned. His fingers tensed on my hips as he slammed into me one last time. Wet heat exploded inside me and sent me over the edge once again.
When I was able to open my eyes, Cassius slid from me and captured my lips in a beautiful kiss, brimming with love. I tangled my fingers in his hair, kissing him back. It was a sated kiss. One of deep contentment.
He let my feet slip to the ground. Davon’s hands replaced Cassius’. When Cassius had finished kissing me, Davon’s mouth caught me up in a kiss that was filled with unsated heat.
As quickly as I had calmed after my release with Cassius, Davon’s desire rolled through me, igniting me again. Desire streaked through me as he led me towards the sofa. I followed him down, my knees straddling his thighs.
His shaft stood hard and long and thick and proud, pulsing against his stomach. He stroked it, the silken skin moving over hardness. Suddenly I didn’t want his hand on his cock. I wanted my hand on his cock.
I fitted my palm over his, entwining my fingers through his as I stroked him up and down. He groaned, his head tilting back against the cushions. “Gods, Ella. That feel so…” He couldn’t finish the words. I felt his composure breaking and I had the sudden urge to completely shatter him.
I moved my knees off the cushions and bent so that I could kiss the tip of his cock. Davon hissed. I glanced up to see his teeth extending over his lower lip. Oh, yes, he was losing it fast.
A large hand cupped my pussy from behind. A finger slid through my slick folds as hot skin folded over me from behind. “Naughty, Ella. Teasing Davon like that. I think you need a bit of your own treatment back.”
I groaned as Xander entered me with one finger, then two, his digits slicking through my combined excited wetness and Cassius’ release. “Kiss him there, Ella, Take him into your mouth. Treat him with your attention.”
I couldn’t deny Xander’s words or Davon’s obvious excitement. Davon’s fingers tangled in my hair as I opened my mouth and took him in. I slid my head up and down, stroking him with my tongue and lips. I wrapped my hand around the base of his cock and squeezed him as I sucked, teased and played.
Xander’s fingertip traced my spine, up and down as he fingered me relentlessly. Davon’s thighs strained, his fingers tensed. “Ella…I’m going to…”
That’s exactly what I wanted him to do. I licked my way up his cock, swirling the tip of my tongue along his slit. I licked away a salty drop of flavor before I devoured him again.
Xander slid free of me. His hand gripped my hip as his other hand that was on my spine moved to my other hip. His erection slid between my buttocks, gliding through wetness.
His cock slid right over the rosette he’d played with, the ring of flesh sensitive to the hot silk of his cock. I lifted my head. Xander wrapped a commanding hand around the back of my neck, stopping me from moving.
“You’re going to take Davon in your mouth again, Ella and I’m going to take you from behind. Is that what you want, Ella? To have both of us at the same time?”
Xander’s word slid like silk through me. I shivered as I was pounded with the combined forces of Xander’s and Davon’s desire. It spiked my arousal, building an answering indescribable hunger within me.
Xander eased my head forward and I gladly took Davon back into the heat of my mouth. I suckled him like he’d suckled my breasts, the flames of his arousal combusting mine.
My whole body turned into liquid need as Xander’s cock prodded the entrance to my body and slid right in without hesitation. His thick length filled me, the tip of his cock kissing the top of my womb.
I groaned around Davon’s cock, his unique salty essence coating my tongue as his cock swelled and twitched. The vein running along the side throbbed. I tightened my grip around the base and devoured his shaft as Xander pumped into me from behind.
His hips slapped against the back of my thighs as he drove into me again and again and harder and faster. My excitement escalated, building, taking me higher and higher.
Xander bent over me, his hips hammering into me, increasingly faster. “Your gift is truly amazing, Ella. You are truly amazing.” Xander’s voice was no more than a growl. He kissed the back of my neck, a tender moment at such odds with his hard, commanding thrusts. “I’m going to come, Ella. Come with me. Right now.”
Davon groaned. His shaft pulsed. “Gods, I’m coming, Ella.” Salty heat exploded in my mouth as Davon climaxed. His cock throbbed as he gushed into my mouth. My fingers clenched his thighs, clawing his skin as tension rose and built inside me. I drank him down, taking what he offered, needing, yearning, craving him. Wanting to give him – them all – anything and everything.
His fingers clenched on my flesh. His lips latched onto my neck. Davon tugged a wrist to his mouth and Cassius kissed the other. As one, their teeth sank into my skin. My body tensed as I hurtled into intense ecstasy. I exploded into a million pieces, came apart at the seams and floated in an unnamed space where the four of us merged and became one, true soul.
“We love you. Ella. Our One. Our Soul. Our Savior.”
Their words surrounded me, caressing me, filling me with warmth and love. So, so much love. “I love you all. Xander. Cassius. Davon. You are my all. My everything. My beginning and end. You saved me. You are my soul. My Saviors. I am truly blessed.”
And I was. Truly. Blessed. And thankful. Grateful. Joyous.
I once thought my life was cursed, until I saw what a real curse was. I learned from the three magnificent souls who were now joined with me that being cursed didn’t mean you had to be bitter and dead inside.
It just meant you had to open your heart and let love in.
I had the three best men – Vampires, no less – to love me. So lucky.
Being cursed happened to be the best thing for all of us. We’d been cursed, all of us in our different ways. And now?
Now we were blessed!




Phoenix Rising 
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Chapter 1
Detective Hana Poncoyo was at her makeshift desk in the heart of downtown Jade City, the wickedly beating heart of the southern continent, mainlining her third coffee for the day.
It was barely midday and already she’d dealt with a gamut of crisis. Slug demons sliming up the River Bridge where Turtle Clan youngsters liked to swim, creating a toxic hazard. A werewolf tenant in Snake Quarter who howled all night despite the no-howl clause in his rental agreement. Vampires scaring hawker-market vendors to get their meat at half price.
And now, her bosses—Dragon Clan members who were mostly big, burly and not so bright men—were literally climbing the walls of the precinct with quick, deft movements. One, a hulking beast of a man called Pedro, was hanging upside-down on the roof, padding along on his hands and feet. He dangled above Hana and poked out his tongue in a flash of green.
Imbeciles.
The New Year carnival was in full swing outside the precinct. Through the small, grimy square that passed as a window, Hana could see the bright orange lanterns crisscrossing the laneways at street level, and hear the noise of children practicing their drumming and tiger roars.
The celebratory mood was clearly rubbing off on her colleagues. She didn’t know how she’d put up with this for another ten days, until the celebrations peaked in the New Year celebration of the Clans.
Well, if your Clan was deemed worthy of celebration, that is.
Hana had a long and boring list of busy work to occupy her. She didn’t mind the slab of wood on crates that doubled as a desk, or the third generation screens. She’d even put up with her idiotic colleagues. Anything that allowed her to keep an eye on the downtown goings-on was okay by her.
Hana brushed a hand over the deep green ink circling her upper arm. It marked her as loyal to Dragon Clan. But Hana had to stymie allegiances—deadly, dark secrets that ran deep below the surface—to keep that band glittering on her arm like the chain that it was.
Her life and her people’s future depended on it.
Irritation flashed through Hana as the dragons started growling at each other, drowning out the footage she was watching of the wayward vamps. Pedro—the big, dumb lizard—had a firecracker in his mouth and was taunting the others with it. She was half tempted to pull out some anti-stick gel from her drawer and shoot it at the buffoons through her Taser. It would serve them right.
The firecracker exploded and Pedro yelped, sending the other dragons into fits of laughter that had one tumbling to the precinct floor.
Hanna rolled her eyes.
Clearly, no one cared if any work got done today, unless it was something that got in the way of the top end of town. The Clan had its foot on this continent’s neck for decades now.
The Tigers were the masters of the Jade City, their reach extended all over the southern continent. If they gave the Dragons—the so-called head of justice in this town—orders to quell anyone or anything that got in the way of their domination—that was when you’d see some actual work getting done around here.
Corruption was an invisible, toxic presence in this city. 
Hana’s hand-held beeped with a message.
Her least favourite captain. Vincent.
Request clean-up crew. Deceased female by the banks of the Indigo River in Turtle Quarter.
Hana felt it like a punch to her gut.
Not another one.




Chapter 2
Hana had noticed a trend in the city over the last few months. Her soul was heavy with it. Young men and women would go missing on their way home from work or school, turning up dead days later after succumbing to mystery illnesses and accidents and a variety of harder-and-harder to believe disasters.
None of the Clans were immune. Turtle, Snake, Dragon, Tiger.
It smacked of the Tiger underworld.
But it made no sense. The Tigers held downtown in a fierce grip, and they dealt with business competitors in their lucrative underworld trade ruthlessly, with often brutal outcomes. But Hana knew from working in the precinct that there were no current turf wars, no disruption to the illicit substances market, no political turmoil that might have caused an upswing in Tiger violence like this.
She was sure the Tigers were behind it—there was nothing that went on in downtown Jade City that they weren’t into up to their necks. The Tiger Queen never came down from Jade Palace on the hill, but she had her claws all over the continent just the same. The only time she showed her face was from the safety of the palace wall, every New Year.
This reeked of Tiger control. Hana just didn’t know what drove it. The message came in the same way each time. Clean-up crew only, no investigation. Hana couldn’t openly question this if she didn’t want to end up the next body floating in on a king tide. But she noticed every detail, every potential clue.
Her Clan might have been in exile, hidden, secret—some even ignorant to their dangerous heritage until it was too late. They pledged their loyalty to other Clans to survive, but there was no getting around the whisper in her soul: The fire of the Phoenix, invisible but burning on her back in glorious scarlet red and gold.
The ancestors of all the Clans had once been Fae. And the Phoenix Fae had once been the guardians of justice, before an ancient queen had ruined it all by succumbing to a passion that had almost set the world on fire.
Now, the Tigers and Dragons held the most powerful remnants of magic from their Fae ancestors, and with it, proclaimed their rightful place as rulers of the rest of the Clans. So Hana would go on the clean-up crew, and she might not ask questions, but she would stand in solitude with another lost soul for a few moments, and she would note every detail that might give her a clue as to what the Tigers were up to this time.
The girl was young. Ropes of wet hair that was a vibrant honey-gold even in death stuck to bare, slender shoulders. Only just out of her teen years, if Hana had to guess. She was half submerged in the river, her upper body sprawled across the bluestone gutter, arms stretched out above her. One hand caught in an elegant parody of a flourish, as if she were dancing or about to take a bow.
Hana stared at the girlish pink that tipped the young woman’s fingers and tried to get her breathing, her emotions, herself under control. Control was a mask that Hana must wear everyday if she was going to do this. Some days the mask felt heavier than others, like today.
One of the clean-up crew, a Snake by the name of Charlie, fluttered his fingers to reinforce the glamour that hid this sorry story from the general populace of Jade City. A transparent wall shimmered in a great circle around them. Not out of respect for the poor girl that lay at Hana’s feet. No, this was pure damage control, part of the cloak-and-dagger that kept downtown ignorant to what really went on in their town. No doubt the parents and friends of these poor souls, if they had any, were too scared to make a fuss at what had happened to them.
“Get her up, get her out,” her captain ordered.
The others on the clean-up crew talked loudly as they lifted the girl out of the water, then put her in the back of the clean-up vehicle. Hana hissed as they roughly bumped her into the van.
“Careful.”
Vincent smiled at her with glittering malice.
“What’s the matter, Poncoyo? Your breakfast about to come up?” 
She didn’t bother responding, just made a rude gesture at him, before catching up with the rest of the crew in the front of the van. Hana knew that she couldn’t stop her captain from disposing of the body any way he saw fit. Or the way he’d been ordered to by whichever Tiger was holding his leash today. But she’d worked hard to be reliable, always saying yes to any task she was given, no matter how trivial, or grisly. So when she offered to be the one to prepare the body for whatever awaited it next, he agreed.
She took her time washing the girl’s body, trying not to grimace at the lacerations and chunks missing from the violent way she’d met her end and the time she’d spent in the river.
Hana rinsed out her washcloth, brushed it gently across the girl’s high cheekbones, her honey coloured eyebrows, down the eyelashes.
“There now,” she murmured. “That feels better, doesn’t it?”
She’d not been given the gift of doing this for her own sister, who had met her fate so young, all because she was born with scarlet and gold raging in her veins. Her body had not been able to contain the fire of the Phoenix. Hana had been only twelve years old when Lylah had met her end. It was this misery that had finally prompted her grandmother to include her in the family’s rebel Phoenix Clan activities. The legacy she carried on, for Lylah and her grandmother, who were both now free to fly with their phoenix wings in the next realm as they had not been able to do in life.
And so Hana would fight for the lost souls of this continent, no matter what blood flowed in their veins—Phoenix Clan, demon, vamp, wolf or otherwise. Even if she’d have to do it alone. She worked her way down the girl’s body in silence, fingers shaking only a little. Hana’s hands stilled when she noticed a fresh marking on the girl’s lower back.




Chapter 3
A black symbol had been stamped into the young girl’s flesh—a circle, slashed through with several angry lines. It wasn’t the mark of any Clan on this continent, but something about it raised the hairs on the back of Hana’s neck, unease and a tickle of familiarity skittering down her spine.
The skin was raised and pink around the tattoo, suggesting it had only been inked in the last few days. Hana kept her hands moving as she memorised the pattern, not wanting to draw attention to it in case anyone walked into the morgue. Maybe it had nothing to do with what had happened to the girl, but Hana noted each detail anyway.
After her shift, Hana stopped in at her loft apartment above a hawker market in Turtle Quarter. After her grandmother had died, Mama Singh had found her brawling in the streets and had taken Hana in, an exceptional act of kindness in a cruel world. Mama Singh allowed her to rent a room in exchange for pulling a few shifts a week in the kitchen.
Brow sweating as she tended the fragrant wok, Mama Singh looked at Hana. Ignoring the impatient Turtle younglings holding out their cardboard cones for filling, she reached into the crate below the wok, carefully grasping a flask patterned in bright images of all the Clans.
Her hand covered the phoenix with its brilliant wings flashing in flight, but Hana could feel it there, calling to her. She wished not for the first time for the freedom to fly, like her Fae ancestors had. Mama Singh filled up the flask with fragrant noodles and handed it to Hana and she nestled it inside her jacket, nodding her thanks.
The big woman wiped the sweat from her brow as she murmured, voice low, “When will you take out the other flasks, girl?”
Mama Singh knew that Hana kept an empty urn to honour her sister in her loft. Another that contained the ashes of her grandmother. They’d lain under her bed for years now. When Hana didn’t answer her, she called at her retreating back, louder, “You owe me five shifts now, girl!”
But Hanna was already back in the laneway, weaving her way between Turtles with their green hexagonal shell marks on their cheekbones. The vision of the girl’s hands tipped in pink, the symbol on her back, the guffawing of her idiot colleagues bounced around in Hana’s head.
She needed to move.
Hana ran lightly across the cobbled laneways of downtown Jade City, the bluestone slick and wet with the tropical rainstorm that promised to ease the humidity that had laid thick over Jade City all day. Rain kissed her face beneath her hood.
Orange lanterns strung between shopfronts flashed in her vision as she darted around doorways and stalls that spilled out on to the street, the preparations for the impending New Year all around her.
A burly man in the teal leathers of Dragon Clan stood outside a popular gambling den, his dark features bathed in the glow of the neon lights pulsing above him. He scowled as Hana splashed through the gutter, spattering his combat boots with mud. Her instincts urged her to lunge forward right as his fist brushed past her cheek. She spun around a corner, adrenalin surging through her, and leapt up onto the second rung of a fire escape.
She couldn’t resist sticking her head back around the corner and flipping off the glaring Dragon heavy. Her face was well enough hidden under her hood. His muscles strained against blue-green leather, his face threatening violence. She smirked and shimmied up the ladder, ignoring the burn of the tattoo branding her upper arm. The tattoo that said, as much as she despised Dragon Clan and its masters, the Tigers, both Clans owned her.
She was far enough away from the Justice Precinct, and low enough in the pecking order to get away without being recognised. She hoped. Sometimes she couldn’t help a little show of defiance. The thought sent shimmers of heat rippling from her collarbones to shoulder blades, and she shut down the direction of her thoughts with an iron wall in her mind.
Her cover was everything. Not worth blowing for an arrogant piece of crap Dragon heavy. She concentrated on climbing the ladder, confident he wouldn’t come after her. To him, she was small fry. His job was to guard the gambling den. She posed no threat to it right now.
Her shoulders sang with the burn of effort to scale the side of the building. She landed lightly on her feet on the rooftop. Better to make the rest of the journey up here, unseen, where she wouldn’t be tempted to tell Dragons or Tigers, or anyone else who pissed her off, what she really thought of them.
Her sister and grandmother had taught her to make her way around downtown below ground, in the secret tunnels that could take you to nearly any place in the city you needed to go. Most establishments didn’t even know of the secret trap doors, but Hana prided herself on knowing exactly where to look. Her success rate so far was pretty damn good, if she did say so herself.
But the phoenix locked away deep inside her despaired a little more each time Hana ran the tunnels. She couldn’t bear them tonight.
Readjusting the warm flask inside her jacket, she pushed down the guilt that assailed her. Between the grunt-work she did that allowed her access to the Justice Precinct and the secret, hidden work she did to protect the remnants of her Clan, she couldn’t really afford the time she was taking right now.
She usually allowed herself this personal indulgence once a month only. Her grandmother had been a fierce Phoenix Clan rebel in her day. Hana needed this trip to remind her what Gran had fought for. To remind herself she fought to prevent what had happened to her sister from happening to anyone else. Why Hana walked the jagged—and illegal—line that would land her in a whole world of hurt if she was found out.
Despite what the green dragon-scale band stinging her upper arm communicated, Hana had the heart of a Phoenix. She just had to keep it hidden down in the secret, hidden depths of her soul if she wanted to survive.
But she’d never give up the cause, no matter how dangerous, how much she put herself at risk. She was a soldier, and soldiers made sacrifices. Her grandmother had taught her that.
From the rooftop she could see the twists and turns of laneways filled with hawker markets, shopfronts, gambling dens, and fight clubs. Smoke curled from chimneys and steam played off the river that cut their city in half. The Indigo.
Hana breathed in the scent of evening air, mixed with the familiar tang of the hawker markets, smoke from the cooking fires and the sweet scent of illicit substances being smoked in the gambling dens and fight clubs.
The white metal sword, the symbol of the Tigers, was nowhere to be seen, but Hana felt it all the same—the creeping corrupt presence in her city.
And there, to the west, the rubble of Phoenix Quarter, which had been destroyed in an ancient battle centuries ago. The Tiger Queen had ordered the rambling ruins to be kept as a reminder and a warning against the existence of her people. She shut down the sorrow that sang in her heart.
Hana needed this. The rush of air past her face, the heart-stopping fear of leaping from one shingled roof top to another, the puzzle of finding a hand hold here, a foothold there, the scream of her muscles as she pulled herself around an ashy chimney. It all kept her body and mind busy. It was the one time she truly felt free.




Chapter 4
Hana had to work hard to control her instincts on the rooftops. It felt too much like what she imagined it would be to fly. Flying made her think of the Phoenix, made her shoulder blades tingle with the imprint of the impossible, an invisible phoenix blasting from the pale skin of her back in bold red and gold. Or maybe it was because of where she was headed, who she was going to see.
Forbidden, forbidden.
The words beat like a drum in her blood. On the outskirts of the city, the land crept upwards and she followed the curve, like the coils of a snake, staying on the rooftops as long as she could. The last leg she made through a forest of silver birch that gave way to ancient giants of the forest… the pines.
Here, she was in the shadow of the Tiger stronghold, the high ground looking back over the city, holding strategic advantage. From here, the Tigers could survey the kingdom they crushed under their heels, and make sure it stayed there.
The sharp edges of modern architecture, a monstrosity of glass and steel, threw a shadow over the cemetery that inched up the steep incline, meeting the east edge of the Tiger’s compound wall. The Jade Palace cast a shadow not only over Hana’s body, but her soul as well.
The phoenix rattled in its cage deep in her being. She used that strength, the bird that sung in an eternal night before a dawn it still longed for. Still held out hope for. It warmed her, gave her courage to climb a pine on the edge of Tiger territory.
She settled into a branch midway up the tree, making sure she was covered by the thick spruce and hidden from keen Tiger eyes. She’d chosen a tree as close to the burnished gold mausoleum as she dared and left her hood up, even though Gran would have hated that.
She brought out the thermos from within her jacket, nestled the steaming noodles into the cradle of the tree. Her grandmother’s favourite meal.
“I’m sorry, Gran,” she whispered. “I’m sorry I can’t leave these for you, but it’s your favourite. With the special shrimp and egg. I’m even learning to make the egg net the way you showed me.”
Hana had spent many hours in her grandma’s company, learning to cook in the family tradition. Hana’s parents had died early in her life, the way many hidden Phoenix did when they were denied allegiance to their Clan, and so her grandma had raised her.
The scent of chilli, lemongrass and ginger steamed from the thermos and Hana closed her eyes, remembering her gran’s bright green eyes, crinkled in the corners, as Hana cursed and danced around the kitchen as yet another batch of dumplings stuck to the pan.
The hours she’d watched her gran’s deft fingers fold dumpling wrappers and mince fillings and listened to her romantic stories about the glory days of the Phoenix Fae. Then the tragic tale of obsession, love lost, and a fall from glory so spectacular that it echoed down the centuries until the present-day Phoenix were nothing but a maligned and feared Clan that hung onto existence by the ragged nails of their fingertips.
A Clan who had forgotten who they were, had lost the power of the essence of the Phoenix.
To practice or identify as Phoenix was outlawed. Hana did not dare get any closer to the gold mausoleum. She sent a thought to her sister, whose ashes had scattered to the wind as the call of the Phoenix had turned her insane, causing her to leap to a fiery death. Hana liked to think her spirit remained here with her gran as well, since there’d been nothing left of her for them to cherish.
So, Hana honoured her family from afar. Anything else would breach the conditions of her existence. As far as the other Clans were concerned, the Phoenix were too dangerous to exist in this world, and the faster they sprinted towards the cliff of extinction, the better.




Chapter 5
Her phoenix felt calmer inside her after Hana’s jaunt on the rooftops, her visit to Gran, and she made her way back downtown to Quan’s den.
Everyone was welcome in Quan’s club, no matter what their bloodline, so long as they fought by Quan’s code. No weapons, no vendettas, no gambling. And drinking only from his bar.
Quan was one of her gran’s oldest friends—a Turtle, which kept him off the Tiger’s radar—and he and Hana were pretty much all that was left of the Phoenix underground. He never acknowledged what he must know Hana was, but if there was a kid who needed help, and Hana could provide that help, he would subtly let her know.
He looked up from ringside where he was wrapping a young man’s hands, covering the bruised knuckles and scars.
“What’s it to be tonight, Ba-nana?” Hana grimaced at the nickname. “A few whiskies with an old man, or a round in the ring with the young ones?”
He tipped his head meaningfully towards the young boy who glared at Hana with hazel green eyes from under a mop of flaming red hair.
“I’ll take him on, Quan.”
“Well...good luck to you then, good luck to you both,” he murmured.
“Give me five,” she said to the glowering young man as she headed to her locker in the back room to quickly change and wrap her own hands.
They looked in little better shape than the boy’s, with old scars and new bruises from her week on the beat. She came here most nights after her shift to help Quan with the kids, and to help herself. Fighting visible enemies rather than her invisible demons felt nice for a change.
She faced the boy in the ring, and they both circled around each other, testing and getting to know the other’s tells. He came in hot and raging, and she dodged out of his way with light steps. She thrust a turning back kick his way and he blocked it with a deft swipe of his arm across his body. He was quick.
She grinned at him. He glowered back. She tried out a few jumping roundhouse kicks, scraping by his red hair and blocked his jabs as he got in close. She landed an uppercut on his chin and saw the respect begin to glimmer along with the glower in his eyes.
After a few rounds they were both out of breath, and Hana thought she’d turned down the rage in his eyes a few degrees. Satisfied with that, she tapped her hands to his and bowed.
“You come train with Quan every day,” she puffed. “You’ll have a mean side-kick on you in no time.”
The boy flushed and glowered.
Couldn’t win them all. Quan grinned at her from behind his bar.
“Poncoyo, stop tormenting the young one and come over here. This drink has your name on it.”
Hana hated the taste of whisky, but she downed the shot in one go. This was part of their routine. They sat in silence as Quan poured them both another finger of his choice of poison. The stragglers slowly cleared out, until just Hana and Quan remained.
“So that boy you set me on?”
“I’m watching him. Dragged him in from Nell’s Bar, about to go a few rounds with a Dragon Clan heavy.”
Hana whistled.
“Any sign of…fire?” She kept her voice low.
Sometimes when kids hit their late teens, when younglings traditionally hit Clan maturity, even when they’d lived their lives as Dragons, Tigers, Turtles or Snakes, they showed signs of having Phoenix blood somewhere in their past. The consequences could be disastrous.
They started flaunting the rule of the Tigers, challenging authority, getting into fights, committing crimes, going crazy.
She winced, remembering Lylah, her sister, leaping from a building, wings of flames all around her. That had happened years ago, but Hana carried that loss with her as a scar against her heart each day. Tried to use the anger, the rage, and channel it towards saving others the way she hadn’t been able to save Lylah.
If Quan and Hana could get to them, sometimes they could re-direct that energy into the fighting dens. If they could capture their trust for long enough, sometimes they could explain what was happening to them. Help them re-integrate into society. Keep their heritage secret, keep them safe.
Sometimes. 
“I sense it on him, strongly.”
Hana swore. “Do you think he’ll come back tomorrow?”
Quan grinned. “He seemed to like having his ass whipped by an older, attractive Dragon Clan lady, so I don’t see why not.”
Hana scowled and swung her shot glass playfully at Quan’s head.
“Any other news, Quan?”
“Your forked-tongue friend left a message for you.”
“Oh?”
“Mmm. He said to meet you at the usual place. Nine pm.”




Chapter 6
She took out the black, slinky dress and the platform, strappy sandals that were the closest to high heels she could bring herself to slip into. The outfit and several others like it hung in the lockers that she rented from Quan at the den for occasions just like this. With smoky kohl eyes and a red biker jacket, her ebony hair falling in long, curling waves, she looked nothing like the Hana who worked justice. No severely pulled back hair, no plain blue uniform in sight.
This Hana indulged in espresso martinis and was propping up the bar at Korn nightclub when Silver walked in and slipped into a barstool next to her. Hana inhaled coffee as though it were essential to life, so the martini wasn’t too much of a stretch. Tonight, she didn’t bother pretending to sip. For a few hours maybe she’d just be a girl in bar, with not a care in the world apart from where the next martini was coming from.
After she’d dealt with Silver.
Silver, with the forked tongue of his reptile Clan, whispered truths and untruths into ears for a suitable price. He had a way with gossip, and an uncanny knack for knowing exactly where to be, who to be with, to overhear snatches of conversation that someone would pay for. In the complex underworld of Jade City, it was a knack the Clans would pay top dollar for. Hana traded Silver in his favourite currency. Secrets. She threw Silver a bone when it came to news from the Justice Precinct that impacted the Snake Clan.
“So, my pretty,” he gestured to the blush of red high on her cheekbones, courtesy of the young man she’d gone a few rounds with. “What trouble has Miss Poncoyo gotten herself into this time?”
She rolled her eyes as Silver’s danced with mischief. He liked to pretend they were friends. Whatever kept him coming back to Hana with solid intel was okay with her.
“I can take care of myself, Silver, you know that.” She feigned boredom, circling her finger around the edge of the martini glass. “So, what’s up?”
Silver twiddled with the goatee that shimmered with gold, then bronze, then seemed to settle on a searing white. He was thinking.
“This one’s going to cost you big, darling”.
“That good?”
She leaned in, inviting his confidence.
He brushed the hair away from her shoulder, making a show of murmuring in her ear.
“I heard a whisper from the Jade Palace. The Tiger Seers were locked up tight in a conclave. Twenty-four hours they stayed, before they let anyone enter.”
“What does it mean?” she asked.
“Can’t you feel it in the air, little moto? Something wicked this way comes.”
He leaned back, his eyes gleaming. The young girl’s pale fingers, drained of life, crowded Hana’s vision as did the angry eyes of the Turtle boy who might be about to explode thanks to long-dormant Phoenix blood.
“A wicked invited by our generous benefactors?” Tiger Clan. She knew they were up to something.
He shrugged. “All my spies saw after the conclave were Tiger scouts heading out to all parts of the city and beyond.”
She waited.
“Tit for tat, lovely Hana.”
Hana ignored the slimy gaze as it wound its way down her body, signalling for the barkeep. She ordered Silver his favourite—a mojito spiced with demon blood. Once he’d started lapping at it with that bizarre forked tongue, she slipped him a piece of paper. Members of Snake Clan who had pissed off some Dragon establishments. She didn’t know what Silver planned to do with the intel. Bribe or help his fellow Clan members, she didn’t really care.
Hana stood from the bar stool, planning to find a quiet corner to finish her martini, but Silver grabbed her arm.
“I have a new one for your list.”
Hana raised her eyebrows at Silver, who almost vibrated with excitement, his multi-hued beard flashing urgent red, orange and blood-red in quick succession. Something about this candidate was different, Hana knew, if Silver would risk speaking about it in person rather than their usual coded message. She kept her silence, letting him draw out his moment of delight.
“He’ll be hard to get to.”
“Okay,” she drawled.
“The proprietor of Scales Night Club.”
Silver had named the owner of several high-end gambling dens in downtown. And not only that.
Logan Katana was Dragon Clan all the way—glittering in unwavering blue and green. One of the most protected and celebrated figures in the underworld. A darling, favourite of the Tigers. And it was rumoured he had powerful Fae ancestry.
“Are you sure?” She glared at Silver.
His intel was usually solid as it came.
“His name is lit up in crimson and gold.” Their code for the Phoenix. “And circled with a number one.”
Logan Katana—a powerful and protected Dragon, and close ally to the Tigers—was a marked man? And for something that had to do with the Clan of her birthright. She wondered what he could have done to earn himself top spot on his allies’ hit list. Or maybe it wasn’t what he’d done. Maybe it was what he knew. Suddenly Hana knew why Silver was grinning so widely.
“How do I get to him?”
“Now that, my lovely, that will cost you.”




Chapter 7
Silver had organised her a ticket to one of the most prestigious events in the lead-up to New Year, conveniently being held at one of Katana’s establishments in Dragon Quarter, the same building that housed his infamous Scales Night Club, the very next night. The New Moon dinner. Fine food, high-end gambling, and the rumour of the best and most brutal fight pits in town.
All of downtown’s most important figures would be there. She’d need to be very careful indeed, but it was the perfect opportunity to get close to Logan Katana. To gain his trust, and then his secrets. Perhaps warn him in exchange for information.
Silver had the connections to set her up with an elaborate cover story. She’d rolled her eyes as he admitted he was supplying the soiree with courtesans. If she was to play her part, Hana would need a glamourous outfit. Back at her loft, after her shift at the precinct, she helped Mama Singh serve the rest of the Turtle Clan youngsters, inhaling her fragrant noodles and cleaning up alongside her.
“Mama Singh,” she said. “Do you still have those old boxes I brought with me when I moved here?”
Mama had agreed to store several boxes full of her grandmother’s old things. Things that Hana had not been able to bring herself to look at in the months after her gran’s death, and had lain forgotten in the intervening years. But she could picture it. The black flapper dress, bodice sequined with silver, fringed in Phoenix crimson.
Mama grumbled at Hana then motioned her to follow her into the shoebox sized storeroom at the back of the kitchen. Mama watched silently as Hana dug through the box and pulled out the dress.
“Do I want to know what you’re up to, love?”
“No, Mama, I think it’s best you don’t.”
“Well, wherever you’re off to, you can’t go anywhere with that colour.”
The scarlet fringe glimmered in the lantern light, as vital and vibrant as blood. And as provocative. That particular shade was not worn in this city. Not unless you wanted to put a giant beacon over your head asking for Tiger attention.
Mama Singh unpicked the fringe while Hana applied the kohl and painted her lips a deep shade of burgundy. She left her hair down in long, ebony waves.
“Where is a glamour-wielder when you need one?” Hana muttered as she inspected her reflection in the shop window. In downtown, if you had the right connections, it was possible. Silver had offered to make that happen, but the less people who knew what Hana was up to, the better. She just hoped that disguising herself the old-fashioned way would be enough.
“You’ll do,” smiled Mama Singh.




Chapter 8
Hana fanned herself with the elaborate bone china fan mama Singh had gifted her, the solid weight of the long, thin dagger hidden along the handle a small comfort. Her gun had been confiscated by Turtle heavies at the door. Silver’s invitation hadn’t elicited more than a cursory glance. She’d pay a steep price for that, but that was a problem for another day.
Using the encryption software her tech-gifted sister had left to the rebellion as her legacy, Hana had brought up a video in the research she’d done on her target. She’d memorised Katana’s features. Dark, tumbling hair, gleaming silver eyes, not the teal of his Clan as she’d expected, and wide, powerful shoulders.  
Hana circled the grand ballroom, stopping in at circles of plush lounge chairs where the who’s who of downtown were embroiled in high-stakes card games. She pretended interest, keeping her face hidden behind the fan, slipping a coy smile or two in to anyone who glanced her way.
She kept moving around the room, past the writhing bodies of the real courtesans trying to gain the attention of elite Clan members on a shiny lacquered dance floor, beyond a long side bar set with all manner of fancy drinks. No espresso martinis here. She refused trays of steaming, fragrant delicacies.
She completed a lap of the outside of the ballroom, noting possible exits, alcoves to avoid, the entertainment on offer, and of course, keeping an eye out for her mark. She matched the landmarks to the ones she’d memorised from Lylah’s maps.
Logan Katana was nowhere to be seen, even though his party had started hours ago.
Perhaps he’d become bored already. Or perhaps he was down below, watching the fight pits. Sound roared up from the lower level, visible from a cut-out in the floor. Hana strode casually for the balustrade, trying to work out how to get downstairs.
She leaned against the marble column, accepting a glass of champagne from a waiter dressed all in black, as refusing was not really in character for the role she played, a courtesan. She noted the scar-flecked fingers, the bright, watchful gaze. Not just a waiter then, but security.
Sensible, Mr Katana, a sensible move.
Perhaps the champagne would take the edge off, too. Hana suddenly wondered whether it had been a wise choice to come to this party to meet the elusive Logan Katana. There were too many variables. She could feel the wildness pulse in the air. Volatile, high-stakes gambling, fighting and partying.
But it was not like she could just ask for an audience with him. And she needed to know why he was marked by the Tigers. She thought about the latest young girl who had lost her life to the unforgiving downtown. Her sister. The young buck she’d fought with at Quan’s. That was why she was here.
She took a sip of the champagne, leaning over the balustrade to see if she could place her mark. She regretted that sip almost immediately, as the ground rolled like she rode an ocean wave and the chandeliers above her sparked like falling stars. She gripped one hand on the handrail, white knuckled, almost dropping the glass in the other.
Damn. Not ordinary champagne then. Laced with who knew what. Probably the finest illicit substances the underworld had to offer. She willed her fingers to be steady, still on the crystal stem, then placed it carefully on the marble pedestal beside her. Hana made herself swallow. Courtesans did not spit out champagne.
A wild, abandoned part of her urged another mouthful, to lose herself in the illusion, to giggle and writhe and dance like the other women strolling and stumbling along the decadent hall. Silver hadn’t warned her that the New Moon party would be like a revel. Whatever was in that champagne was potent. One sip and the colours of the Clans in their finest tunics and suits blurred and whirled around her, the teal of the Dragons mingling with Snake yellow and the green of the Turtles. She thought she even caught a glimpse of white.
White meant Tigers. Here.
Hana’s breath caught and released, the champagne obviously effecting her centre of emotion as adrenaline and fear coursed through her. She tried to focus on two courtesans in fine silk sheath dresses as they strutted past her, willing her eyes to focus on the sapphire blue sequins lining the extravagant bodice of the tall, blonde woman.
Below her, noise pulsed up from the pit, a roar of feral sound, cheering, shouting, and collective in-drawn breaths. Whatever was happening down there was entertaining the crowd. Hana’s scattered attention drifted from the courtesans, to the chandeliers, to the bubbles in her champagne, to the noise of the fight pits. The fight seemed to move in slow motion, and Hana blinked, trying to clear her vision. Hana had barely caught a glimpse of a demon with fairy floss pink hair when a rough voice sounded by her ear. 
“Twenty galleons says the Snake with two heads takes out the floss demon”. 
A man in a snowy white suit, with pupils so dilated they were black, and hair a vibrant white let his eyes rove over her. Hana stifled her intake of breath.
Tiger.




Chapter 9
In all her years in the Jade City, she’d never come face to face with her enemy. Now was not the time. She wasn’t ready. Her heart pounded and her muscles tensed with the urge to flee from under his shrewd gaze.
“What say you?”
She cleared her throat, keeping as much of her face behind Mama Singh’s fan as she could, as if she were being coy. She raised her shoulders in a delicate shrug that sent the fringe of her dress tinkling like so many tiny bells. But that was probably just the champagne. She shrugged, as if it weren’t a big deal that a Tiger had approached her, even if she knew it was an extremely rare event to see a Clan member out of the palace, and even rarer for him to be frequenting downtown.
“The fighting pits are a bit dull.”
A smile that was more snarl twisted his face. “Is this event not to your taste then? The finest the city benefactors can provide?” He nodded pointedly to the wicked champagne.
She swallowed. “A girl can have her standards.”
She hedged, going for cheeky on the side of obeisance. He grabbed at her upper arm, where the mark of Dragon Clan claimed her as theirs.
“The Dragons are a respectable house. Do they treat you well?”
“Can’t complain,” she muttered.
“Good. Good.”
He ran a hand up and down her arm, and Hana’s insides roiled. This was going south, fast. She needed an excuse to extricate herself from this situation. She needed to find Katana, find out what he knew. But she couldn’t do that while she was “entertaining” a Tiger. The Tiger royalty rarely appeared in public, but she knew from his suit and his advanced years, that he wasn’t just any Tiger. He was someone important and he’d clocked Hana.
Bad news.
“I really should find my friend,” she murmured, trying to sound subservient, apologetic. “She often gets into trouble at these things.”
“Oh, a little trouble is not such a bad thing. Perhaps you and your friend can join me in my suite? I wouldn’t mind if you both gave me a little…trouble.”
“I couldn’t possibly—”
“Oh, but you will.” His grip tightened painfully on her arm. 
“You can’t afford me,” she purred, heart starting to pump adrenaline through her body. So much for staying under the radar. His hand raised, sliding under her fan to circle her neck, making her shudder in revulsion, the champagne dulling the sense of her phoenix shrieking in the cage inside her.
“Oh, I think I can. I could pay for every woman in this room and then some. And you’d all be begging for more.” 
His hands tightened. One over the mark on her arm, one around her neck. No one paid them an extra second’s attention, glances skimmed over them, uninterested. Except for the two courtesans she’d been watching. They glared, jealousy bright in their eyes. But the eyes that demanded her attention belonged to the man who held her at his mercy. He was strong. His eyes glimmered an unnatural blue. Fae blood. Strong and cruel. And she’d pissed him off, already. 
She scrabbled for her flute of champagne, trying to grasp it from where she’d placed it on a pedestal beside her. The pedestal cascaded with bougainvillea so red it looked like streams of blood. But that couldn’t be right, because why would she find scarlet red here in a stronghold of Tiger loyalty?
Whatever was in that champagne was hella more than what Hana had bargained for.
When he saw the drink in her hand, he released her throat, slowly, his grin turning self-satisfied, apparently pleased with her obedience.
She lowered her fan from her face carefully, folding it so that she could feel the reassuring, solid weight of the dagger hidden away. She might well need its protection to get out of the situation in which she found herself. She pretended to sip delicately, summoning all her will to slow her movements so they were teasing, tantalising. She willed her lips to curve into a coy smile. Hana knew it was working as the Tiger’s grip on her arm loosened slightly, and he watched her lips on the crystal.
She leaned in to whisper in his ear, fighting down her body’s urge to run the other way. “You know, I’ve heard the other girls whisper about Xonorah…” She named an illicit substance that she knew the Dragons ran on the streets. “That it can…heighten an experience. Perhaps...”
His cruel grin stretched across his face. 
“I knew it from the moment you walked into this room. You are trouble of the best kind. What’s your name, darling?” 
Hana repressed her body’s warning shudder. “Madam Toulouse.”
“Well, don’t you go far now, Madam T.”
His lewd grin echoed along Hana’s body in waves of repulsion as he turned and made his way back across the ballroom.




Chapter 10
Hana waited until she could no longer see the Tiger man who had left her quivering, then she set out for the grand staircase she could see led to the fighting pits. She’d come up against some low-lifes in her time, had heard the whispers in the precinct about the Tiger’s superior power, but coming face to face with it was something else altogether. Beneath the befuddling effect of the champagne, Hana’s phoenix shattered itself against the bars that caged it. Her instincts were blaring.
Flee. Now.
The lower levels of most buildings in Jade City usually had access to a trapdoor that led to the secret network of tunnels under the city. Lylah’s maps had indicated the kitchen on the lower floor of this establishment housed one. Hana could only hope it wasn’t covered by shelves or ovens. She knew when it was time to abandon a mission, and this was it. She needed to get out of here before the Tiger found her again.
She tried to hold on to that purpose as the effects of the champagne continued to disable her. The noise washing over the balustrade that gave way to the pit below throbbed and thrummed in Hana’s ears. Up-tempo music, the crowd cheering and cursing, the chatter of the inane courtesans and elite Clan members pressed in on her and made her dizzy. 
She tried to saunter, like a courtesan on the prowl, but she stumbled and lunged for the handrail, holding tight as she swayed her way down the stairs. As she jostled her way ringside, the quickest way to get to the kitchens on the far side of the ring, she felt the prickle down her spine. The flare of impossible gold and crimson across her collarbones. A warning.
Yet she was still drawn to see who it was fighting in that ring.
Hot and cold sparks danced inside her as she met the eyes raised from where the Dragon held his opponent in a vicious, powerful arm lock, pressing his face into the hard floor, into submission. Silver eyes, backlit with turquoise.
Her mark, Logan Katana.
He looked at her over his shoulder, revealing teal scales glimmering like wings along his shoulder blades, his slick skin catching the light of the chandeliers and sending rainbows of stars cascading from him as though powerful wings sprung from his back. Something old and predatory stared out at her, as if marking her as someone who didn’t belong there. His nostrils flared as if he scented her unworthiness to be in his presence. The hallucinatory effect of the drink—or the otherworldly male’s gaze—made Hana stagger, breaking the connection. When she looked up, he was fighting again, his movements a blurring montage of swinging fists, dodging and weaving, airborne for long, long seconds. 
Physical prowess on display that Hana had never seen or experienced in Quan’s den. It was something more, something rare, almost beautiful. The way they moved, as if they were dancing on the air. If Hana hadn’t known the Fae were long gone from this world, she could have sworn she was in their magical presence. Hana felt the hallucinogen surge through her body, and shook her head as she tried to clear it. She had found Logan Katana, but the finding of him raised more questions than it answered.
Even in her compromised state, she wondered how this powerful being could be in any kind of danger at all. He was the dangerous, powerful creature, that was plain to see. If this was who was at the top of the Tiger and Dragon alliance, gods help them all. Suddenly, her arm was in a vise grip again. Breath left her in a rush. Stupid, so stupid, to think she could come here tonight.  Silver must be laughing at her, the way he’d sold her up the river.  But Hana had bigger problems right now.
“I thought you were waiting for me,” a rancid breath panted in her ear. 
Hana went for the dagger in her fan, but he read her intent before she could even get a hand to it and batted the fan to the ground. Instinct surged through Hana and she tore her arm free from his grip. Heads turned towards Hana and the Tiger sleazeball.
His face contorted with rage. He made to grab for her again and Hana brought her knee up, hard, into his groin, lurching away from him as he careened into a table set with crystal wine stems. The spectacle of the Tiger and the crystal smashing into the floor together distracted Hana for a crucial moment and that was all it took for him to dive at her again.
Fast. He was so fast.
A shard of crystal flashed in his grip, and his other hand slashed out to grab at her leg.
She skittered back on hands and knees, bumping into the side of the fighting ring.
Silver eyes filled her vision again, and she gambled. If these lot were playing at being Fae males, well, she knew a thing or two about how they behaved, from her gran’s stories.
Territorial was an understatement.
She took the gamble, twisting her leg and kicking out at the Tiger, her foot connecting with his face with a satisfying crunch, before dragging herself onto the stage. She took two big lunges towards the Dragon with silver eyes—Katana—and so fast she didn’t see his arms, just felt them, he’d scooted her behind him.
Now a wall of muscle stood between her and the Tiger. The question was, what would the wall do next?




Chapter 11
“Well, it looks like Madam Tolouse is fascinated by the fight pits. Perhaps she’d like a taste up close.” Hana glanced around the Dragon’s arm to see that the Tiger had followed her onto the stage. She glimpsed his murderous expression, blood dripping from his nose where she’d kicked at him. The den filled with hushed, speculative whispers racing across the room with a crackle of excitement and expectation.
Way to stay under the radar, Poncoyo.
The Dragon’s rough palm tightened convulsively on her wrist. He cleared his throat, glancing at her over his shoulder.
“It seems the lady might prefer my company tonight, Stryker.”
The crowd gasped and cheered, and Katana sketched a bow, baring that spectacularly marked back towards her. Up close, the colours that danced across his scales were mesmerising. She pulled her attention back with difficulty to her predicament. She hoped he knew what he was doing, because it seemed to her that humiliating the Tiger was perhaps not her, or their, best bet.
“The prior claim would go to me, Katana,” the Tiger’s cruel grin spread across his face.
“Since you’re both on my property, I think it’s only fitting that I choose how to solve this little puzzle,” Katana grit out.
Silence from the crowd. Stryker stared long and hard at Katana.
“And how do you suggest we proceed?”
“My pits are famed for their prizes. Much wealth and advantage can be sought here. Tonight, I will take on any man who lays claim to Madame Toulouse. Let it not be said that I do not look after my guests.” He turned to her, silver gaze searing. “Wherever they might hail from.”
“There is only one who will claim her tonight.” Stryker said tightly. “Alessio.” He gestured to a young man in a white suit with a feral grin lighting his features. “You will take this match on my behalf.”
Two men in teal suits rushed the floor from Katana’s corner and put their hands on Hana.
Katana looked at her again, gaze intent.
“Keep a good hold on her,” he muttered. “And don’t let Stryker’s men anywhere near you.”
The demon Katana had been fighting—Tentacular by the look of his sucker-filled multiple arms—glared at them all. Logan strode towards him and exchanged what looked to be several heated words. The Tentacular demon seemed to be pissed that his fight with the Dragon had been interrupted. Hana wondered over the thundering of her heart, why the Dragon, so high up the chain of command, was even down here fighting in these pits. He strode back towards Hana.
“Are you sure about this, boss?” a young man with chestnut brown hair and stylish cat-eye glasses muttered.
Katana grinned, wild and feral. A shiver ripped through Hana.
The mature Dragon, Katana, faced the young Tiger. The referee, a Snake in a yellow tunic, had them bow to each other. Hana tried to focus on the fight from the side of the ring where the young Dragons held true to their word to their master and flanked her on either side, both gripping her arms lest she try to escape. Panic throbbed through Hana as the noise and movement pulsed around her.
Katana and the young Tiger were a blur of action, fists, feet, jumping kicks, arcs through the air as though they both had wings. Hana felt the Tiger’s fist as it crunched into Katana’s belly like it had punched into her own. Stryker glared at her across the ring, then the glare turned to that cruel smile as the young Tiger seemed to get the better of the fight, punching Katana in the face, landing a spinning back kick into his gut.
Katana fell to his hands and knees, panting, blood dripping from a cut on his forehead.
Hana tried to pull away from the young Dragons, instinct urging her to get into that ring to stop the madness. The fists around her arm tightened.
“This is insane,” she panted. “Make them stop before one of them gets killed.”
The young Dragon just grinned at her. “It’s okay, lady. Logan is tough. If he says you don’t have to go with Stryker tonight, you won’t.”
Sure enough, Katana—Logan—got to his feet again, and came at the young Tiger so fast Hana’s eyes couldn’t keep up with the sequence of movements. But when her vision cleared, Katana held the young Tiger in an arm lock, pushing his face into the hard floor, his signature move, it seemed.
Stryker roared and strode from ringside.
“Don’t bother coming back, Alessio,” he snarled.
Hana felt that as another body blow. To be exiled from one’s Clan was a death sentence. This night just got worse and worse. But Hana’s eyes were on Stryker as he glared at Katana, and then met Hana’s gaze for long seconds before jerking his head towards the stairs. His remaining men quickly closed ranks around him, so that only a small sea of white was visible as they left the fight den.




Chapter 12
Katana was crouched down next to the Tiger youngling, whispering urgently in his ear.
He nodded to one of his men, the one with the glasses who had lazily reassured Hana, and he helped Katana bring the Tiger over to their little huddle. Glasses boy escorted the Tiger, while Katana himself now gripped Hana’s arm. She gazed defiantly at him.
“Let’s go, Lady Toulouse,” he murmured, one eye half closed, where purple was blooming high on his cheekbone. She could have sworn he sounded resigned, not victorious, but that didn’t stop the butterflies rioting in her stomach as they pushed their way through the crowd that had quickly shifted its attention to the next fight.
They rode the lift in silence all the way to the top floor. Of course, Katana would have his own penthouse suite here. As the doors slid open, the two Dragons escorted the Tiger down the hall. Katana pulled Hana in the other direction.
“Where are they taking him?” she asked, tugging against his grip.
“They’ll take care of him.”
Up close, Katana’s voice was a deep rumble that grazed against her skin.
“Take care of him, how? It’s not fair, he was just following orders. Can’t you—”
Katana paused in the hall, taking his hands off Hana to scrub at his lightly stubbled jaw.
“Haven’t you engaged in enough trouble for one night, Lady Toulouse?”
He said her name as though he knew for sure she was a fake. She raised her chin to meet his gaze full-on but remained silent.
“Aren’t you worried about what else is in store for you tonight?”
His eyes gleamed as they grazed over the black and silver sheath dress that was now ripped up one side. She slowly placed a hand over her thigh, trying to draw together the slashed material. She had to force her body to stay still under his gaze, not to step out from his enigmatic presence. He was tall, strongly muscled, his chest broad. Magnificent. Compared to Logan Katana, Dragon Master, the Dragon Clan cronies in the Justice Precinct were like lizards. He was strong and majestic, like the Dragons of her grandmother’s tales. And all the more dangerous for it.
A predator.
Never forget that, she told herself. And one whose Clan was intricately linked with Tigers as ruthless and cruel as that old man that Katana had fought for her tonight.
“I want your assurance that nothing will happen to the young Tiger, and then we can deal with me.”
Hana wouldn’t have the death of a youngling—no matter which Clan he hailed from—on her conscience. It was perhaps the only thing to be salvaged from the disaster that was tonight.
His gaze sharpened. “You would look to protect a Tiger?”
“I don’t care what Clan he comes from, or what he did or didn’t do tonight—”
A wave of dizziness struck Hana and the intricately carved wooden panels around her began to blur. She was aware of gentle hands around her waist, being pressed into a warm chest, then carried over some threshold as the blackness beckoned. 
Hana awakened on a futon in a tastefully decorated suite. She was under a warm doona and a plain, fresh tunic was laid out at the foot of the bed. As she sat up and gazed blearily around her, she saw old-world, oriental fashion.
Ornate timber screens shuttered the futon she sat on into one of many cozy alcoves in the large space, others housing brightly coloured cushions circling water features and statues. Indoor plants and bamboo gave the sense of being outside in a forest.
It was ostentatious, but not in the way Hana would have expected. It spoke to a love of the natural environment, of a simpler time, when their ancestors would have made pilgrimages to ancient temples and worshipped the forest gods.  It was like a little oasis in the middle of glaring, glitzy downtown.
She heard water running from across the very large room, almost like a  small forest, and glimpsed a closed timber door, likely a bathroom, and determined to stay where she was rather than risk coming upon the Dragon Master in a vulnerable—and naked—state in his shower. While the water kept running, Hana pulled off the ruined sheath dress and pulled on the plain cream tunic.
Soon enough, she heard soft footfalls on the tatami mats and the Dragon appeared in a black silk robe that slid and shushed against the muscled chest it barely concealed. The Dragon was not in the slightest self-conscious about his body, and Hana could see why. Clearly the effects of the champagne hadn’t entirely worn off, if all she could think about in her current predicament was the chest of the Dragon who currently held her in his apartment and under his power.
He was holding a tray of tea and something that smelled deliciously like wontons.
“The kitchen sent these up,” he murmured, setting the tray on the low table by the futon. “It should help soak up whatever it was you ingested downstairs earlier.”
She narrowed her eyes at him. “And how do I know that you haven’t just laced all of this…” she paused as the steam of jasmine tea wafted towards her, soothing and calming, “with more Xonorah?”
His eyes widened. “Xonorah? They bring Xonorah into my events now…” he murmured.
If he was lying, he was good at it.
But of course, he was.
“I suppose it’s just the courtesans who take Xonorah…”
“Well, Lady Toulouse,” he murmured, “you must be careful what you accept at parties like these. If you were a real courtesan, you’d know that. So, after you sober up with that tea, I need to know what the hell you thought you were doing here tonight.”
Hana bared her teeth at him. “I think I’ve had quite enough of whatever mind-altering crap you’re serving your guests tonight,” she spat.
He stalked to a sidebar and poured himself what looked like a neat whisky. The drink reminded her of Quan, and she wished for the no-bullshit, street-level, fight club.
“Why did you fight for me?” she asked, quietly, wincing at the purple blossoming across his cheekbones, the half-closed eye.
“You answer my question, and I’ll think about answering yours.”
She huffed.
The tea smelled so good even if it wasn’t coffee, and her stomach was aching with hunger.
Of all the risks she’d taken tonight, this seemed like the least of them. So she poured herself the jasmine tea, devoured the wontons in record time and ignored the big beast of a man watching her the whole time, as if by looking at her he could know her secrets.
To prove that she wasn’t afraid of him, that she could leave any time she liked—maybe—she stood and prowled towards the floor-to-ceiling glass windows, a bird testing its cage.




Chapter 13
Hana felt the Dragon stalk up behind her, his breath on her exposed throat.
“It doesn’t matter why I came here tonight. Bottom line is, I’ve had enough of your hospitality for one evening. I wish to go home.” She pouted, like she imagined a mistress would do.
A fingertip slipped over the teal tattoo circling her upper arm.
“Your allegiance says you are Dragon Clan…but…”
“You know I couldn’t wear that mark unless I’d proved my loyalty.”
Warm hands gripped both of her shoulders and he turned her to face him. His silver-teal eyes smouldered like heating iron.
“Tell me why you came here.”
She clapped a finger over her mouth at the sensation that roiled from deep within her. As if something was being dragged from her. He swore, low and vicious.
“Air. I need air,” she gasped.
The double doors in front of her blew open on an invisible wind, revealing a balcony beyond.
She stumbled through them, giving a wide berth to the glittering pool of water that looked more like an ancient glen than lap pool, the way it was surrounded by fern fronds. She took big, deep breaths of clean air.
“You did spike the tea,” she snarled.
But his face didn’t betray cunning or satisfaction, only a grim wariness. He waited, watching her. She kept gulping air, hand braced against the bricked apartment wall. Being up high, way above the city, its lights and lanterns winking along the Indigo River below them soothed her. A cool breeze, heaven-sent, washed against her face.
The Dragon was silent.
“I came here to meet you,” she whispered, instantly shocked that the words had slipped out without her meaning them to. She was distracted by the lights sprinkled below her like candy, and so her shock didn’t quite extend to all of her brain. Just like she couldn’t quite hold on to her outrage, as though it didn’t really matter that she’d just let a powerful Dragon warrior know her secret plan.
“To warn you.” He stilled, like the perfect statue. “You’re in danger.”
Telling him about her underground network, her Phoenix heritage, seemed like a pretty good idea too. She could picture the weight of the burden lifting off her shoulders right here in Katana’s penthouse apartment, floating away like a wisp of smoke to mix above her with the clouds.
A storm was coming in, she noted, the sky a deep metal colour, almost the same shade as the Dragon’s eyes. Eyes that simmered and heated every part of her they touched. Burning through her like fire. A fire that burned through skin and meat and bones until it got to her very core, until Hana’s soul would lay bare before him. She’d never felt so…light. So free.
Her calves pressed against the barrier that hit her no higher than mid-thigh, looking up at the Dragon who almost blocked out all the stars. But there was an ancient universe in his eyes, and so it didn’t really matter that she couldn’t see—
“Danger?” he murmured, voice soft and low, like the hush of his whisky on ice.
“My grandma,” she whispered, because all the stories started there. That sense, the intuition that had urged her to throw herself on his mercy in the fighting ring flared to life again, bright and urgent as a flame, but this time it insisted on a different course.
Don’t tell him. Don’t tell him who you are.
“Grandma…”
“Yes,” he whispered, eyes intent.
She whipped out her hands so fast even his Dragon reflexes didn’t catch them, before she’d wound them around the collars of the silk robe and shoved him hard against the wall beside her.
“My grandmother would have made Dragon creeps like you into handbags, you piece of crap.”
His eyes widened in surprise, but they were back to the shimmering silver and turquoise, flat like a lake’s surface at night.
“Don’t you ever try that again,” she spat, hammering her words home each time she slammed him back into the wall. “Keep your foul claws out of my mind.”
Hana felt the rage and hate and despair course through her. Just another piece-of-crap Dragon general presiding over his swollen and grotesque kingdom. Heat flew through her like a phoenix on fire, emerging from the ashes until she felt she might explode off this rooftop and take to the skies.
She felt the rage bone-deep, melting and re-forming her, so that when Katana went to free himself from her grip, he couldn’t move. She shoved him back again, revelling in this new strength, while a part of her screamed in terror.
“Going somewhere, Katana?”
“Who are you?” he murmured, apparently not afraid. No fear showed in the fine planes and angles of his face. Just a raised eyebrow, as though she were a curiosity.
She shoved him back again, and felt her incisors elongate and slide through her gums.
Blood filled her mouth. She dropped his collar like her fingertips burnt where they touched him, clutching at her mouth. She had to get out of here, now. Her body moved with no rational thought.
Instinct tore through Hana.
There was barely a barrier here between buildings. In one leap, she was on top of the thigh-high wall. Horror surging through her, she turned from the Dragon who watched her with no little amusement and in another gut-clenching leap, she was off the gods forsaken balcony.
She crashed into the fencing around a balcony of the adjacent building. Not far away enough from whatever madness had poured into her in that place. She climbed down as quickly and quietly as she could, hands shaking, not pausing as she hit street level to examine what had happened in her mouth, her body, her soul.




Chapter 14
Logan Katana paced the length of the low balcony wall, watching the female shimmy down the apartment balconies on the next building as though she’d been born to it. Tumbles of ebony hair streamed over strong shoulders, an athletic, capable body that had clearly surprised her tonight. With his keen vision he saw the pauses, the slight shake of a hand, recalled to mind those deep, amber eyes dilated with the effects of whatever she’d chanced to drink at the party below.
Throwing wild, ridiculous parties was in his job description as a Dragon Master, but the events had got tedious over the years. Despite the stunning outfit, the fringe of silver over long, long legs that made Logan’s mouth water, he sensed the moment he saw her that she wasn’t an ordinary courtesan.
The tattoo of Dragon blue-green that circled her upper arm was genuine, but incongruent. He saw the fire in her eyes, wondered at the strength it took to keep that mark shimmering and real.
So, who was this female?
He scented old—scrap that—ancient power in her. His dragon preened as though she shone sunlight on his scales, spearing rainbows across his body. The way she had held him against that wall, leaped from the building, the flare of shadowed wings against her body.
Did she even know what she was capable of?
Danger. She’d come to warn him of danger?
He’d barely been able to bend Stryker to his will. The old Tiger did not take lightly to losing a territorial battle, especially over a female—so whoever she was, she’d better shimmy off back to where she came from, and hope the Dragon Clan marking that jarred his sight, like it was glamoured onto her skin, could offer her some protection.
When it came to warning him of danger, she could get in line. He lived with the death mark against his name. In order to maintain any contact at all with the son he’d borne to his Tiger lover—a union that had cost her life in childbed—he accepted that he would place himself under Tiger control.
So, he’d host the bourgeois, hideous, extravagant parties at his penthouse suite. He’d run the lucrative gambling dens and uphold what passed for justice in this town. And whatever agenda this girl thought she had, well, for her sake he hoped she’d given up on it tonight.
He dressed and went back down to his party, collecting his entourage where he’d left them at the doors.
They knew well enough not to question what had happened to the girl he’d gone inside with.
His lieutenant, Jyll, murmured to him about reparations for the interrupted fight with the Tentacular demon. Logan didn’t usually grace his own fight pits, but his son had got into a scrap with the Tentacles, and Logan had agreed to the fight to pay off his son’s debt. He sighed.
He had enough on his plate without wondering about mysterious women, no matter how intriguing, so he drank the champagne, watched the Clan members fight various demon classes, placed bets that would be talked about for days, and entertained courtesans who sat on his knee and giggled and ran their hands all over him.
All the while Stryker glared daggers at him. He’d probably just earned another black mark against his name. Would probably feel the repercussions of his actions tonight in what the Tigers might next demand of him. He just hoped Stryker wasn’t pissed off enough to mention this to his son’s handlers.
He needed to see his son soon, reassure himself of his well-being. He didn’t like him being sequestered in the palace for months at a time. Who knew what the Tigers were teaching him.
Logan wanted to have some influence on him, despite the role he played for the Tigers. It was all to protect his son.
When the last revellers had left to seek out the downtown establishments still open in Dragon Quarter, Logan finally dismissed all his men and climbed into his four-poster bed. The ostentatiousness of the bed pissed him off regularly, and tonight he tossed and turned before finally leaping out, dragging the black silk covers with him and making himself a nest before the open fire.
He gazed long into the flames, thinking of the little spitfire he’d had in his room earlier. The mysterious female. He knew girls like her were turning up dead all over the city under the cover of darkness. He hadn’t wanted to know why, or felt particularly bothered about that before tonight. So why couldn’t he get the feel of smooth skin under the Dragon marking on her upper arm out of his head right now? Why couldn’t he stop wondering about the gifts that had allowed her to cut through his mind-control?
Why couldn’t he stop himself from getting out of his gods-damned nest and seeking out the solace of the Indigo River? And why was he opting for a long, exhausting, solo swim in the cool water to settle the dragon writhing under his skin, instead of seeking the usual comfort of some courtesan’s bed?




Chapter 15
In the morning, Hana’s head pounded with a hangover as vicious as she’d expected. She’d huddled in the blankets of her loft half the night, not daring to look in the mirror to see the face that greeted her.
She felt it even so.
The sting of canines that had burst through gums. Aquiline cheekbones and delicately pointed ears, like the ones she’d been reminded of when watching the males in the fight pit. The shivering and shaking as she came down from the illicit champagne gradually diminished as light crept around her flimsy curtains. Finally, her eyes drifted closed. Strange images and scents and sensations filled her dreams. Logan Katana’s face—but with graceful, aquiline cheekbones and delicately pointed ears snarled at her with feral, otherworldly beauty.
When she woke to full daylight, she felt like herself. She swiped her tongue over her upper gums. Nothing. Throwing off the blankets, she rushed to the oriental screen, positioning herself in front of the gilded mirror. No pointed ears, no high, jutting cheekbones…no teeth. No sign of the Fae madness.
Except.
Twin lines of dried blood tracked down her chin, directly underneath both incisors. What the hell? Had the laced champagne contained magical properties? It had to be powerful, for the hallucinations it had projected. The way she’d seen Katana fight—the strength and speed and skill. Remaining airborne so long he might fly.
And then the effect it’d had on Hana. The power, when she’d pushed Katana, the way she’d leapt off that balcony. Spiked champagne and adrenaline and a healthy imagination fuelled by thoughts of her grandmother’s fairy tales. That was probably it. Hana glanced at the height of the sun as she opened her blinds.
Shit. She was late. She scrubbed at the marks on her face, glared at the cream tunic she’d discarded on the floor last night and dressed as quickly as she could. She couldn’t afford to piss off the low-life Dragons at Justice.
She endured a slow day at her desk, and the snide comments from her colleagues about what she’d been up to last night that had put the rings under her eyes. There were no call outs for clean-up duty. Hana prayed that meant no more youngsters had gone missing overnight.
After work, she followed her usual routine, gingerly making her way to Quan’s fight den.
Her body ached from what she’d put it through last night. She couldn’t believe that she’d jumped from the penthouse. Her knuckles were all bruised and scraped, likely from when she’d thrown the Dragon against the wall, and her side was wicked purple from where she’d crashed into the balcony at a full leap. Adrenaline and laced champagne overdrive. She’d been lucky she hadn’t plunged to her death.
Quan whistled when he saw her limping in.
“Should I worry about the other guy?” Quan asked.
“You know me, Quan. I can take care of myself.”
“That is as may be,” he muttered, stepping behind the bar and coming back with two shot glasses and his favourite whisky.
She shivered as she saw the bottle of whisky, the strong scent of the amber liquid bringing back another pair of lips, preternatural, otherworldly, as they drank the earthy substance.
Did Fae Warriors also enjoy whisky?
“Let me fix your hands, Hana.”
“You fuss like an old woman, mate,” she muttered, but she proffered up her hands.
Quan lifted his shot glass to his lips.
“One for me, one for…you.” She hissed as he used the alcohol as antiseptic against her scraped and bloody knuckles.
“Want to talk about it?”
She shook her head.
“Nah. Dumb cop business, Quan. I can handle it.”
Hana thought she just might be able to, if she stayed away from whatever the hell was in that champagne last night. That didn’t solve the puzzle of Katana, though. Silver’s intel was usually solid. But Hana knew for a fact she wouldn’t be getting close to the Dragon again any time soon. Not if she wanted to hold on to her sanity.
Quan watched her thoughtfully as he wrapped her hands. He’d wrapped them like she was about to fight, but she knew he wouldn’t allow her to step into the ring tonight. She hadn’t done enough to cover the limp or the soreness in her side.
“How is the young buck? He come back in?”
“Rex? Every night.” He tipped his head toward the corner, where the red-headed youngling was sparring with a girl with long black hair.
“Good. He managing the aggression?”
“So far.”
She nodded again.
“You can go and ref tonight, Poncoyo. No active duty for you.”
Hana gave Quan a rude gesture, but her lips were turning up at the corners as she made her way over to the youngsters, whistle in hand. When she was satisfied that the young boy was engaging with Quan’s gym, got his assurance that he’d be back the next day, Hana refused Quan’s offer of a drink and headed out.
As she stalked down the cobblestoned laneway, she ignored several pings on the hand-held from Silver. She didn’t need any more “help” from him right now. She knew she should just crawl into bed in her loft with a cone of Mama Sing’s spiciest fried noodles, but she was too restless, despite the time in the gym that usually settled her.
Her muscles twitched with the echo of the power she’d used when she slammed the Dragon back into the wall with a satisfying crunch. Ignoring the soreness in her side, Hana started to run. 




Chapter 16
Logan was soothing the sting of the multiple cuts and burns he’d sustained from the rematch with the Tentacular demon this evening at Scales by downing several neat whiskies. He tipped the ice into his mouth for good measure.
Jyll came to sit by him at the bar, barely hiding his wince at the state of Logan’s arms and face. Long, jagged cuts ran down his arms in angry red welts, and he could feel the same on his cheek. At least the shiner he’d sustained keeping the mysterious Madame Toulouse out of Stryker’s clutches had healed up nicely.
“Boss,” Jyll said, gesturing to the barkeep that he’d have the same as Logan, “that’s nasty. How many times has he pissed off the Tentacles this year?”
“Enough that I needed to step in, Jyll,” he growled. He wasn’t in the mood for an interrogation about Seb. The little bastard just attracted trouble, and everyone knew it. But he’d sooner shoulder the outcome of a little flirtation with the blood-sucking Tentacles. What else was a father for?
“Kid takes you for granted, you ask me.”
He knocked Jyll on the shoulder. “You wait till you have a kid, Jyllie. Then you’ll know all about it.”
“Speak of the devil.”
Sure enough, Seb, with his silver-white hair and pale, ice blue eyes, having inherited the dominant Tiger genes of his mother, stepped off the dance floor, chest heaving, the picture of young male vibrancy.
The arrogance of youth, Logan thought, clapping Jyll on the shoulder again.
“Be nice, Jyll.”
Jyll was a few years older than Seb. Old enough to control his need for Clan dominance and his allegiance to Logan, just a little better than Seb. Still, Logan was on edge whenever the two were in a hundred-yard radius of each other.
“Father,” his son greeted him with a lazy, cat-got-the-cream kinda smile.
He glared at the stool that Jyll sat on, until Jyll snarled and clambered down. “Mr Katana, sir, if you need me, I’ll be down checking in on the card games.”
Logan nodded his agreement.
“Sebastian. I didn’t think it was your weekend in the city until next week.”
“I convinced my handlers that blowing off some steam would be good for me.”
“Is that right? Well, I’m still paying off your debt for the steam you blew off last month.” He glanced pointedly down at the welts on his arms. “So if you don’t mind keeping that steam under control tonight, it would be appreciated.”
“Well, that depends, Father.”
“On?”
“Paulo.” He named the game-keeper who oversaw the games of chance, cards and dice and the like, downstairs. “He says my credit’s no good.”
“Because…”
“I don’t know why he’d think that. The man’s a shot short of a blinder if you ask me.”
Logan peered into his son’s eyes, wondering if he’d been partaking in the delicacies of this establishment already tonight. He really needed some other direction than the one he seemed determined to take.
Logan had no choice, his head was over a barrel. Seb, on the other hand…Seb just enjoyed the lifestyle a little too much for Logan’s liking. But, hell, the boy was only a youngling.
“I’ll speak to Paulo. On one condition.”
Seb rolled his eyes. “What’s your price, Dad?” he asked, a mocking smile lining his handsome face.
“My price is each time you’re in the city, you come to the apartment and you swim some laps with me.”
Logan was a firm believer in the centring power of physical exercise. And swimming was the best of it.
Seb sighed. “You know I hate the water.”
Logan felt the curl of his lip. “More than you love my nightclub?”
Seb slunk off to the dance floor, and Logan had his answer.




Chapter 17
Each night that week after her shift, Hana went a few rounds with the young Turtle Clan boy, who she’d discovered through his grumbling speech was named Rex, at Quan’s gym. The boy showed dedication, even if only to impress the long-haired girl he glanced at every spare second. Whatever his motivation, it didn’t matter as long as he kept coming, kept channelling that rage, his fire, into something safe like boxing, under Quan and Hana’s watchful eye. Quan kept him busy most days sweeping and mopping the floors for a feed.
Hana only wished the workout could calm the torrent within her as well as it seemed to for the boy. After she’d exhausted herself with a few rounds each night at the gym, Hana found herself taking an extra run. Not toward Dragon Quarter and the penthouse of Logan Katana, though that night and his gleaming, feral eyes were never far from her thoughts. Right alongside the way she’d reacted to the laced champagne. Her hallucinations of turning strong and feral….and…Hana barely dared to voice the thought. It had felt as though her body had started to manifest qualities of the pure Fae of her ancestors.
That night still burned in her consciousness, and her phoenix urged her to examine it, to seek out Katana again, work out the puzzle of his having been marked by the Tigers. But instead she ran in the opposite direction, through the back streets each night, out of the city limits.
To the cemetery.
It felt as though she were pulled by an invisible string at her navel, as though sitting high up in the tree, the adrenaline coursing through her each moment courtesy of her proximity to the Jade Palace, the Tiger stronghold, would somehow bring her answers. She stared and stared at the gold mausoleum that housed her grandmother’s remains and sister’s memory, and her ancestors before them, and wondered what the hell she was doing.
Perhaps she was going crazy. The fire of the phoenix in her belly, flaring across collarbones and shoulders, perhaps denying what she really was would finally tip her over the edge. She wasn’t any stronger, any different than the kids who turned murderous and flamed out across the city. She wasn’t any different than her sister. And Hana hadn’t been able to save Lylah. How could she save herself?
“Gran,” she whispered. “Tell me why I’m here.” There had to be a reason Hana was drawn here, night after night. She sighed, taking the lid she’d fashioned out of cling wrap from the heirloom flask and inhaling the scent of lemongrass and ginger.
The sound of shattering china brought Hana to consciousness. She cursed, the phoenix inside her trilling with distress and something else… Hana was still up in the tree above the cemetery. She’d fallen asleep in the crook of the familiar branches, letting her precious family heirloom smash to the packed earth beneath her.
She swore, and the phoenix flew in agitated circles in its cage inside her. Moonlight shone above the Jade Palace, turning it silver in the distance beyond the cemetery. Hana shifted her stiff legs, readying to climb down, when a distant scraping caught her attention. The palace gates at the southern entrance were opening.
Hana froze. There was no way she would move while Tigers were coming in or out of the palace. Who knew what throwback to their Fae ancestors they possessed. Rumour had it a select few had night vision.
She squinted in the low light. Men and… tigers. The actual, snarling, ferocious beasts of animals marched down the hill, accompanied by men in white uniforms. Hana shivered, heat flaring in response—warning—across her shoulder blades. She bade the phoenix inside her quiet, fearful the creatures might somehow sense her presence here. Thought about the cool breeze she sought on her rooftop runs, imagined it washing over her burning skin.
The tigers and their handlers didn’t turn towards the road that would take them into the Jade City. Instead, they took the circular archway that led into the cemetery.  There was something about the animals. The way their eyes glowed, like the powerful Tiger Clan man, Stryker’s had. Spiders crawled down Hana’s spine as she realised what she was seeing.
Those tigers weren’t mere animals—and the men that strode next to them weren’t handlers. The beasts didn’t need handlers—because Hana would bet her life that there were men inside that ferocious skin.
Shifters.




Chapter 18
Silver’s words at the club joined the riot slithering down Hana’s skin as she watched the Tiger shifters.
Something wicked this way comes.
The need to know what the Tigers were doing, where they were going taking the path through the cemetery, warred with Hana’s Phoenix instincts that urged her to run. To take flight, far, far away from the preternatural creatures that prowled closer and closer. With each creeping, dread-filled moment, Hana began to suspect that perhaps they did know she had strayed onto the very edge of their territory. What would she say? What possible reason could she give that wouldn’t land her in a whole world of hurt? That wouldn’t end in a hail of slicing claws and razor-sharp teeth?
Could she outrun them?
They were so close now that Hana could see the powerfully muscled limbs of the animals ripple under glossy, striped fur. Hana knew that there would be no out-running these supernatural beasts. She squared her shoulders, heat flaring across her collarbones. If this was it, she would no longer hide who she really was. She would embrace the phoenix, she would—
Hana snatched back her foot, halting her descent as the procession of tigers took another turn, away from the tree she clung to with white knuckles. The tigers in animal form had stopped before a white marble mausoleum several rows over from her family’s crypt. The faded imprint of a feather glimmered in the moonlight. Phoenix.
A man in a white suit produced a long piece of metal from his side. Anger quivered in Hana’s muscles and heat intensified in invisible waves across her collarbones. It took only mere minutes for the Tigers to break into the crypt. Hana desired nothing more in that moment than to leap out of the tree and set them all on fire, burn them until there was nothing left. Maybe her ancestors would have had the ability to raze the world to ashes, but Hana was left with the unquenchable desire and the burn of the impotent phoenix across her shoulder blades.
As each Tiger, animal and man, filed into the crypt of one of her ancestors, Hana knew she had her chance. Her anger threatened to open that cage within her, to let the phoenix free, but she slammed it shut as she slid down the trunk, the bark tearing up her quivering, barely healed hands, and a branch slammed into her knee.
She didn’t dare to stop and collect the pieces of her precious flask. Instead, she forced herself to move slowly from tree trunk to tree trunk, checking each time that the tigers remained within the ancient crypt, barely daring to breathe.




Chapter 19
Hana waited on the edge of Jade City, curled up in the lee of a silver birch, shivering in the cool pre-dawn air, still in her gym shorts and shirt from the night before. It was critical to be sure she hadn’t been followed.  
As dawn peeked between the high rises and the noise of the hawker market vendors preparing congee and pho and other fragrant dishes for the breakfast crowd began to float through the air, Hana deemed it safe enough to take the walk back to Dragon Headquarters.
She’d stop at Quan’s on the way, to grab a clean uniform from her locker. Better him raising his eyebrows than her imbecile colleagues. Besides, Quan expected it of her. It took a lot to raise the old Turtle’s eyebrows these days.  Her phoenix still flared against her skin, the warning blaring loud and sharp, like a siren flashing through her blood, though she’d left the new menace the Tigers had conjured behind her in the cemetery. What had they been after in the Phoenix tomb? And why did they need new beasties—shapeshifters—to get it? 
The opportunity to do a little research on the topic presented itself later that day.
As she sat at her desk, her captain, Vincent, trudged past, gesturing to the noise coming from upstairs. Payoff day, Hana liked to call it. When all the justice precinct Dragons were paid in kind for the services they rendered the Tigers in alcohol, illicit substances, games of chance, and women. All their needs catered for, in private, by their generous benefactors.
Hana urged her phoenix to calm as Vincent paused on the steps, glancing down at her.
“You coming up, Poncoyo?”
She waved him on ahead, gesturing to a pile of paperwork.
Vincent just shook his head, but accepted Hana’s reason without question. She didn’t socialise with her workmates, so they didn’t find it suspicious that Hana would remain behind.
She needed some privacy for what she was about to type into the precinct comms system. She was sure the symbol was linked to the Tigers, and whatever she’d seen them trying to take from the marble mausoleum last night. Her sister, Lylah, had been the Phoenix underground’s hacker in a time when there had many more of them working in secret for the underground. Hana had learnt enough from her to be able to cover her tracks when she desperately needed to look up the location of someone Silver tipped them off about on the odd occasion he wasn’t able to provide it, or to track down other vital information, such as she needed right now.
After she slipped the cloaking device out of her pocket then attached it to the comm screen, she checked and double checked to make sure it was temporarily untraceable. Hana had never typed the words she was about to type. She glanced around, making sure all the imbecile lizards were partaking in their indulgent payoff from the Tigers. Lunch wrappers littered desks, but Hana was the only one who remained behind. She took a deep breath, energy sizzling down her fingertips.
Phoenix mausoleum.
She needed to know what the Tigers were up to. She was sure it was connected to the disappearances around Jade City. If they could work out why these younglings were being targeted, perhaps they could hide them or help them get out of town. She waited while the database searched for call-outs.
Nothing in the above-board records.
She tapped in a few more commands, searching for deleted records. Inconvenient, illegal activities that the Tigers wanted swept under the carpet, like all the clean-up crew activities, were often expunged. But Lylah had discovered in the months before her death how to track them. The Dragons didn’t write reports on these activities, but the code Lylah had written enabled them to track all communications, like when the clandestine crews were sent out via texts to hand-helds.
Again, nothing came up in the search. She tapped again, searching for related terms suggested by Lylah’s software. Artefacts. Clan history.
There. A record listed under artefacts. Clean-up crew, Snake Quarter. An address on Alcove Avenue. Anticipation skittered along Hana’s spine as she pulled up the map. An antique dealership on the edge of Snake Quarter, where it bordered on the dead zone. The rubble that marked out the final resting place of the Phoenix. A shrine of disgrace and a permanent reminder of why the Phoenix would never be allowed back into the graces of this city.
Alcove Avenue bordered on the obliterated Phoenix Quarter.
Hana had barely finished tapping the address into her hand-held when she caught footsteps pounding down from the party above. She quickly disengaged Lylah’s device and flicked back to her data entry about the Vampire Clan feuds.
One more day before the week-long long New Year celebrations that were given as holidays across the continent. An excursion to Snake Quarter it was, then. Clean-up crew meant someone had suffered an untimely end. The antique store was still there, and Hana meant to find out who had met their end there, and why.




Chapter 20
Logan had kept Seb to his word and they’d swum together in the penthouse balcony pool this afternoon. Seb had groaned and rolled his eyes and been his ungracious self about it, but he’d still come. He’d listened to Logan talk about opportunities in the club, as his father encouraged him to take some more responsibility. Seb had thanked him, then used his shower to get ready for another night out at Scales.
Logan was now patrolling the Scales fight den, checking on the games of chance and gambling on the fights. He’d asked Jyll to show Alessio, the Tiger youngling who Stryker had ditched the night of the New Moon party, the ropes.
It wasn’t because of what the girl had said.
He had his own code of honour, cleaved to it, bent it around the constraints of working for the Tigers, when he could. Alessio was small fry, and as a Tiger, he wouldn’t raise many eyebrows around here. He might even prove an ally in having another eye on Seb, if he were allowed back into Jade Palace at some point.
That’s why he’d taken pity on the cub, he told himself. It had nothing to do with a crazy, brave female with intelligent amber eyes. Nothing to do with the fact that she’d made him feel about one inch tall, that she was brave enough to stand up for a Tiger when she had thought herself in a pretty bad situation.
Alessio was a natural. People warmed to him, and he’d already diffused several potentially sticky situations at Scales. He wondered if another such situation had erupted when Jyll and Alessio paced toward him from the downstairs pit. It was pumping tonight, the roar of the crowd loud in Logan’s ears.
“There’s a kid down there way out of his league, trying to take on Viyaan.”
Viyaan was a particularly fierce vampire, a veteran of the fight pits of Jade City, and he didn’t pull his punches, or his fangs, for that matter. If fights were too one-sided, the punters started to grumble about match-fixing. It was one of the first things he coached his guys in—maintaining a high standard of competition. Yes, it was brutal, sometimes even fatal, though Logan tried to avoid that where possible. But the fight pits were entertainment first, and a fight where one competitor had no chance of winning wasn’t enough to retain this crowd’s attention.
And he needed the punters to keep coming through those doors, so that at the end of the month, when the Tiger Clan collectors came calling, he could keep his contribution ridiculously, outlandishly high. Keeping the coffers high meant he had a long leash, and the freedom to make decisions about who entered his club, and what they did.
It allowed him to stand his ground with creeps like Stryker.
“Show me,” he said to Alessio.
They strode down the stairs that led to the polished cement basement, lit up with lights that twinkled like the night sky. Sure enough, a kid, no older than Seb, was in the ring with Viyaan. The vampire circled him, his grin wide, baring fangs already coated in blood, claws out and ready to slash again.
The kid stumbled and lunged wildly at the vampire, his face almost as bright red as his shortly cropped hair. He didn’t look afraid, and that was a sign that things were not right here.
Blood seeped through a long-sleeved shirt, and the kid’s face was so bruised up, Logan couldn’t see any identifiable Clan markings. He didn’t appear to have any signs of the Snake in his eyes or the mouth that hung open, panting.
Perhaps another Dragon, then? Tiger Clan children were usually cloistered in the Palace, making Seb—although he was half Tiger and half Dragon—an exception. It was Seb that Logan thought of, as he watched the vampire circle, laughing at the young boy.
“Thoughts, Alessio?”
There was nothing like learning on the job.
“He’s going to get annihilated in about ten seconds flat.”
Logan inclined his head.
“And so…you suggest?”
Alessio watched the boy for another few seconds as he copped another slash, this time to his stomach. He hunched over the wound, gazing at it as though he couldn’t quite work out what had happened.
“You gave me another chance, boss,” Alessio said, glancing away, heat going to his cheeks. “I reckon this kid could do with one, too.”
“If he’s not too out of his head on Xonorah to take it,” smirked Jyll. “Be careful, boss, he might challenge you to a duel too.”
Logan ruffled Jyll’s hair, play punched Alessio’s shoulder. “I’m used to dealing with messed up younglings.” He smirked.
The smirk only increased as he stepped up onto the ring, Jyll’s growl following him. He made a slashing motion with his hand that indicated the fight was over then gestured for the next comer up to challenge Viyaan.
Viyaan beat his chest and fist pumped the cheering crowd. Bear, who was actually a werewolf—admittedly the size of a bear—stepped up into the ring to take the kid’s place. The cement vibrated under his heavy footfalls. The man was a beast. The kid stared from the vampire, to the wolf, to Logan, pupils dilated, and something else…something glowed underneath his white shirt.
Something gold and scarlet—
The dragon spread its wings inside him, scenting…Ah, hell. Logan didn’t waste time snatching a spare black robe from the ropes, slinging it over the kid’s back.
“Let’s get him out of here,” he growled at Jyll, and he and Alessio strung the kid up between them.
The kid was hot to touch, singing loudly, then mumbling deliriously by the time Jyll had pulled the Aston Martin around to the discreet back entrance of the club. His dragon urged him to stay close to the kid, and such instincts were not to be ignored. Experience had taught him he ignored this sense at his peril. If he wanted to avoid things going balls-up, his best bet was to consider the dragon’s urging seriously.
“He’s real hot, boss,” said Alessio. “Maybe we should strip off this—”
“Leave it on,” Logan snarled. Logan had a feeling about what they would find under that shirt, and none of them needed to see it. They would all be instantly sentenced to death, were this to be discovered in his club.
“Should we take him to a Clan healer?” Alessio asked.
Logan wasn’t sure that would be helpful either. More likely land the kid in a heap of trouble. Trouble that would be reportable straight up the Dragon-Tiger hierarchy.
“Kid,” Logan said, voice low. “You got somewhere to go?”




Chapter 21
It was the best they could do. Find a friendly face to take the boy. He reached out a hand, shook him again and repressed his intake of breath. No kidding. This boy was so hot, even over the layers of clothes, Logan was surprised his skin wasn’t literally on fire. The kid moaned, eyes starting to roll back in his head.
“Quan,” he moaned. “Quan’s Den.”
“Quan’s Den? You know it Jyll? Alessio?”
“No, boss, never heard of it.”
“Look it up, Alessio. Jyll, let’s drive.”
“Quan’s Den. Nothing comes up in Dragon Quarter. Widen search.” Alessio spoke into his hand-held. “Search gambling dens, fight clubs, hideouts.”
The hand-held listed a bunch of underworld establishments across downtown.
“Hang on. Here. There’s a gym in Turtle Quarter called Q Den. Could that be it?”
“Only one way to find out,” said Logan grimly.
The kid was unconscious by the time they drove across the Indigo Bridge, into the unkempt and dirty streets of Turtle Quarter.
They missed the laneway turn off for Q Den about five times before Logan cursed, and asked Jyll to pull up, hefted the boy in his arms and walked the last fifty metres to the elusive gym. A glamour shielded this place, not strong enough to put Logan off, but enough to confuse his boys. Interesting. Bill posters covered a small, nondescript doorway that Logan edged open with his shoulder and then descended into a gloomy, cavernous space.
Logan’s survey of the cavern, which looked like it had literally been hewn out of the stone underground, roved over several boxing rings rigged up with makeshift ropes and bags currently being used by several men and women, and snagged on a bar well-equipped with many of his favourite whiskies. Whoever ran the bar had good taste.
The man behind the bar was short and squat, well-muscled, taking after the Clan that was marked on his face. Turtle. His gaze narrowed at the boy in Logan’s arms and he ducked under the bar, making straight for them.
“Is this Quan’s Den?” Logan asked.
“Who’s asking?” Quan gazed at him, wariness lining his eyes.
Fair enough.
Logan shrugged. “This kid got himself into some trouble at my bar, the kind of trouble that I don’t need. He asked for Quan, but if we’ve come to the wrong place…”
Logan tried not to wince at the heat scorching through his jacket from the boy’s skin. The dragon nudged him, impatient. He tried again. “He has… a fever.”
Logan shifted the boy forward slightly to show the place where the boy’s sweat drenched through his sweatshirt and the boxing robe into Logan’s black shirt. The man’s eyes widened and he glanced, barely perceptibly, towards the female in the closest ring.
She was fast, fierce. Fearless. She ducked inside the guard of her hulking Turtle Clan opponent, driving home several short, sharp jabs, then an uppercut that caught the Turtle square on the chin. She managed to get a glove behind his head, slam her knee up into his ribs, and follow it up with a brutal thrust of her elbow.
She was good.
A braid of long dark hair swung over slender but strong shoulders, and it was the dip of the collarbone, the incongruous Dragon band on her arm and the long, long legs, this time bared from beneath gym shorts that sent a dazzling shock of recognition through him.
She was stunning in her evening finery, but this was something else entirely.
Madame Toulouse was something more than a courtesan. If she even was a courtesan. The feral, brilliant creature in front of him suggested otherwise. His dragon rumbled in delight, scenting from across the room the pulse of her adrenaline and effort. Her joy in using her body this way. 
Clearly the man behind the bar wanted the woman’s help, but he didn’t want to let Logan know that. But Logan needed to know who she was. Desired it. The man called over another boy who was sweeping the floor. Murmured in his ear.
“Bring him out the back,” the man said.
He saw the boy make his way toward his mystery woman and knew he’d surmised correctly. Logan followed the man through to a darkened changing room, and put him down on the massage table.
“Thank you. We’ll take it from here. Mr…?”
“You can call me Logan.”
“Thank you, Logan. I appreciate your…discretion.”
The man pulled out several notes from his pocket.
Logan held up a hand.
“Not needed. Is there something I can do? Call a healer?”
“That’s okay. We can help the young man.”
When he came back out into the gym, the woman was nowhere to be seen. He walked out to find his boys had finally managed to get the car down the correct alleyway.
“Hang five, gents, my business here is not yet done.”
Jyll and Alessio looked longingly at the den behind him but nodded all the same. Logan was going to have a drink in Q Den’s bar while he waited to see the woman again. She had some questions to answer. He took a moment in the laneway to inspect the imprint he had felt the boy’s back burn into his skin. He’d crossed his arms over his chest to cover the marks on his shirt, but sure enough, underneath was the shadow of… wings.
Gold and scarlet, the mark of the Phoenix.
Is this why kids had been turning up all over town dead? No wonder the Tigers were in a state if that were the case. The only good Phoenix in their eyes, was a dead one.
Logan had assumed that most of the Phoenix were long gone by now. Long ago, his people, the Dragons, had been allied to the Phoenix. Before the war that shattered not only that partnership, but the whole order of things.
He took stock of the last few day’s events. Women who wore one skin but promised something else entirely. Phoenix burning up in downtown. This week was getting interesting, and it was just beginning.




Chapter 22
After what she’d just witnessed, Hana needed air.
Quan nodded to her from beside Rex’s bed. Deep in the cavern below the gym, they kept a secret room where they could tend to the Phoenix’s deadly curse, as they’d done tonight. Quan’s nod meant he’d take the first watch. It had been close, but they’d managed to cool the boy’s body temperature with ice baths and IV fluids. They hadn’t dared to call in their usual Clan healers. There was no pretending this sickness was other than what it was.
Hana’s eyes burned with the memory of what they’d discovered on the unconscious boy’s back. Peeling the steaming clothes from his skin to discover a brand on his back, about the size of Hana’s palm.
Glittering gold and scarlet gilded the wings of the phoenix that was trying to burst free from the boy’s skin. As they’d worked to cool him, the brand faded, piece by piece, tearing out Hana’s heart as it vanished. All the hiding, the erasing of her people’s history, made her gut churn. So when Quan nodded, she went to get some air.
She wasn’t just letting Quan take the first shift, she was fleeing the room.
She went back the way she’d come, up the stairs to the secret laneway entrance in the back of the club that she’d entered by—because Logan Katana, of all people—had brought the boy in. She didn’t know what to make of that. Had he somehow traced Hana back here?
She’d seen Quan look for her, seen that he didn’t want to call her name across the room and alert the elite-level Dragon to her presence. Quan might not have known his name, but he knew Dragon royalty when he saw it. Knew it by the man’s presence, the finely tailored suit pants, the cut of his black shirt, ruffled and stained as it was by his interaction with Rex.
She rounded the corner of the alley, scrubbing her hands down her face, before a glint of silver and turquoise in the lantern light had her drop into a crouch, ready to defend herself.
“So, we meet again, Lady Toulouse,” the Dragon said, a muscle in his jaw feathering. “Or do you go by another name when you’re kicking ass in downtown fight dens?”
She sighed.
“What do you want, Katana?”
“You went to a lot of trouble not so long ago to gain entrance to my club. To warn me of some danger to my person. So, warn away.”
She rolled her eyes, straightening up, but her muscles remained tense, taut. At that moment she would have gladly let off some steam by taking him on, the predatory glint in his eyes and strong, powerful shoulders be damned. The way he watched her, as though she were some mysterious puzzle that intrigued him had her fingers curling into fists, itching to smack that expression of his ruggedly handsome face. 
“I’m fairly certain you can take care of yourself. What do you know about the boy?”
Was that why he was still here? What had he seen glowing under the boy’s boxing robe? But if Katana had wanted to report her, to call Justice in, he could have done that already. What kind of game was he playing?
“Only that he was in need of help I could not provide.”
“Why would someone like you help someone like him? Did you know I would be here?”
She regretted the words that rushed from her lips as soon as they were out. A regret that intensified as a growl emanated from his lips. He was enjoying this, the bastard.
“Which part of that question would you like me to answer first? Or shall we make a deal? Two answers from me, for two from you?”
“Keep dreaming,” she muttered, kicking at a loose cobblestone that danced with shards of rainbow cast in the light of the lanterns criss-crossing the top of the laneway.
“I am a generous man.” His mouth curved wickedly. “So, I will answer your questions in good faith. I helped the boy because he reminded me of someone. And because despite whatever you believe about Dragons, some of us do strive to be decent members of society.” He scrubbed a hand over the stubble lining his jaw.
“And no, I didn’t know I would find you here, but I admit it’s a pleasant diversion.”
She scowled, pushing past him to get back into the gym. He caught her arm, his grip warm and firm.
“How is the boy?”
She supposed whatever his motivations were—and he’d probably just fed her some pretty lines, silver-tongued reptile that he was— he couldn’t be all bad because he had saved the boy’s life by bringing him here.
“He’ll live,” she murmured.
He inclined his head, something remarkably like relief darkening his eyes. The reptile was good, she had to give him that.
“That was one,” he murmured, so close his breath brushed against her throat and a shiver of something—a whisper of delight and terror—something primeval ran up and down her body. “The second question is, will you tell me who you are?”
She pulled out of his grip and he let her go. Warmth still caressed her arm, like the twin to the tattoo on her other arm, the one that pledged allegiance to Dragons just like him.
“You’re a big man about town. I’m sure you can figure it out.”
She left him gaping at her in the laneway and fought back the curve of her lips.




Chapter 23
Hana jolted awake in the chair by the day bed where Rex slept, in the safe house beneath Quan’s den. She’d slept in fits and starts between times tending to Rex with cool compresses and soothing words as he sweated, tossed, and muttered his way deliriously through the night. 
She checked the time. 5.30 am. Dawn would come soon, the phoenix sensed it, even this far below ground. The door cracked open quietly and Quan, with the gods-given scent of coffee, wafted into the room. She groaned, blinking eyes gritty with exhaustion.
“Gods be merciful, that coffee smells so good I could marry you, Quan.”
Quan lifted an eyebrow, making his deeply lined face contort in a way that made Hana want to laugh.
“You sound like you’re on your way to being as delirious as the boy.”
Hana took the steaming cup from Quan and closed her eyes as she inhaled the bitter, divine scent. After she’d taken a few sips, she turned her eyes back to Rex. They both watched his chest rise and fall, more peaceful than he’d been since his dramatic arrival the night before.
“He regain consciousness yet?” Quan asked.
“Not yet,” Hana murmured.
“You want me to be here when you read him the riot act?”
“Please.” She groaned, rising from the chair.
“Go and get some sleep, Poncoyo, you look like the dead. I’ll call you if he stirs.” He paused. “Do you need to tell me all about that lethal looking Dragon who brought him in last night? He looked as though he recognised you.”
“The less you know about him the better, Quan.”
“Should we be concerned? Do we need to change the location—”
“I’ll deal with it, grandpa,” she muttered. “But, yes, I think we should use the tunnels to find another place, perhaps under the old ruins.”
Bone weary, on her way to the Justice Precinct, Hana was on edge. Lack of sleep made her jumpy, and though the sun was rising, dark shadows still lurked beneath downtown’s high rises. She had to stop and double back a few times, the hair rising on her neck.
She couldn’t see anyone following her, couldn’t hear anything out of the ordinary, just the usual sounds of the hawker stalls being set up for the morning and a few howls and snaps as werewolves and other demon species made their way home after whatever hi-jinx they’d been up to under cover of darkness.
She couldn’t hear or see anything untoward, and maybe it was just her paranoia after the night’s events, but her instincts urged her to be careful. To make sure she wasn’t followed.
Rounding the corner to the block where the Justice Precinct squatted like a fat, dark, toad, she quickened her steps. A stench shoved its way up her nostrils as she passed an alley cast in shadow, and she could have sworn she heard the clatter of insect-like feet. Lots of them.
Hana broke into a jog, not caring if she looked ridiculous. She bounded up the precinct steps, slamming her card against the reader, then took the stairwell, leaping three steps at a time until she pushed the fire door open to step out carefully onto the balcony.
She surveyed the alleyway that had spooked her. Nothing.
She passed her captain on the way back to her desk.
“You all right Poncoyo?” He eyed her speculatively. “Been burning the midnight candle again?”
She grumbled a response.
He shrugged. “The boys and I have been assigned to security detail today. Roaring Tiger rehearsal.” He described the parade where children of the royal family donned special outfits and paraded along the Indigo River to remind the rest of them how special the Tigers were. How magically gifted, a warning wrapped up in glamour and extravagance, but a warning about their dominance, nonetheless.
“You look like you’re better suited to desk duty today. Get me on the hand-held if there’s anything we need to deal with.”
Clean-up crew. She read between the lines. The only thing that he wanted to be interrupted for was clean-up crew. Like the rest of them, he couldn’t pass up an opportunity to crawl on his belly for a bit of attention from the Tigers.
She straightened her shoulders. “Yes, sir.”
As he left, she sighed and went in search of more coffee. It was going to be a long day.
Hana had to use all of her will to avoid the temptation of crawling under her desk and taking a nap. She might have put her head down on her desk and rested her eyes for a few moments.  The exhaustion of the last week and the weight of the conversation she’d need to have with Rex when he woke weighed down her bones.
Worry about the Dragon, what he knew, what his agenda was, dragged on her too. And Quan was right to consider their safety. She thumbed off a message to Silver. She’d put some more security around the den. Consider moving their safe house again. She had a few more spots they could try.
Perhaps she’d have to start using the underground network of tunnels again. Her phoenix hated it, preferred to move above ground, but if it kept them safe, hidden, she would do it.
Her sister had mapped those tunnels painstakingly, had made sure Hana knew her way around every Quarter, just in case she would one day need to use them to flee. Hana also kept a list gleaned from her work at the precinct of warehouses and dens vacated by Clans that had been done out of their trade, usually by the Tigers.
She came to a decision about the Dragon too. If he had something over her, she could match it. And with the office empty, now was the perfect time to set it up.




Chapter 24
“He still sleeping?” Hana asked Quan as she came to relieve his watch that night. She sat down in the ornately carved chair by the day bed, looking at the red-haired boy, his face untroubled in sleep.  After a flare-up as severe as this one had been, a whisper from flames and plunging death, he might very well sleep for a day or more.
“He should make the most of his peace. Perhaps he senses what awaits him when he wakes,” Quan said.
Hana pulled out her hand-held, complete with Lylah’s plug-in.
“What have you been working on, Hana?”
She told Quan about Katana, who he was, without going into detail about what had happened to her that night at his penthouse. The intel Silver had provided about him being on the Tiger’s hit list.
Quan whistled.
She called up the drone surveillance she’d set up outside Katana’s penthouse, flicking through the day it had recorded. She’d set it to make randomly timed sweeps past the floor-to-ceiling windows, and between passes it sat atop the low balcony, scanning the outdoor area without drawing attention to itself.
“And what, exactly, are you hoping to see?”
Hana shrugged. “I want to know who comes to the penthouse, who his friends are, what he gets up to. If he can reveal something about us, I want to have something on him.”
No movement was visible on the screen as she flicked through the first hours of the day.
“So, you intend to blackmail him then?”
She hummed, not committing herself to that statement.
“I want to protect us.”
“Why not set Silver on this mission? Why take this on yourself? Is there something special about this Dragon, apart from the pretty eyes and pumped biceps?”
Hana glared at Quan, but her gaze caught movement on the screen. The balcony, after sundown. Lanterns blinked on, casting long, dusky shadows over the water sparkling in the lap pool. Red, yellow and green lights reflected from the city buildings that surrounded the penthouse, like mountains bedecked in jewels.
Two figures emerged. The Dragon, in a midnight blue robe. The other figure was about the same height, but gangly, most likely a young adult. His hair shone silver in the lantern light.
Quan cleared his throat as the Dragon slipped off his robe, his bare back in plain sight of the recorder. Glittering scales of teal, turquoise and the colour of the sky on a hot summer night, the lightest of light blue, spread across powerful shoulder blades, the light off the lanterns casting silver reflections across the rippling water. 
Hana’s cheeks heated and she didn’t have to look at Quan to know he was rolling his eyes.
“Shhh,” she said. “They might talk.”
But the magnificent Dragon leaped into the pool after the boy had done so from the other end, dive bombing him. He surfaced, roaring with laughter.
Hana held perfectly still, not wanting to show with her face what she felt deep inside her.
The phoenix was rattling its cage, responding to the joyful sights and sounds of the Dragon and his young friend messing around in the pool. The sound of the Dragon’s laughter, the light in his eyes, loosened something clenched tightly in her chest.
Hana barely dared to breathe.
She couldn’t tear her eyes away as the Dragon and his companion played—because there was no other word for it—for several minutes.
Quan snorted. “You find anything useful, you let me know. I need to get up to the club.”
Hana nodded, beyond defending herself. After the play-fighting, the Dragon swam laps, his powerful arms cutting through the water. She’d known that Dragons had an affinity for water, but this…
Then it was the youngster’s turn, and Hana saw, even though she couldn’t hear well, the Dragon patiently tutoring the boy, giving tips, pushing him to go faster, harder, use better technique, even as the boy scowled.
Another figure emerged onto the pool deck, with a tray of drinks and snacks. Recognition flickered. She paused the vision, gave the command to zoom in, and doubled the audio.
“Refreshments, boss,” the newcomer said.
The Dragon pushed himself up onto the pool deck, shoulders rippling impressively under the scales that peeked over his shoulders like plates of armour. Hana’s mouth went dry.
“Thank you, Alessio.”
Alessio.
It was the young Tiger she recognised, the one who Stryker had sent in to fight on his behalf that night. The one that Katana had beaten to claim her and keep her from Stryker’s clutches.
The one she had begged him to save. And here he was, not dead in some alley, but safe and well, and looking very much like Katana had taken him under his protection.
The phoenix sang joyfully within her again, as if it had known this about Katana all along.
Hana’s plans to do some recon on the antique store in Snake Quarter took a hit as Mama Singh called her in to cover her shift on the first day of the New Year celebrations. She’d sent several messages to Hana’s hand-held, each progressively shorter and crankier, wondering if Hana still wanted to keep her loft above the shop, and if so, she needed to haul her ass over to the place where she—supposedly— resided and make good with her commitment. Her help was needed on the busiest day of the year.
It was midnight before Hana limped out of the shop, hands reeking of garlic and ginger, back stiff with the mopping and dish-washing that Mama had supervised from the corner of her shop, feet propped up on a bright orange crate as sweat dripped in Hana’s eyes.
“And still you will not use your loft tonight?” She glared as Hana tossed the plastic apron into the wash basket.
“I’ve things to do, Mama. People to see. You know how it is.”
Mama tutted as she rolled down the shop’s shutter and locked it behind her. Hana figured it was as well that she wasn’t spending much time here at the moment, given what she was investigating.
She knew she should wait for first light, until the antique store was open, although she doubted whoever owned it would be forthcoming about whatever had gone down there. Maybe she’d just do some quick recon, see what kind of artefacts the shop sold, without having to arouse the suspicion of the shopkeepers.
She tapped her pocket, making sure Lylah’s device was inside. Her sister had been a genius when it came to tech. The device could talk to all manner of locks, which allowed Hana to complete her clandestine activities for the Phoenix undetected.
Hana was a block away, enjoying the cool breeze off the Indigo, when her hand-held beeped. One she couldn’t ignore. Captain Vincent, summoning her team for clean-up crew. The location scrolled across the screen and the breath left Hana’s body.
A familiar address in Dragon Quarter.
The building that housed Katana’s penthouse.




Chapter 25
Ice skittered down Hana’s spine as she stood at the bottom of Katana’s penthouse. They’d had a report of a young woman plunging to her death from the highest level of the tower. Right where a certain high-level Dragon kept his penthouse. A penthouse that Hana had been driven to leap from in some kind of madness days before.
Perhaps her first impression of the Dragon had been the correct one. Dangerous, predator, silver-tongued liar. The phoenix clamored in its cage. 
She lifted the tarp, trying to take in some details while her Dragon cronies were mesmerized by the bling in the apartment’s shopfront windows.
A young woman with spiky black hair, eyes closed in long rest.
“You’d never afford it,” one of her colleagues was saying. 
“I’d make that armor hot,” another said, and Hana made a show of rolling her eyes. She just needed a few seconds while the goons were occupied…
There… She slid a hand down to the girl’s hip, gently moved the t-shirt away. There it was again, the symbol she’d seen on the other body. A black circle slashed through with two curved lines. She glanced up and saw way above her a hulking figure leaning over the balcony, backlit by moonlight, his silhouette gilded in silver.
The Dragon. 
Hana barely stopped her fingers drifting towards the place where elongated canines had slid through her gums.
“Let’s go, Poncoyo,” her colleagues called. “She ain’t that heavy.” 
“Give me a hand,” she called, eyes on the deadly general above her. 
Prickles of heat and ice ran up and down Hana’s spine. Was he on the Tiger’s list because he was killing off street urchins? It didn’t make sense. The Tigers wouldn’t usually bother with something they thought so trivial. What was different about these girls? She needed to know what the symbol meant. She had a mind to wait right here until the Dragon with the dark hair and silver eyes, and undoubtedly stunning, aquiline features, came down from his castle in the clouds.
To confront him.
But she couldn’t raise the suspicions of the clean-up crew, so she got back in the van, snapped on her belt and tried not to glance at the girl’s canvas-covered body strapped to the gurney.
She pushed down on the anger starting to flicker in her core. She had zero need of hallucinations and mental breakdowns right now. Then she remembered the bug she had set up to monitor Katana’s penthouse.
Disappointment sang through her. She’d forgotten to reset it to record while she was at Mama Singh’s, being run off her feet cooking up endless rounds of fried noodles. She vowed to get it back up and running at the first opportunity. She watched the hours of footage she did have from her bed, tucked up in the loft above the shop into the wee hours that night anyway. Just to be sure. But there was nothing. The camera cut out after twenty-four hours, only bringing her up to six pm, by which time Katana hadn’t even reappeared.
She cursed herself. Screamed into her pillow. It didn’t mean anything. Didn’t mean he wasn’t involved. Whatever the Dragon was up to, she would find out, she promised herself. And make him pay.
If she could just find out what that symbol meant, maybe she’d be able to link him to it. When she checked in to precinct on the second day of the New Year celebrations, the body was not in the morgue. None of the crew were around, all of them down at the river, fawning over the Roaring Tiger parade. She knew better than to ask Vincent about it anyway. A quick check told her there was no record of what had been done with the body on the official channels.
The cover-up was as slick as it was frightening.
A ping on Hana’s hand-held from Quan told her that Rex was awake. This day just got better and better.
The boy’s eyes were clear, but he paced the small space of the hidden room as Hana laid it out for him. Was he aware of any Phoenix ancestry in his family’s history? Had he had the rage attacks before?
Then, in as soothing a voice as possible, she laid out the plan.
“Rex. You can survive this. Look at me. I can hold the Dragon tattoo on my arm, okay? You just need to try to remain calm, not get angry or pissed off. You can still fight in the den. We’re here for you, we’ll help you. But you can’t go racing off to other fight dens, trying to take on the big bads, okay? If the Tigers know who you are, what you are…well there’s not much we can do for you then, okay?”
“So, I have to hide it? Pretend I’m someone else? Forever?”
She winced. “That is what we all have to do, Rex. For now. To stay safe. To stay alive.”
He swore. “Well, it sucks.”
“I know it does. But if you can do it, it’s worth it. You get to live. You get to go and see a dark-haired girl who’s been asking about you every day, threatening to go three rounds with Quan to get down here to you.”
“Nancy? She’s up there?”
She nodded. “She’s waiting for you. But you have to promise to be really careful, okay? And check in with me or Quan every day, okay?”
The boy nodded and she let him go. They had done all they could. Now it was up to him.




Chapter 26
Relief and shame warring in her at the outcome for the boy, Hana headed toward the antique shop. A solid wall hid the ruins of Phoenix Quarter, but the phoenix quivered, silent, inside her, the ancient sadness so overwhelming there seemed to be no song mournful enough for it to sing. Hana wondered what was left there now, the remnants of old buildings overtaken by the vines and animals, and the forests surrounding the Jade City.
A middle-aged Snake Clan woman showed Hana around the shop, which rather than house original antiques, looked like a tourist den from another age. Cheap New Year lanterns, white with the embossed sword of the Tiger on them, firecrackers and other worthless bits of bric-a-brac littered the shelves.
“Have you got anything…older?” she asked, trying for a sorrowful look on her face. “My gran, you see, she is Dragon Clan.” Hana glanced toward her upper arm with the teal tattoo circling it. “She collects old Clan artefacts, and she thought that you might have…”
She noticed the old woman blinking a little too many times as she dusted the shelves. Now that Hana was paying attention, she could see that the woman’s hand clutched the duster a little too tightly, too.
“We’re not that sort of shop, love. You want to see the collections, you can go to the Tiger Heritage Centre.”
The words left an imprint on Hana. Her phoenix tasted them, and for a moment she was back on that balcony with Katana. It wasn’t that this woman tried to control her thoughts as the Dragon had. No, it was more that Hana could…taste her lie. Hana knew that this shop had sold more than knock-off New Year paraphernalia. The date on the intel was marked little over a month ago.
Hana’s gaze zeroed in on the woman’s left hand, to her ring finger. A snake circlet of silver sat there, the signal that this woman was sworn to another for life. As Hana gazed at it, the silver of one of the snakes, entwined with its pair, blackened to ash, the other’s mouth screaming in mournful rage.
Whatever had happened here, her mate was dead. And Hana would be putting her in danger by asking more questions. She drew her gaze away from the ring, grabbing a fistful of the closest New Year offerings, some firecrackers and sparklers. When she looked at the woman again, the ring had returned to its silver colour.
“Well, gran does like a good firecracker,” she said, making her voice bright and loud.
Relief pooled in the woman’s eyes. And a frightened sort of understanding.




Chapter 27
Hana was running out of options.
The deaths were escalating. A powerful Dragon had sighted her at Quan’s, with a boy who was about to burst into the flames of the Phoenix. A Dragon who was perhaps responsible for some of those deaths. A Dragon whose life was inextricably linked with her people’s enemy. The Tigers. A Clan that insisted on her annihilation.
She sighed. Time for another deal with the devil.
She set up a meeting with Silver, in the laneway beside Korn nightclub. Rain pattered on the cobblestones and the sounds of younglings dancing in the Roar of the Tiger parade echoed from the main streets.
“Your last intel nearly got me killed,” she hissed.
He shrugged, his beard turning yellow in splotches. He was amused. Sick bastard.
“I warned you, Detective, that what you’re sticking your nose into is big business.”
He ran his eyes down the black dress and the red biker jacket that Hana had donned to meet the Snake. She scowled.
“I see it hasn’t stopped you coming back for more.” Hana repressed the urge to smack the slimy, self-satisfied grin off his face.
“You make sure the next information you give me is solid, or I’ll kick your ass—”
“Yeah, yeah,” he interrupted. “You’ll kick my ass to where the sun don’t shine.”
The grin turned sly. “Or maybe you’ll turn my bones to ashes…”
Hana slammed Silver up against the wall, gun out of her pocket and digging into his side.
“What do you know?” she grit out.
Hana’s heritage was off limits, for both of their sakes. It was a rule that underpinned their partnership. She stared at him, long and hard, just daring him to go any further down that dangerous path.
“I know you’ve got something there burning a hole in your pocket.”
Spooky bastard.
Hana knew it was a risk, and her trust of Silver was teetering on a cliff’s edge, but she needed that information, bad.  She relaxed her grip, sheathed her gun and pulled the sketch out of her jacket pocket.
“What does this symbol mean?”
Silver’s eyes gleamed as he took the paper and ran his fingers around the brushstrokes of black ink, around the circle, then down the two slashes that bisected it.
“I don’t know. But I can tell you where I’ve seen it before.”
Hana waited, while Silver’s beard flashed with excitement.
“The Tiger scouts I told you about, that were sent to all quarters of the city on the orders of the Seers?”
Hana nodded, her gut clenching. She knew the Tigers had their dirty paw prints all over this.
“They wore a uniform I’ve not seen before. White, with this symbol embroidered on their chest.”
“How do I find out what it means?”
“I’m not an oracle, Detective.”
She snorted.
“However, I sense the meaning of this symbol is rooted in ancient magics and folklore.”
Fae.
The word whispered against her skin like a feather caressed by a breeze. But the Fae warriors had long been gone from this world. Only her grandmother’s stories had kept them alive in Hana’s memories.
As a little girl, she’d been so obsessed by the stories of warrior Phoenix women, she’d made herself wings, a flaming sword, and leaped from boxes piled high against her bedroom wall.
Bone white.
That was the color her grandmother’s face had been when she’d seen what Hana had made. The stories stopped for a while then. Until her fading years. Hana pictured her grandmother in her last years, hunched over the small desk in her loft. Painstakingly, slowly scribing stories and knowings with gnarled fingers. Hana fussing and massaging out the knots at the end of the day, by the fire, when she’d finally gotten her grandmother to stop.
She’d thought to indulge an old woman the fantasies and whims of her last days. But what if Gran had been recording something Hana could use now? What if Gran knew what that symbol meant?
She’d brooked no bargaining when it came to what Hana would keep, what would go to eternal rest with her in the gold mausoleum, the one it was whispered was infused with the ancient magics of their people. The one that superstition said had power that reached down the centuries to this day so that even the Tigers dared not to dispute her grandmother’s internment there.
Even if they now allowed none to step foot within a hundred yards.
Those journals, and several pieces like the flask Hana used to pay her respects to her gran, now rested with Kamala Poncoyo in the gold mausoleum.
She’d need to get in there, unseen, need to work out a way to sneak in around the Tiger watch that lined the nearby walls of Jade Palace.
She had a date with some noodles in the gum tree by the cemetery. She clapped Silver on the shoulder.
“Thank you.”
He raised a quizzical eyebrow.
“I owe you one,” she said, rushing from the laneway.




Chapter 28
What the hell was she doing?
It had taken a few days to find out who she was—the spitfire who had dared him to know her and then left him wanting and breathless in the laneway beside the downtown fight club. He’d kept an eye on her comings and goings this past week, knew that the detective—Hana Poncoyo—had been part of the Justice Team that had been sent to deal with the incident with the woman who’d launched herself from his balcony. 
This was the third time he’d followed his Spitfire, as the Dragon had taken to calling her, out of the city limits, the third dusk she’d set out for the cemetery. The outfit she’d worn to meet the two-faced Snake was another face in the seemingly endless supply of roles this woman liked to play.
When she’d shoved that son-of-a-bitch against the laneway wall, sending her cascades of night-dark hair tumbling over the red leather jacket that set off the sweet curve of her hips, it was all he could do to stop the dragon from leaping out of his skin and throwing himself in the poor bastard’s place.
He’d thought for a moment that the black sheath dress and delectably wrapped ankles meant that it was a lover she sought out. But apparently, the smoky eyes and ruby lips were yet another costume. And whatever she wanted from the Snake, she’d gotten and continued on her regular—and very dangerous—trek towards the cemetery.
Detective Hana Poncoyo was definitely not a courtesan, as his instincts had roared at him, even before he’d laid eyes on her for the second time in that brutal fight den. She was a lowly detective who helped the nasty things that went on in this city disappear. Interesting.
No doubt she also blamed him for what had happened to the dead girl.
He couldn’t explain it. One minute he’d dismissed his entourage and was enjoying a quiet workout on his balcony, the next, there was a slight girl with spiky black hair there with him. How she’d breached his security, which was usually water-tight, he didn’t know. His captains had been loyal to him for years, but…well, no one was above corruption in this city.
She was crying, tears streaming down cheeks in charcoal tracks, and she clutched a finely made silver dagger. She’d thrown it at him, full pelt, yelling. He’d darted out of the way of her surprisingly true and fast aim, simultaneously sending his magics reaching out to her. She had roared and launched herself at him, nails raking down his face, as if she could take him apart with her claws. His magics then circled her, sensing the control of another being.  She was acting on someone else’s orders.
“You don’t have to do this,” he’d said.
She was strong, driven. They’d crashed to the balcony’s hard, polished cement and her hands attempted to grip his neck. He had tried not to hurt her as he fought, grasping at her hands. He scented it on her. She meant this to end in his death. He’d worked his magic to loosen the bonds that held her. If he could shift them, just a bit. 
She’d cried and screamed and finally, his had entourage spilled onto the balcony. She paused with her hands around his throat, seeing she was surrounded.
“Wait!” he’d called to his men.
She clambered off him and he uncoiled to his feet slowly, hand out, as though he were dealing with a wild creature. Which, judging by the dazed look in her eyes, he was.
“Easy, now,” he’d murmured, but she cried out again, looked longingly at the dagger, then in five superhuman strides, she lunged through his men, scaled the balcony wall and leaped to her death.
He’d tucked the dagger away into his tunic so he could examine it later. A symbol he’d not seen before. The circle with two lines running through it didn’t denote any Clan that he knew.
Hana, the detective, had said under his truth-telling compulsion that he was in danger. Had she known about this attack? These were the questions he pondered as he followed the scent of the detective through downtown and deep into the heart of Tiger territory.
She really did have a death wish.
His phone pinged with a message, and he hurried his steps.




Chapter 29
Hana was walking as quickly as she could, while still trying to look casual. She longed to be up among the branches of the gum, wishing for the height that automatically calmed her. She needed to think. A bunch of younglings dressed in tiger outfits, fierce faces somewhat muted by long, absurd tails, ran across the lane in front of Hana.
Her neck prickled a second before something slammed into her, driving her into an alcove. That something—someone—pressed her against a boarded-up shopfront, bits of rough wood biting into her back.
She knew that scent—ancient rainforests and unbridled power.
“Katana,” she gasped. “Get off me.”
“Sssh,” the Dragon breathed, and shot a glance over his shoulder at the cobblestones lining the lane.
Hana peered under the arm he had braced over her head. She couldn’t see what it was he was looking at, but suddenly a foul stench shoved its way up her nostrils. She choked and gasped at the horror the scent filled her with, panic sliding like ice picks up and down her spine. She thrashed against him, all her instincts warning her to flee. Flee far away.
“Hana,” he said in a low, urgent hiss, pressing his body more firmly against her. “Stay still.”
She noticed in a dim, faraway part of her mind that wasn’t thrashing and struggling and screaming. that he knew her name.
But that thing…that thing. The unseen thing in the lane. Whatever it was, it doomed them all.
She filled her lungs, ready to give voice to the turmoil inside her. Katana cut a glance to her face, shot his hand out to stifle the scream building inside her. A wail of the dead and dying, because whatever it was out there, that’s what slithered with its scent.
Lost to the chaos inside her, Hana didn’t know if it had been seconds, minutes or hours that Katana murmured to her, using low, soothing words. His body caged hers in the alcove, a shield against the thing that was out there.
Finally, his body eased off hers, and his rough, callused hand left her face. Eventually, the scent of rainforest and man hummed against her skin, and her mind seemed to be her own again.
“What was that smell?” she whispered, pressing her hands against the fabric of her dress to still the shaking. Katana’s silver eyes glowed. He shook his head, a small smile turning up the corner of one lip.
“You could scent that?”
She shrugged, kind of glad she hadn’t imagined the whole thing. To go to pieces because of a smell…She knew the common scent signatures of the demons that frequented downtown. They stunk, yes, in as many hues as a very putrid rainbow, but this—
This was next level demon stink.
“You and I need to have a conversation, Detective.”




Chapter 30
She winced at his words. She’d hoped he might not have bothered with finding out who she really was after she’d taunted him in the alleyway. Should have known better. Her gran always warned her about her temper getting her into trouble.
Seems you were right this time, Gran.
For someone so high up the Dragon chain, it probably took very little effort to track her down. But why did he keep turning up? He still stood very close to her, his legs brushing the outside of her thighs. She started to move her knee, which, thanks to their very big height difference, was free to wedge itself between his legs. She raised her eyebrows at him.
He glared at her.
“How do I know you didn’t sic that thing on me yourself, just so you could conjure up this little meet-cute?”
She raised her knee higher and his silver-turquoise eyes heated with temper.
“I don’t know where you think you’re going, Detective, but the streets aren’t safe for you once Stryker has marked you.”
“Stryker?” she asked, letting her knee drop. “That thing was Stryker’s? If it was cloaked, how come I could smell it?”
“It wasn’t cloaked,” he said, eyes wary. “You shouldn’t have been able to sense it at all. Only someone with…”
He trailed off, his gaze going distant.
“That was Stryker’s spy crew. Cop a bite from one of those, it’ll disable you long enough to send in a retrieval crew.”
“And why, exactly, does he want to retrieve me?”
Logan Katana just watched her. “I would hazard and guess that…he wants a piece of you. And he’s…curious about you. You weren’t exactly up-front about who you were when you swindled your way into the New Moon event.”
She snorted. “And I suppose the most corrupt Clan in the city has the moral high-ground when it comes to deception?”
“You didn’t answer my question, Hana.”
The sound of her name on his tongue licked up her spine like fire, soothing away the fear and horror of the last minutes. She shoved it down. Raised her chin. “You’re the one with dead bodies turning up outside your buildings, mate. You are the one who should be answering my questions. Like, are you going to let me out of this laneway any time soon?”
“Well, that depends.”
His eyes glinted.
Wicked.
The man was wicked.
“There’s something I think you need to see. Don’t worry, it’s…”
Safe.
The word lingered in the air between them, but the crazy thing was, her instincts urged her to stay right by his side, that this was indeed the safest place for her to be in all of downtown. He had protected her, twice now. Once on the night of the party, and now tonight. Probably for his own ends, a voice snapped in her head. Or because of some stupid throwback to his territorial Fae ancestors. That girl’s body had turned up right underneath the very balcony where she’d nearly lost her mind.
But just as she’d tasted the antique dealer’s lie in the shop, right now she tasted clear, undiluted truth on him. Something was happening to her. She’d always been good at reading people. It had been an instinct that had allowed her to go undetected in the precinct for a good stretch. But this…
The Phoenix Fae, her ancestors, had been the keepers of Justice, the truth-tellers. Was she—
“And it concerns the red-haired boy.”
Katana interrupted her thoughts.
Rex.
Within minutes of agreeing to go with the Dragon, a flash car rolled up to the curb by them. She rolled her eyes, but got in, trying not to puncture the leather with her sharply spiked heels.
They arrived at Scales nightclub, descending down a glass lift and seeking out what Hana feared would be the upmarket fight den. The very type of establishment she and Quan had warned the boy to stay away from.
As they rounded the corner of a teal colored bar, two figures rushed towards them. The young Tiger Katana had taken under his wing, Alessio, and the youngling with the cat-eye glasses.
“We couldn’t stop them, boss. We tried—”
“Who?” Hana grit out.
“I think—I think they were Tiger Clan.”
“You think?” Logan snarled.
“They wore white armor with a symbol on their chest.”
“Let me guess,” Hana rasped. “A circle slashed through with two lines.”
Logan turned to her, his eyes narrowing. He didn’t look at the two young boys as he raised a pointed finger at them, then snarled, “I want you both in the penthouse, running the street vision.  Full security around the room. Stay there until I tell you otherwise.”
“But, boss.”
“Do it, now.”
The boys ran from the room, leaving Katana staring at Hana.
“And what are we going to—”
Something speared into the room, the sound of shattering glass followed by a thunk of metal embedding in flesh.
Katana’s hand went to his side and Hana’s eyes were slow to piece together what had happened, until blood bloomed between his fingers.




Chapter 31
Katana’s fingers pressed into the flesh around the arrow embedded in his side. His eyes shuttered over dilating pupils. Not an ordinary arrow, one laced with something that threatened to knock the Dragon clean off his feet.
Hana swore.
Nightclub patrons ran for their lives. Katana’s waiters hovered nearby, shock etched in their faces.
“Mr. Katana?”
Glass exploded into the dining room. The windows, all of them shattering simultaneously and—
That stench was back. The rotting, sweet decay that promised death. Hana clutched a shaking hand to her mouth, rushing to Katana, wedging herself under the arm he braced on the table.
“Come on,” she gasped. “We need to get out of here, now.”
Logan’s men turned to fend off what Hana could see was a brood of Tentacular demons, picking up glasses and throwing them at the groping bloodsuckers, upending tables to break into makeshift spears.
Something slimy caught at Hana’s bare ankle and she shouted, stomping down on it with her heel. Katana’s eyes were glazed, and he didn’t respond to Hana’s distress. Gone. He was far gone.
“We need to get below ground!” she shouted above the din. The tunnels. She needed to get them to the tunnels.
The pressure on Hana’s side steered her toward what she guessed was the kitchen. It was the only response the Dragon was able to give. The Tentacular demons had subdued the waiters, and now a hundred beady eyes glared at Hana and the big, incapacitated Dragon.
Heat flared against Hana’s collarbones, her shoulder blades. The rage she felt that day in the cemetery, being stuck up in a tree, not being able to get close to her grandma, filled her.
Instead of stifling the call of the phoenix as she’d always done, as had become second nature, this time, she savored the burn across her shoulders, the imprint of wings as clear as if they had sprouted from her shoulders.
This time, she let it flood through her—the rage, the pent-up power—until the flutter of wings locked in the cage deep within her began to unfurl like petals of a deadly flower. She called on her ancestors to protect her now, channeled the rage of centuries.
She and Katana were surrounded by Tentacular demons and that stench became stronger. Hana could hear the screaming in her head, the madness that dragged her under not an hour ago starting to clamor against the fire of the phoenix.
Moments. They had moments before they would be paralyzed again by that despair.
“Goddammit, Katana!” she shouted. “Move your goddamn legs!”
There was a slight glint of anger in his eyes, beyond the shadow that lay claim to him. It was enough to get him staggering towards the kitchen and what she hoped would be an entrance to the underground tunnels.
She focused on the flash of heat across her back, the song of the phoenix singing in her blood and flung it out of her with all the might she could manage. Flames and heat flared behind her, like wings forming a giant, glittering wall of scarlet and gold. Katana’s eyes widened. The Tentacular demons shrieked and pulled up short, hissing, before the wall. The flames seemed to give that entity—the stench—pause too.
Hana pushed with all her might against the mountain that was Logan Katana, and they stumbled through the kitchen doors. She leaned him against a bench, frantically scanning the kitchen floor. There, a trap door. She flung it open, her mind’s eye still holding that wall of flame against the beasts that hounded them. She could feel the darkness testing her shield, probing for weak spots, pounding against it. Reaching fingers of jagged glass into weak spots that made Hana grit her teeth, pant and hiss against the agony.
A few more seconds.
Her phoenix senses screamed for height, for flight, not the darkness that she propelled Katana down into, slamming the door shut on top of them. The tunnels were their only chance to lose the demons and the darkness, but they had to move fast.
All she could hear was the pant of her breaths and the distant shriek of the Tentacular demons. She could feel the darkness though, smashing through the Phoenix shield, turning it to ashes, and she knew it wouldn’t be enough. They couldn’t go fast enough to outrun that stinking darkness, not even if Katana was at full capacity.
Not unless the Dragon spouted actual wings and busted their way out of here.
Katana stopped dead, as if he heard her thoughts, turquoise flaring in the depths of his silver eyes. He lifted his hand and slid it under the leather of her jacket, placing it on the bare skin over her heart, the place where she could feel invisible fire flaring. Eyes pleading, as if begging her to—understand?
Hana’s head fell back as she lost herself to the fire, the touch he branded her with. She screamed and heat flared from his hand, along collarbones and shoulder blades, and then she was running so fast her feet barely touched the ground, hoisting the Dragon on her shoulder again, but this time he was not a dead weight. A phantom wind was at their backs, propelling them weightlessly, swiftly, soundlessly through the tunnels. Lightning fast.
The sparse light of the sconces flashed by, and the phoenix rattled its cage inside her, stirring deep down in her soul. Their flight through the tunnels was terrifying, breathless.
Wonderful.
She felt the wrath of the dark thing behind them. Distant now. But they must get somewhere it couldn’t follow them. Now.
“Where?” she shouted at the Dragon, who was still branding her chest with fire. But his head lolled against his chest, whatever magics he had pushed into her seeming to have taken the last of his consciousness with it. The Dragon was in bad shape and it was pretty plain that now they both had marks over their heads. She wouldn’t take the risk of leading Stryker and the Tigers back to her loft and Mama Singh’s shop. So, she set her thoughts toward the safest place she could think of and they stream towards it.




Chapter 32
The Dragon sweated and hallucinated, muttering a name over and over:
“Seb. Seb. Please, Seb.”
She didn’t know who Seb was, but the two young Dragons that Katana had ordered to stay in his penthouse knew that he was safe. Hana had made sure of that. That little escapade had earned her no little rebuke from Quan, who currently stood in the doorway of the secret bunker another level down from his fighting den, where they’d been hiding out these past days as the Dragon refused to come out of his stupor.
They should have moved the safe house days ago, when Quan suggested it. They would need to do it soon, a risky proposition now that they had the number one target for the Tigers in their midst.
“No change?” Quan asked, his eyes bright and curious.
Quan’s healer, a Turtle Clan woman he trusted with his life, had been to see Katana both morning and night in the several days since Hana had emerged with the big Dragon draped over her shoulder into the safe house, to Quan’s wide-eyed surprise.
He’d had only a second to stare at the gold and scarlet peeking from beneath the collar of her jacket before he’d rushed into action, calling his healer, helping Hana tend to the Dragon as best they could while they waited.
The healer had taken care of the poisonous dart and bandaged up the Dragon’s side. But still…
“The healer says it is a magical ailment, only cured by magics beyond her power.”
“Your forked-tongued friend has been sniffing around.”
Silver.
“Trying to find out what I’m hiding down here?”
“Well, you did pay him a fortune to fortify the shields on this place.” Hana winced. “Which I appreciate. But I wonder…what do you hope to gain by keeping him here, Hana?”
Hana couldn’t really explain why she hadn’t dumped his ass, handed him over to the Tigers so they could get on with the job. He was a Dragon, an ancient ally who had long ago turned from her people, betrayed them. And yet…The way her magic had combined with his…the fact that she had been able to do those things to get them out of the clutches of that dark entity.
Hana’s head spun with the formidable, life-changing questions, but she didn’t have questions about the Dragon.
She knew, with whatever sense was emerging as she accepted and embraced her Phoenix heritage, whatever powers, that she and the Dragon were inextricably linked. She wouldn’t hand him over. She would protect him as he had protected—would protect—her.
If that made her a territorial Fae throwback—so be it.
That didn’t mean she wanted to put Quan and his club in danger, though. He’d done too much for her already.
“I’ll find somewhere to move him, Quan. I promise…I just…”
Quan sighed. “Always with the kicked puppies, you and me. Just watch that the puppy doesn’t wake up and bite you.” He smirked. “I’m out. I’ll see you in the morning.”
Hana gave him a rude gesture and turned back to Katana as Quan left.
He was laid out on the day bed, orange and yellow material fluttering around him in a draft that must be creeping up from the tunnels below. Quan had stripped off the Dragon’s shirt and pants so the healer could inspect him, and she could see the outline of taut muscles as he now lay under a thin blanket. His impressive biceps glittered with teal swirls and whorls, pictures of ancient temples, forests, lakes, symbols and dragons. Lots of dragons.
Hana’s upper body was now covered in similar marks, but hers were glittering gold and scarlet, the marks of the Phoenix.
She could still feel them burning there, pulled her jacket collar closer around her neck to hide the markings that curled up her collarbones and wended around her neck.
Whoever had sent those demons and the dark power, Stryker on his own or with the Tiger’s support, forced her to announce her heritage, her rebellion, in a massive way. But she hadn’t burst into flames or gone insane. Yet.
So that was a plus, right?
She yearned to shed the jacket, craved to see the Phoenix symbols on her body. She crossed to the mirror on the den’s armoire, but something caught her eye in the reflection.
Katana. But his features…
She covered the distance back to the Dragon in two quick strides, almost as swift as the magic had carried them in the tunnels. His face had changed. She shook her head, trying to clear her vision. She hadn’t had any laced champagne today. And if Hana wielding Phoenix magics without combusting was possible, then maybe what she saw before her now was true.
What she’d seen that night at the New Moon party—perhaps that hadn’t been the effect of the champagne. Or her altered state of consciousness had allowed her to glimpse the preternatural power she’d sensed deep within her.
Logan Katana did not only possess the power of the Fae.
He was Fae.




Chapter 33
A Fae warrior lay stretched out across the day bed before Hana. Muscles rippled with preternatural strength. The aquiline planes of his face shimmered with skin like marble, unfathomably beautiful. Dark hair fell in luscious waves across his shoulders.
And his ears.
Hana leant over him, her fingers moving of their own accord, tracing the delicate, pointed arch, the shell of his ear. She held her breath, for what was air in the face of such otherworldly beauty? Eyes flickered open under thick, dark lashes and she froze solid, her finger mid-caress on his ear. Where there had been simmering silver before, now his eyes were the deep grey of a thunderstorm over a turquoise ocean. Glittering, glowing as if backlit by starlight.
“What are you?” she murmured.
Lazily, he blinked at her. He caught her hand and she had to stifle the gasp at the warm touch of his fingers grazing hers.
“Hana. Child of the Phoenix.”
Her face heated. He pushed himself up on the bed, so that he was kneeling on the edge, and she didn’t dare to step back, didn’t want to step out of his graceful, commanding presence. She tilted her head back to stay in his gaze and the glare he gave her was feral, proprietary. As if he lay claim to her.
“You know what I am, little Spitfire. What we both are.”
What they both…
“But the Fae…have you been glamouring yourself this whole time?”
“It seems my body needed all my resources to heal my injuries and so that is why you came upon me with my true face.”
His eyes narrowed.
“Or perhaps the Dragon thought it was time for us to reveal our true nature to each other.”
“I don’t know what…”
A hand snaked lazily down to the collar of her jacket. Something liquid and warm heated low in her belly. He twisted the collar aside, revealing scarlet and golden feathers glittering on the skin beneath.
“I’ve shown you my true nature, now the Dragon demands to see yours.”
“Your Dragon can kiss my—”
But the brand heated all over her body, little waves fluttering like a molten stream, begging to feel air brush against her and she remembered the gloriousness of almost flying down below the ground, swiftly through the tunnels.
The phoenix urged her above ground, to seek a rooftop, to try her wings again.
She shuttered her eyes against the intensity of his gaze, turning her back on him as the inferno embraced her. From the place where he’d lay his hand on her, the center of her chest, it expanded out like a raging firestorm, down her stomach, washing over arms and collarbones, shoulders and back, down legs encased in leather.
She scented ash and her eyes flew open, her mind taking long moments to catch up. In the mirror in front of her, she saw that the jacket and shirt beneath it—every scrap of fabric she’d worn on her body—had flown away in wisps of ash that floated down around them like gentle rain.
Had burned off her.
She watched her own mouth open, gaping at the wonder of the markings on her body.
The Phoenix’s face and body covered her chest and stomach. Within it, symbols and pictures of ancient kingdoms, rituals and powers. So detailed, it would have taken days, months to draw. Feathers, wings gilt in gold and scarlet curled down her arms, up her neck.
In the mirror, she met the Dragon’s gaze.
He was smiling.
The first real smile she’d seen on his lips.
“Beautiful,” he murmured.
Silver eyes dropped to her back and he whispered, “May I?”
Hana nodded shakily, transfixed by both the Dragon’s gaze and her own body. Reverent fingers traced the line of what she instinctively knew were intricately carved wings on her back.
“I’ve never seen…” he murmured, but Hana wasn’t listening, because the phoenix inside her was singing, achingly beautiful. It knew exactly what it wanted, and she tilted her head, baring her neck for him. Eyes snapped to hers in the mirror again and a deep growl rumbled up Logan’s lips.
She held his gaze, daring, inviting, craving his touch. His marking.
She watched in the mirror as a hand slid around her bare hip, caressing her stomach. His breath was ragged in her ear as those strong, eternal fingers grazed the underside of her breast with a light, teasing touch. A feral grin lit his face as he stroked lazy circles across her stomach. Hana’s breath started to come short and sharp and she bit her lip to stop from crying out as finally, he clasped her breast and pulled her back against the solid wall of his chest.
Fire and ice invaded her bloodstream, soothing and igniting.
Elongated canines glinted as he pressed his lips to the place where her shoulder met her neck. She felt the restrained power in his body, as if he gripped the edge of control desperately. The thought of her holding this power over him delighted her, and a little purr escaped her lips.
“Does this amuse you, Spitfire?”
She met his gaze squarely in the mirror. Then she turned her head up and back to him, needing to see the real thing.
Screw this.
Her phoenix sang in her blood, and so she turned in his grip, pushed him back onto the bed, ignoring his grunt of pain. Straddling him, she gave in to the roaring in her blood, the craving, and lowered her lips to his neck.
She felt his body still, the Fae warrior waiting, anticipating. She licked and sucked at the spot on his neck matching the one he’d lavished with attention on her body not moments before. She could feel the power of his magic returning, the pounding in his blood as her blood called to his.
Her heart raced, her whole body on fire, and she couldn’t hold out any longer.
Canines shot from her mouth, and she plunged them into him, marking, claiming, pleasuring him with her bite. She felt the fresh blood of her new canines mix with his and he cried out, hoarse.
He sounded…
Exalted.
Her teeth in his neck, the need to mix her soul, deep, with his, the craving, delight, satisfaction, was the last thing she remembered before sweet, intoxicating darkness took her under. 




Chapter 34
When Hana woke, she was nestled against him, her back warm against his chest, his arms circling her, his stance protective, even in sleep. One of his hands still curved around her breast and a frisson of heat shimmered straight down to pool low in her belly at the sight of his strong, capable hand against the swirls of gold and scarlet that shimmered beneath his fingertips on the sensitive skin of her chest.
She inhaled sharply as that desire shot straight to her core, the apex between her thighs aching with want and need. Desire, craving, as strong as she’d ever felt it.
Oh, hell.
As if otherworldly magic, ancient darkness hunting her, Fae warriors revealing themselves, and her own phoenix bursting through her skin wasn’t enough to deal with.
No. The fact that Hana Poncoyo—Phoenix Clan rebel—had bitten Logan Katana, underworld Dragon prince, on top of all of that—just took the cake.
And she could feel it right down to her bones. Biting him was the least of what she desired.
A low growl vibrated against her neck and something else hardened against her backside.
Logan Katana shifted swiftly, head propped on his hand, gazing down at her with those exquisite eyes. The long, slow blinks of sleepy eyes turned quickly to an intense gaze. Nostrils flared, and his eyes heated. She snarled at him, feral, while her heart started to race again. Damn him. Could he scent her arousal?
She was in so much trouble.
“Good morning, Detective.” He smiled lazily. “It seems one shot of me and you were out like a light. I have been told my blood was potent, but that was...quite a sight to see. Snoring and all.”
She snarled and rose up to force him back on the bed, throwing her leg over his hips to pin him there as she had in the night. Her hair flowed around their faces like an onyx curtain, the lantern light shining through it in amber streaks.
“I don’t see any evidence of your power now,” she murmured, gripping both of his hands above his head. “Did the baby Fae warrior use it all up?” she crooned.
A grin tugged at his lips, his eyes warming, then narrowing.
“And I don’t see your Phoenix warrior face. Why are you hiding, Hana?”
Hana didn’t loosen her grip on him, just slid her tongue across her gums to check for the elongated canines.
Gone. Not even a bump where they had been.
“I’m not hiding. I’m not…”
“A powerful Fae warrior? Perhaps a princess?”
She glared at him.
“How would you know?”
“All speculation at this point, Detective. And worthy of some investigation. But right now, other things demand our attention.” He pushed up into her, the thin material of his shorts the only barrier between their skin and she stifled a gasp and couldn’t help writhing her hips against his hardness.
“Perhaps…” A wicked glint lit his eyes. “Perhaps we can coax out the real Hana. I think I know how.”
If this was a game, she was going to beat him at it.
She leaned down, letting her hair spill over his shoulders, nipping at his aquiline jaw, where she’d left off last night. He groaned and ground himself against her as she licked and sucked at the shell of his ear, cried out as she traced the arch of his ear with her tongue.
“Later. Save that for later, Poncoyo,” he breathed.
So she took his lips and let hers open to him. The slow, sensuous strokes of his tongue nearly undid her. His hands roved over her body, her hips, her bare back, her breasts, never stilling, soothing and igniting and burning their way over her until she was lost in the sensations, as though he immersed her in an ocean cool and hot and bright and stirring to her soul. All that was left in the world.
Logan and Hana.
A Dragon and a Phoenix, the most intoxicating, tempting, dangerous pairing of all. Pairings empires had risen and fallen on. He stilled beneath her, pulled back to watch her face, his finger grazing her back in light circles as if asking a question. She reached a hand up to her face.
“Is my other face real?” she whispered.




Chapter 35
Logan’s gentle finger traced the line of Hana’s cheekbone in the wake of her whispered question, followed the curve of her ordinary, unremarkable ear. He rose up into a sitting position, keeping her astride his hips, and brushed back her ebony hair to land soft, gentle kisses to her neck. The same place where she had devoured—there was really no other word for it—feasted herself on him last night.
“You are Fae, Hana. There are few of us left now in the Tiger kingdom. And those of us who do possess the ancient power are under Tiger control. I use a glamour to hide the extent of my power. Yours—you truly do not use a glamour knowingly?”
“I…”
He smirked.
“I feel your power calling to mine, Hana. And it is strong. It’s no wonder that Stryker wants you. You’re just lucky he hasn’t gone tattling to the Tiger hierarchy yet, or we’d be in even bigger trouble.”
“Why hasn’t he?”
“My guess,” he said, shifting her to sit beside him on the edge of the bed, so that she had to stifle her moan of complaint. His eyes darkened with desire and promise.
Later, his eyes said. And…We’re just getting started.
A delicious shiver rode down her spine and the heat in his eyes gave way to an arrogant smirk as he rose from the bed, making his way to the jug of water placed on a side table. He wore nothing but his shorts, giving her a full and awesome view of the scales that glittered across the powerful muscles of his back.
He was beautiful.
He strode back to the bed, slowly, truly a dragon preening under her attention.
“My guess is that he’d like to harness your power for himself.”
She hissed out a breath, rising to inspect her face in the wall mirror.
“How can I have glamoured myself so well that I don’t even know what I am?”
He shrugged.
“Protective magics were strong with the Phoenix. As far as I’m aware, you’re the last of the Phoenix Clan Fae. One wielding such a title would be quickly extinguished by the Tigers, and perhaps your magic knows that. Perhaps, deep down, you know that too, Hana.”
He held her gaze, not shying from the devastating statement.
“I’m the last of the Phoenix?”
Her phoenix rattled the gilded cage inside her, singing a mournful song.
“I would think so.”
“But why are you marked by the Tigers also?” she asked.
His eyes glimmered.
“How did you…” He shot to his feet, scrubbing a hand over his whiskered jaw so that it crackled and crunched. “Alessio and Jyll—”
She lay a shaking hand on his arm, her body keeping pace with the night’s events, even if her mind whirled, trying to keep up. “Your boys? And the Tiger from that night? They are safe, and I got word to them that we had you safe, too.”
The door cracked open and Quan’s voice drifted in.
“The hotheaded woman snuck into your penthouse, Dragon, and delivered the message in person.”
Logan’s eyes heated again, this time with fury, as he gaped at her.
“Give us a minute, Quan,” she called, and could have sworn she heard the low sound of his chuckle as his feet retreated back up the stairs.
Was she surrounded by territorial bastards now?
The territorial Dragon bastard stood inches from her, dipped his head so that his breath brushed against the arch of her neck, his voice low and rough.
“Let me get this straight. You barely escaped an unknown Tiger force—several of them, if I’m not mistaken. You were marked by the Tiger hierarchy, a loose cannon like Stryker, and yet, you what—snuck back into my apartment to warn my men?”
She swallowed, her throat parched.
“They were worried. Out of their minds. And it was better than them leading the Tigers here.”
He pulled back to stare at her, a muscle feathering in his jaw, but alongside the fury, something else glimmered in his eyes.
Wonder. Awe. Gratitude.
He leaned down and nipped at her neck in rebuke.
“My Phoenix likes a walk on the dangerous side, is that it?”
She ignored the flame the words sent scorching along her skin, the song of the phoenix in response to his protective, boldly claiming statement.
“My gran brought me up to be a soldier, and soldiers make sacrifices,” she whispered.
His face softened infinitesimally. “You’ll have to tell me about your gran someday. She sounds like an interesting woman.” A hint of sheepishness snuck across his features.
“If you promise never to glamour me again,” she said.
“If you promise to take me wherever you’re going today.”
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Rex. Quan hadn’t seen or heard hide nor hair of the boy since he’d been taken by the mysterious Tiger force. The ones with that damned symbol on their uniform. When she hadn’t been watching the Dragon in his unconscious form, Hana had joined Quan to search high and low in all the usual spots a young man in trouble might find himself in this city. The fight clubs, gambling dens, under the bridges of the Indigo River.
They hadn’t said it, but they’d searched the river too, and the laneways where bodies frequently showed up.
The best chance of finding Rex, saving him, if he were still alive, was to find out what that damn symbol meant. Hana felt in her bones. It was at the heart of everything going wrong in this city.  So, Hana had called Quan and the Dragon to the small table in what passed for a kitchen in the safe house.
Quan glanced suspiciously at the Dragon every now and then, still not trusting him, but he did trust Hana, and that had to be good enough for now. She laid it all out in the open. Her conversation with Silver, his hint about this being an ancient symbol rooted in the Clan histories. The fairy tales that were coming to life around them. Logan had glamoured himself again, and Hana didn’t mention that Quan was in the presence of a powerful Fae Dragon. Nor what she had not quite come to accept about herself, but the truth shimmered, waiting, in her bones.
Later. She would deal with that later.
“We will keep searching, but I think the answer to the kid’s disappearance, to all of this, lies in that symbol. I need to find out what it means. I need to get into my family mausoleum. See what Gran hid away down there.”
“It’s a big leap to make, Hana.” Quan said. “She seems to listen to you, Dragon. Why not find somewhere else to hide out until the heat has passed?”
The Dragon considered this. “I don’t think the Tigers will give up on this now. And Hana has,” Hana flashed a warning gaze at him, “she has a special intuition when it comes to this symbol. I think we have to trust her.”
Quan gaped, as if the Dragon were speaking ancient Fae. In a way, he was, she supposed.
“I don’t like it,” Quan grumbled.
“I’ll get my best men on it,” Logan said.
They spent the afternoon planning, Logan making several calls via his hand-held, with her sister’s plug-in assuring the messages to his crew were secure. After the long stretch below the surface, Hana was about to jump out of her skin. The Dragon watched her prowling about the safe house, bemused, before he grabbed his jacket, donned it, grabbed her arm and said, “Right.”
“Where are we going?”
“Up.”
Hana had to admit, scaling the side of the building with the Dragon in tow was kinda fun. Whatever was happening in her body lent her extra strength and agility, and so they raced up stairwells, fire escapes, clambered up window sills and balconies, and she relished in her precarious grips and balance until finally they were on the den’s rooftop with the city laid out sparkling before their feet like the night sky reflected on a lake.
The phoenix took long, deep pulls of the fresh air, spreading its wings inside her. The moonlight cooled the fire that burned deep in her core, flaming in anticipation of what was soon to come. Logan remained silent while she watched the city below her, her gaze catching on the rubble of the abandoned Phoenix Quarter.
Finally, he said, “I want to show you something.”
He fished in his jacket pocket, coming out with a dagger. It was thin and spindly with a white handle. On the handle was carved that symbol. The circle with the two slashes.
“Where did you get that?”
“The girl who you found on the sidewalk under my building?”
She nodded, stomach roiling.
“She attacked me with that, then leaped to her death.”
Hana felt the truth of his statement tingle through her Phoenix markings.
“What are those damn Tigers up to?”
He shook his head. “I don’t know. But, Hana, I need to play this carefully.” Preternatural stillness. He showed her his true face again, and she almost gasped at the otherworldly beauty. “I have a son, Sebastien. He is half Tiger.”
The boy, with the silver hair, in the swimming pool.
She swallowed.
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“You said his name, your son’s name, over and over, while you were out of it,’ she murmured. “‘Sebastien.’ Will the Tigers retaliate for you helping me?”
“It’s the boy’s weekend with me, so I’ve asked Jyll and Alessio and the others to keep him entertained. They’ll keep him safe.”
For now. The words lingered in the air.
“I’ll explain it to the boy, see whether he’ll come live with me for a while.”
Hana took a deep breath. “But his mother—”
“His mother died in childbirth.”
“I’m sorry.”
His face softened again, the usual scowl replaced with something ancient and weary.
“It was a long time ago.”
“You loved her.”
He nodded. “We fought together in the Tiger’s wars. Had each other’s backs.”
“The wars?”
“Too long, Spitfire. For too long have I fought the Tiger’s battles, succumbed to the will of the Queen.”
“Were you…did you fight in the Battle of Phoenix, all those centuries ago?”
Heaviness settled in those otherworldly eyes. “I was but a youngling when that war struck. My father fought for the Tiger Queen, as did the majority of the Dragon Clan. But before he passed into the next realm, he told me stories of what it was like before the war. A time when all Clans were equal. It sounded like a peaceful time.”
Perhaps that was what he’d tried to recreate in the garden room in his penthouse. It sang to her phoenix of ancient stands of redwoods, deep, wild forests and majestic mountain glens.
She longed to reach out a finger to brush over his hand.  “You have not felt peace in your existence, then?”
“I admit I have been numb to the pleasures and pains of this world for what feels like an aeon. I sought only to protect my son, to bring my family’s influence to bear on his upbringing. I fear that, too, has been tainted by the Tiger Queen’s influence.”
“Her influence is great. But my Clan has survived—hidden and desperate, yes—but we have survived alongside you, Dragon.”
He paused, and a wary glint lit his eyes.
“It seems that something has sparked my interest of late. Your fire, Spitfire, perhaps it can move a Dragon frozen solid in another time, another place. A dream.” He smirked. “I can sense your phoenix skimming my heart, Hana. Testing my intentions.”
He looked amused.
Heat flooded her face. “I’m sorry, I—”
“It’s okay. In fact, it’s better than okay. If you can channel your ability, we might be able to gain the information we need without putting you in danger, without seeking out your family’s mausoleum.”
She looked questioningly at him.
“Did your gran tell you about the ancient Phoenix Fae’s abilities? About the truth-tellers?”
“She talked about them being the keepers of Justice, that they upheld the truth above all else, yes.”
“Some could read minds, others a person’s deepest desires. It is a powerful gift, but open to manipulation. If you know what a person most desires, and you can give it to them…”
She nodded. This was why she had been able to reject his intrusion into her mind that first night at the Full Moon party. Why she knew the antique dealer had been lying, why she knew Logan spoke only the truth to her now.
He continued, “Some of the Phoenix could tell the story of an object by holding it. Want to try?”
She held the knife, her phoenix rippling over her skin. The symbol. Perhaps this knife could tell them the story of how it had been forged. Who had forged it, and why.
“What do I do?”
“Just let the phoenix guide you.”
Hana gingerly took the knife by the bone handle, running her fingertips over the slashed through circle, lowering herself to crouch close to the ground. Logan followed her movements, placing a hand on her elbow, as though to steady her. She closed her eyes, concentrating on the feel of the handle, smooth and cool under her fingertips.
She scented a hint of that sweet, rotting decay, the darkness that had chased them, and her hand began to shake. She was aware of Logan shifting to sit behind her and she relaxed against his outstretched legs as he circled her into the warmth and strength of his body.
Tears slid unbidden from her eyes and she dropped the knife, which clattered to the cement.
“It’s subverted, like a fawn choking on its own blood. Where once was beauty and innocence, now lies destruction, death and chaos,” she gasped.
“Who forged it?” he whispered, but Hana could not hope to contain or direct the visions that assailed her now.
She was in the body of a Phoenix ancestor, a youngling, crouched under a broken and battered shield, around her on the battlefield were mountains of gold and scarlet. Her people, the Phoenix, screamed and cried and bled out on this field. The phoenix song that blasted through a horn on the plane begged her people to retreat, retreat, retreat.
She shivered and shook, hiding under her shield, frozen in place, not daring to move lest she gain the attention of the great, stinking mass that scoured the plane, the entity that would leave none alive.
The entity that would cleanse this plane of the enemy, the Clan that had disgraced its name and spiraled them all on this disastrous course.  The Phoenix.
Hana turned in Logan’s arms, not able to fight the sobs that wracked her body, nor escape the sensations of being on that plane. The mud under her shattered fingernails, the wound that oozed blood down her leg, the terror and despair that held her like a mouse under a snake’s gaze.
“I can’t…I can’t…”
Logan murmured soothing words in her ear, rubbed a hand over her back.
“It’s okay. I’ve got you, Hana.”
The echo of darkness throbbed and ebbed around her; the phoenix song mournful within her. All night, Hana was stuck on that plane, in that battle to end all battles. But she gritted her teeth and refused to come away from it. She would bear witness to what her ancestors had died for—and lived through—so that she may now live.
All night, the Dragon held her.
Later, much later, he murmured against her hair, “My brave, brave Phoenix. Never in all my centuries did I expect to see one such as you face up to the history of our Clans. You amaze me,” he whispered, the awe plain in his voice. “Thank you, Spitfire, for having courage enough for all of us. We will fight the darkness together, Hana. That is my promise to you.”
Then his lips found hers and he soothed and ignited and took her away from the pain and longing that wracked her body, her soul, until the sky turned deep blue, almost the shade of the Dragon’s eyes. Dawn was coming.
And the vision yielded one last memory. The young girl, fingers numb and slow, her breath a rasp, had lasted the night on the plane, hiding beneath her shield. The frozen ground yielded to fingertips that sputtered embers. Hana could feel the last of the girl’s magics emptied out.
What was so important that she’d saved the last of it for this moment, after all this time? The girl gasped and sobbed as the flames sputtered out. The scent of her despair was thick around her. Instead, she used her bloody fingertips doggedly, made that impossible hole in the frozen ground.
The girl’s last movements were to take something from inside her tunic and carefully place it in the hole, covering it up with the packed, frozen dirt. A flask covered with all the Clan symbols. But on the inside, Hana sensed another, hidden symbol.
A gold and scarlet circle slashed through with not two, but five lines. One for each of the Clans.
That was not just any flask. It was the flask that was usually stashed in Mama Singh’s cupboard. The one Hana took with her each time she visited her family crypt, the one she’d smashed on the ground as she ran from the Tigers who had been raiding another Phoenix Clan mausoleum. Perhaps looking for Phoenix artefacts just like this one? The fear in the antique store owner’s face flashed into Hana’s mind.
“I know where to find the symbol,” she said quietly, as she uncoiled to her feet, Logan a breath behind her as they both watched the sun rise over downtown, bathing it in golden light.
The light of the Phoenix.
That light was not gone from this world, not just yet.
Not if Hana and Logan and their small band of rebels had anything to do with it.
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The Tiger compound would be on full alert. The fact that they didn’t need to break into her family crypt, only get close enough to seek out the broken shards of the flask beneath the tree on the edge of the cemetery was small comfort.
Hana and Logan waited in the pines, for the distraction that Jyll and Alessio had set up around the northern side of the Jade Palace.
“What?”
Logan eyed his watch. “And, wait for it…”
A red glow lit the horizon. Flames, Hana realized.
“Your boys set a fire?” Hana asked, eyes wide.
“The Tigers fear flame. It is the sign of the Phoenix. They’ll take this as a sign that the Phoenix are rising.”
Hana smirked. “Well, perhaps we are.”
Hana wanted to pace, to move, but Logan’s hand rested on the small of her back, soothing, calming, urging her to wait. Soon enough, there was movement atop the compound walls. The fire had been sighted, and Tigers poured from their den to deal with it.
It was their signal to move. They did so carefully, Logan’s eyes crinkled in concentration. He kept a glamour around them as they inched closer to the stand of gums by the Phoenix Clan section of the cemetery. She tried feeding her power into the glamour, the reverse of what her magical instincts wanted to do. She could feel it now, the tendrils humming against her skin, gritting her teeth to get them to stay with her when they desired to dart out into the world to seek out the deceptions and lies. To seek out the truth. That is what we seek, she murmured to the licks of fire, as she stayed within the safety of Logan’s outstretched arms, the cage of his body protecting hers.
Hana wracked her brain, trying to recall which gum she had climbed that night. She never sought out the same one, trying to keep herself free from detection.
“I think it’s under that one,” she pointed in the direction of a tree right on the edge of the cemetery.
Logan rolled his eyes. “Of course, it is.”
She punched his arm, and couldn’t help the small tilt of her lips.
“I thought my Dragon liked a walk on the wild side,” she said, and was gratified at the way his eyes heated as he looked down at her, the way his glamour flared out momentarily.
He growled. “Eyes on the prize, Phoenix.”
They moved carefully from the shelter of one trunk to another, stopping each time to note the progress of the Tigers. Still more soldiers poured out towards the northern side of the compound, but some remained on lookout, making looping patrols.
Hana saw the flash of china scattered beneath the trunk, pulled out her satchel and ran the last steps.
“Hurry,” Logan said, his eyes scanning the hill around them, the mausoleums and statues glittering in the morning light.
Hana grabbed at the scattered pieces, shoving them carefully but quickly into her satchel. She gasped as the jagged edge of one cut into her hand, but she grit her teeth and kept going.
Her phoenix shrieked a warning a moment before Logan cursed.
“They’re on to us, Hana. Tigers incoming. Let’s go.”
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The Tiger shifters didn’t run. Didn’t deign to. They stalked down the hill, glossy fur shining in the morning light. Terror rippled through Hana as she stood, transfixed in their too-bright green gaze, her limbs heavy and immovable, as if she’d been frozen in sheets of ice. Logan’s arms still encircled her, his glamour still intact, but by the way the Tigers marked them, she knew they saw through that glamour as if it were made of glass.
She watched the dripping canines, saliva in thick threads looping towards the gravel, disgust making her nauseous. The Tigers didn’t run, didn’t need to. Instead they prowled, lazily, so arrogant, down the gravel path.
“I can’t…” Logan gasped.
Frozen. They were frozen like dragonflies in amber, just waiting for the tigers to come.
The last pieces to the puzzle of that symbol lay scattered on the ground in front of Hana. She willed her foot to move, to stand in front of the last pieces of the flask, to keep them from the Tiger’s knowledge and power.
But her lungs would barely obey her command to breathe, let alone her limbs to move. The only movement inside her was the phoenix, frantic in its cage, battering itself bloody against the bars, wings fluttering like ash falling on an empty battlefield. All that was left to do was to raise her eyes to meet the glare of the approaching Tigers. If the time for hiding was done, she’d face her enemy as what she really was.
A proud child of the Phoenix, with the Dragon beside her.
The phoenix trilled a small sound, a sad one, as it strained towards the Dragon. Her Dragon, the phoenix sang defiantly, as though he were the first creature to ever sing in the dark before the coming of the dawn.
Because that’s what she felt as she stood next to the Dragon, even as they faced their end together. The promise of what they could be together in the gentle touch of his hand, the way he looked at her, the way he’d risked everything to bring her here, protect her. To stand against the Tiger force that had imprisoned him as surely as they had her people.
It was hope.
That was what she felt, even as they stared down their doom. The Tigers could not take that away. With that hope, she was able to move a fingertip, graze it over the Dragon’s wrist, a thank you and a prayer.
She felt him still, his sharp intake of breath, as the phoenix worked to unpick the binding of the Tigers. The phoenix was a truth-teller, a story-seeker.
A truth-bringer.
And the truth was that no Tiger, no Clan, no matter how powerful, or how fierce, could keep the Phoenix and the Dragon apart. That, she felt in her bones, which heated and melted and reformed, so that when she moved her hands to take the Dragon’s face in hers, she saw that her fingers were strong, lithe, tipped in scarlet claws.
And in his shining, silver-lined eyes, she saw her reflection. Gold, unearthly glowing eyes, delicately arched ears, wickedly pointed canines. His smile, when he gazed at her, was earth-shatteringly beautiful.
She turned her Phoenix face, her warrior Fae face, and bared those canines in a fierce snarl towards their enemy. Then she turned to face the Tigers.
She would meet her end with the Dragon beside her. Together. And she would fight the Tigers to her last breath, as what she was.
A Phoenix Fae warrior.
She slashed out with her wicked sharp scarlet claws at the tigers that circled them, but they didn’t attack, not yet, just surrounded them slowly but surely, so that there could be no escape. They snapped and snarled at Hana and Logan, who stood back to back, Hana heaving her breath in with the monumental effort to keep them free from that paralysing power.
She couldn’t summon the words to come her lips, wishing more than anything to speak to the Dragon in their last moments. But the phoenix couldn’t bear to look on him. The male she’d just found, only to have him taken away so soon. But he felt the press of his hand, the squeeze at her wrist that told her everything she needed to know. He felt it, too.
Hana dodged out of the way of ripping canines, stepping back, again and again, up the hill.
She realised the tigers weren’t here to attack. They were here to herd their prey. Another fifty metres back up through the cemetery, and they’d be at the Palace walls.
Right where the Tiger Queen wanted them. 
They were yards from the wall, when something gave the tigers pause. Their heads lifted as one to the sky over the trees that had so loyally hidden Hana for so long.
Jyll and Alessio’s fire still raged in the north. But something set the sky alight in the south, as well. A blood-red glare and a cacophony burst through the trees. A high-pitched trilling, a flash of scarlet and gold, as if the very sun itself hurtled towards them.
The blazing ball of sunlight and smoke had the imprint of wings. A distraction, made just for them.
Hana gaped in amazement as the tigers abandoned their posts and fled to the wall.
Logan panted, bracing hands on his knees, as they were both released from the tiger’s grasp. She tugged at his arm. “Let’s go.”
The palace gates creaked open and the tigers flung themselves through.
There was a pause, like the stillness before a sky-wrenching crack of thunder.
A great black mass poured out of the gates, swirling and roiling, then the gates slammed shut. It was a black that spoke of gaping chasms to other realms, and jagged lightning coiled in its belly. An otherworldly thundercloud, it streamed forth to meet the ball of sun and fire.
Hana clapped a hand over her mouth and her knees buckled at the stench. The invisible power of despair and darkness she had experienced in the laneway and Scales’ dining room was but a shadow to this beast. This was nightmare made solid.
Logan gripped his arm around her waist, urging her to her feet again. “We must flee from here.”
She saw Logan grit his teeth, try to move against the terror that assailed them both. Perhaps the tigers had borrowed a little strength from this terrifying being, but it was the master. His arms were rigid with effort around her. He gasped, getting his legs to move at last, jostling her into against the palace wall. They cowered there, Hana peering out from the circle of Logan’s arms, watching as the thundercloud clashed against the ball of fire.
The ball of fire reared up, and Hana saw with awe that it spread wings, and a great cascade of fire-feathers made up its tail. Hisses and roars of outrage came from the compound walls.
The Phoenix were here.
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The phoenix swung its flaming tail into the thundercloud and lightning exploded around it.
The thundercloud whipped out thin cords of lightning, seeking to wrap them around the bird’s neck, but the phoenix opened its mouth and screeched out a great gush of fire.
The lightning whips retreated to the body of the cloud. It rumbled and flashed, testing the bird from different angles. The phoenix dipped into the breeze, rode an upstream draft and lifted shredding claws to the underbelly of the cloud.
But the lightning was waiting for it, and seemed to trap the talons that scraped over its belly.
The phoenix screeched and cried, his mournful song echoing in Hana’s chest.
“No!” she shouted. “No. Logan, we’ve got to help!”
Logan peered up at the beast, assessing.
Hana could see that the phoenix was being sucked into the belly of the terrifying entity, piece by piece, as his screeching filled the air. They couldn’t let the creature that had saved them to his own devices.
Instead of pushing at the barrier that the terror instilled in her mind, she let herself be pulled by the phoenix song. Let the cage within her open up to it, to his cries for help, finding a tether there, a link between herself and her kin. She tugged on it, letting the creature know.
I’m coming. The Phoenix are coming. We are with you.
She felt the tug back, the gratitude. Then she was running, Logan close on her heels.
“Hana!” he yelled.
She could no longer see the phoenix; he had been completely swallowed up by the darkness. But she could feel him hanging on by a thread.
Fight, she urged him. We don’t give up. We are Phoenix.
Hana ran up the incline until she was under the great, stinking mass of the thundercloud. She shivered with the fear it instilled in her bones, but still she stood there. She felt Logan at her side.
Tigers prowled the compound wall, watching them with cruel amusement. They didn’t bother coming back down to deal with them, as they had confidence enough in the thing above them.
Soon, two more figures were sprinting up the hill toward her. Jyll and Alessio. They watched wide eyed as Hana raised her hands to the thundercloud.
“Give him back!” she screamed, letting the fire and rage build within her once again.
She could have sworn the thundercloud laughed at her, its roiling body pulsing with light a few times. As her shield of flame and light hit it, lightning pulsed and forked right for them. Hana gasped, tumbling out of the way.
“Jyll, with me. Alessio, you’ve got Hana’s back.”
Alessio grinned. “Yes, boss.”
“What?” Hana yelled above the cracking and splitting in the sky.
“Shield us, Spitfire,” he said with a feral growl, and he and Jyll leaped into the sky, and with a flash of light, two beautiful, gleaming teal dragons flew where the men had been.
The larger of the two, with a spattering of sapphire scales along the ridge of his back, the same colour as the Fae male’s eyes, turned his head to gaze at her, an amused glint in his eye.
As the smaller male gained his flank, he turned to the thundercloud above them, and streamed right into its belly. Hana flung out the shield of sun and flame, desperately urging every piece of her new magic to help her protect her friends. Her—whatever Logan was and would be to her. Could be, should they get through this day. She found she desperately wanted to find that out. To explore that path together.
She shielded the dragons as they battered the underside of the cloud, each collision leading to more strikes of lightning. Alessio, beside her, had shifted into Tiger form. Hana barely blinked an eye at him, after witnessing the day’s events, and he nudged her this way and that, an eye on the whips of lightning the cloud sent forking for them.
The dragons worked in perfect concert, like an orchestrated dance as they soared above the cloud, plunged down to breathe their own fire at it, banked at the very last second to ram its sides. They were careful never to get as close as the phoenix had, not to be drawn into the depths. Hana shouted as she saw a glimpse of scarlet and gold, finally, on the edge of the cloud.
The large teal and sapphire dragon heeded her. How he could hear or see her from the distance, she didn’t know, but she concentrated her shield around them, panting, gasping with the effort. She couldn’t hold it much longer, felt the fire burn in her fingertips, felt the heat escalate unbearably inside herself. If she held on much more, she was going to lose control of it, give up her whole self to the flame. Is this what happened to the younglings who burst from their own skins?
She gritted her teeth against the searing heat inside, focussed it on protecting her friends just a little longer. They must get the phoenix out of there. She would not let one more Phoenix fall to the Tigers. Would not let one more person die to protect her. It was not happening.
So, she set her feet wide again, Alessio growling at her, concern in his eyes. The dragons intensified their efforts, ramming at the place where she’d glimpsed the phoenix. And there—he shot free, soaring into the air with a burst of flame. His wing beat was slowing, tired. Injured, perhaps gravely. But he was out.
The smaller dragon gave chase, the larger dragon swooping down toward her and Alessio, and she kept the sputtering flame alive just a few seconds longer, her vision fading, until she had only the impression of flashing teal and sapphire and a band of coarse leather closed around her waist.
The teal dragon, Logan, was carrying her and Alessio away. Away from the dark cloud that peeled back into the Jade Palace, the band of his talon wrapped around her scorched skin.
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Logan carried Hana and Alessio in his dragon’s talons above the city in wide circles as he tracked the failing phoenix. As the power fled the creature, his sun-fire became duller and duller until his form was revealed as no bigger than a bird of prey. His vibrant feathers were torn and ragged, bloody upon his body, the sheen seeming to fade as Logan followed him.
Jyll, also in dragon form, trumpeted a warning.
Find a safe place for him, Logan urged. Not the penthouse.
Perhaps…
But the phoenix was descending in ever smaller spirals now. It seemed to be seeking out somewhere in Turtle quarter.
Follow him, Logan urged.
What about you?
His crazy, brave Fae female dipped in and out of consciousness in his talons. He could feel the heat of her pulsing out beneath his leathery skin. He snapped and snarled his distress at it.
She was about to flame out, he could sense it. Not if he could do something to stop it.
I need to take Hana somewhere…water. She needs water.
He spied a waterhole at the mouth of the Indigo, where it met the ocean. Far enough from downtown that they should be safe. For now. He watched the phoenix, wings outspread, shaking with what looked like a final effort as it continued its downward spiral.  A final flame of sun slipped from the phoenix’s tail as he gave a mournful cry, and Hana’s golden eyes flickered open.
She watched, half-conscious as the flame glided its way towards them. Logan held them in place, flapping his wings to keep in the updraft. He watched in wonder as the flame wreathed around Hana, spiralling down, smaller and more concentrated until it settled in place on her uncovered calf. It looked very much to Logan like the flame was absorbed by her body, and he thought a new marking spread in its wake.
A single tear slid down Hana’s face as she listened to the phoenix song, but the tear hissed and evaporated, barely wetting her skin.
“Quan,” she whispered, her eyes closing again.
Logan wasted no time after that, spearing for the river mouth.
For an hour she remained unconscious in the shallows of the river mouth. An hour while he paced and stalked beside her, back in his usual body, wanting to hold her, but not wanting to disrupt the water’s soothing, cooling effect.
It had been so strange to wear the dragon’s skin after so long. He’d thought his wings might have been stiff and unwieldy from disuse, but he’d slipped into his other form with no difficulty. He felt alive for the first time in decades, and he knew that he had the female who lay burning in the pool, to thank for it. He wondered what his Phoenix would make of his dragon form.
He stalked around the clearing, keeping all his senses attuned to her, should she stir, and collected some berries, shoots and cool, fresh water to revive her. After that hour, almost the longest in his long, long life, she sat up, eyes glowing and golden.
He couldn’t keep the possessive growl from his lips at seeing her, still in her Fae form, beautiful high cheek bones, the delicate arch of an ear he wanted to nip at, the delectable spot where her neck joined shoulder that his canines ached to mark. It didn’t help that the shirt she wore clung to her skin, transparent enough to let the glow of healthy, tan skin, marked up in her Clan colours show through.
“If this is your attempt to get me naked, it’s pretty pathetic, Dragon.” Her voice was rough, ragged.
He let his lips tilt up for her, though he doubted his attempt at a grin reached his eyes. Helping her into a sitting position, he brought the leaves he’d fashioned into a waterskin of sorts to her lips. She sipped, coughed, and sipped again.
“When I want you naked, you’ll know about it, Spitfire,” he growled.
“The others?”
“Jyll and Alessio made it back to the rooftop above Q Den.”
“The rooftop—”
She hissed as she sat up straight, pushing out of the hands supporting her. She turned her leg to examine the calf muscle. Sure enough, wrought as though in glimmering gold and ruby, a new marking had appeared. The fierce phoenix, wings spread wide and glorious. Its golden eyes joyful and free in flight. Hana ran a hand over the marking, drawing in a sharp breath.
“Quan.”
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“Quan is on the rooftop, being tended to by Jyll and Alessio. They’ve called a healer, someone discreet…but Hana…”
She stifled the sob that Logan could see threatening.
“I know. He waits only for me.”
Logan nodded.
“How do you feel?”
Silver lined her eyes. “Thank you for bringing me here. Cooling me.”
“I wasn’t sure it would be enough. I think most of it you did from within yourself.” He reached out a fingertip to brush it across the arch of her cheekbone. The stunning, strong Fae features. He didn’t know whether she even realised she’d kept her Fae form. Whether it was a conscious decision.
“Please, take me back.”
She stood fast in front of him as he shifted back into his dragon form, wondering at the way she inspected every inch of him with her unwavering gaze, unafraid. He doubted any of the thousands of Clan members in Jade City would have been as steadfast. On the field of battle, all cowered before him, even those in their Fae skin. But not this woman. This female.
When she held out her arms from her body, inviting him to grip her waist again, he circled her gently in his grasp, and they flew.
He scented the adrenaline that raced through her body, the excitement and thrill, laced with the edge of panic. So, she was sane, after all. Just. Had their errand not been so grave, he thought she might have whooped with joy. He wished for her to grow into her ability so that she may also join him in the air to experience the freedom of soaring and diving through the sky, sunlight warming his scales. The caress of a cool morning breeze. To see the inky black night sky, spread wide from on high, stars spanning all the way to the edge of this world.
He wanted to show it all to her.
He wished for a time when it would be safe for a Phoenix to fly above their city—all the cities of the southern continent. The phoenix who’d saved them from their ill-fated mission to the cemetery still sang on the rooftop. Hana stumbled onto the cement of the rooftop as they landed, and he willed his talons to turn to hands to steady her.
She made no noise as she fell to her knees beside the phoenix that sang and cried its pain and despair.
Logan looked to the boundaries of the rooftop, eyebrows raised in question to Jyll and Alessio, who stood leaning against the courtyard wall where they’d kept watch over the phoenix.
“The glamour and shielding holds,” Jyll murmured, and Logan nodded his thanks, coming to stand behind Hana, should she need him.
“Quan,” she murmured, voice breaking. “Why didn’t you tell me?”
She had not known, then, that he was Phoenix? The last of them, whom he gathered had worked together to protect the most vulnerable of all the Clans in the city, both of them Phoenix, but in their exile not daring to share that dangerous secret.
Lonely. The word vibrated through Logan’s bones. His Phoenix must have been very lonely, for a very long time. No more. She would never have to do anything alone again. Not if she willed it otherwise.
“Why?” she breathed, smoothing the ragged and bloody feathers with shaking fingers.
Alessio cleared his throat. “The Healer said he has stayed in this form to hold off…what will happen if…when he…”
A moan came from Hana’s lips. “Then stay as you are, my friend. Stay in this form until you are healed…”
But before their eyes, the feathers faded until they were the colour of skin. Limbs formed where wings had been…blood seeped through the fabric of the old Den Master’s clothing, hiding what Logan knew were mortal wounds. Hana reached out to grip his hand, the one part of him that was undamaged.
“Well met, Quan Firestorm,” Logan murmured, as the old man gazed up at them from a face twisted in pain.
“Look after my Hana,” he murmured.
“Quan,” Hana said, exhaustion and despair weighing heavily on her. Her phoenix was small and quiet inside her. “Please. Why did you do this?”
“I made a promise to your grandmother, Hana,” he rasped. “Kamala was the great love of my life, even if we could not be together. They would have known, you see. Our phoenix would have come…”
Hana gripped his hand tighter. She thought she understood, though it broke her heart into pieces. Quan and Kamala had denied their love, to keep their phoenix buried deep within them. To accept it, would be to accept their heritage, and neither of them would have lived through that.
It would have ended in flames, or death by Tiger.
“I would always…protect…you.” His eyes sought out Logan, and his men beside him. “But you have others now…to help with your work.”
Hana laid her head beside his.
“Please, Quan, don’t—”
“Finish this,” he breathed. “Child of the Phoenix.”
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Logan stayed beside her on the rooftop as they shrouded Hana’s mentor. She refused his offer of drink and food. Logan had installed Jyll and Alessio as managers in the club below, casting a glamour that convinced anyone who walked into the club that Quan had a special training assignment at another gym for a few weeks.
While the place was shielded to keep it from notice of the Tigers and Dragons, Logan didn’t want to take any chances. Not while they worked out their next move. Right now, they needed to keep a very low profile. His Phoenix needed to grieve. He didn’t know how much time he could give her, but she deserved these hours, this night to honour her fallen.
They kept the vigil into the wee hours of the morning. Hana leaned on Logan’s shoulder where they sat against the courtyard wall, dozing from time to time. She shuffled as the moon passed overhead.
“I don’t understand. All this time he was Phoenix, and yet—”
He kept silent, sensing there was more.
“I knew my grandmother trusted him, they worked together. All this time he loved her? How could he keep that inside him? And today. He became that phoenix to save us.”
She snorted.
“And you. You can turn into a dragon?”
He smirked, the dragon preening.
“I would say the time for hiding is done. For Quan. For me. For all of us.”
“You’ve been hiding?” she murmured.
He bowed his head, shame coursing through him.
“For centuries.”
For centuries he’d hidden behind duty and orders and done the Tiger Queen’s bidding. He’d used battles and wars and missions as a balm against the loss of his Tiger love, an outlet against ancient anger and injustice. This female in front of him threatened to burn through all of that until there were no more excuses left.
She just stared at him. Not afraid, not his Hana.
“And now?”
“And now, someone has shown me there are things worth fighting for. Things worth standing up for. Someone has lit the fire of rebellion within me.”
He turned his body towards her, letting her see the shame and anger, the pride and hope warring in his eyes. His passion and desire for her—all of it. He let her see all of him, and she did not flinch from it, just gazed at him with those beautiful golden eyes with understanding. With acceptance. She saw him for who he really was, saw everything that he had been and done, everything he yearned to be, for her, and still she gazed at him like he was the most beautiful creature on earth.
He lifted a finger to gently trace the line of her cheekbones, the arch of her ear.
She froze for a moment, then threw her hands to her face, pushing against her upper lips.
“I…I stayed in my Fae form?”
“You are beautiful whichever face you wear, Hana. It matters not to me.”
“But you said that this was my true face…”
“I suppose that is up to you to decide.”
She cleared her throat, her gaze going back to the shrouded body.
“I have decided what we will do for Quan, when this is over. His ashes will fly free over Phoenix Quarter.”
She held out her hands and Logan wondered what she was doing until…flames flickered there.
He watched warily.
“Are you sure…?”
“Will you anchor me, Dragon?”
“Anchor you how?”
“It was not from within myself that I eased the burning after the fight,” she whispered. “The cool water helped, yes, but where you touched me, where you held me—the phoenix can feel you, your dragon being a creature of water, and she drew on you…I’m sorry I couldn’t control it…”
Heat suffused her cheeks. It was clearly a night for confessions.
The dragon stretched luxuriously within him. To be wanted, needed, essential to another. He had waited centuries for this female. He drew her into the circle of his arms again, nipping along her jaw. “The dragon wants you to take all that you need and more. He wants you to devour him.”
Hana’s shiver rippled across Logan’s skin and an answering tightness in his body echoed it.
Later, he told the impatient lizard. Later.
So, when she rose, fire flickering at her fingertips, he stood with his hand grazing her elbow, and her tears fell and instantly evaporated as she gave her friend a final farewell as she turned him into ash that would again fly free.
Hana allowed Logan to curl up beside her in the secret room where he’d convalesced, below Quan’s den. She slept long, and still, and he marvelled at the powerful female who’d opened herself up to him, just as his heart ached at the impossibility of him getting to keep her.
Of either them, any of them, being able to survive the Tiger onslaught that was no doubt coming.
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Hana bolted upright in bed with such force that the next thing she knew, Logan had tumbled off the mattress, landing in a powerful fighting crouch, eyes scanning the room for danger, instantly in Fae warrior mode.
His hair was rumpled, straight black spikes of it spearing up from his forehead, as though he’d run his hands through it in the night. He probably had, she reflected. She would have been distracted by the smooth, tan, mostly bare body, the deliciously muscled legs as they held that crouch, if her calf and her new marking, weren’t on fire.
She clutched at it, hissing with the pain.
“What is it?”
He came to sit by her, his eyes softening in concern.
“The new marking…Quan…”
“Here. Let me.”
He strode into the kitchen, opened what sounded like the fridge and returned with a pack of ice. He held it to her calf, his fingers stroking the underside of her leg. She didn’t know which was more attention-grabbing—more searing—the mark burning her, or the slow strokes of the Dragon’s fingers.
Imagining those fingers stroking gently over other, sensitive places in her body.
“I think…I think it’s okay now,” she grit out, striding to the armoire where she’d discarded her jeans and t-shirt last night. As she rose, it did indeed feel better, although a dull throb remained.
His eyes were heated sapphire as he watched her dress, but he didn’t smirk or comment on the direction her thoughts had taken, though there was no mistaking the hint in her scent.
“Perhaps the old bastard just wanted to wake me up.”
“We do have decisions to make.”
They met on the rooftop where Jyll and Alessio had just finished sparring. Logan had dropped by the kitchen in the club to collect some sandwiches and coffees that he now dished out between them on an orange milk crate they stood around.
Alessio kept glancing Hana’s way. Jyll’s look was more straightforward.
“I’m sorry about your man,” Jyll said.
Hana nodded her thanks.
“I never thanked you, you know,” the young Tiger cub said.
“For what?”
“For convincing this cranky old bastard to take me on.”
Hana smiled at Logan, who brushed a hand over the small of her back. She pinched his fingers.
Territorial Fae bastard.
“Anything you know, about Stryker, about the Tigers, we could use that information now,” she said to Alessio.
Especially now that she’d been forced to leave behind the pieces of the flask that she’d hoped would answer their questions about the mysterious symbol and how it linked to the deaths and disappearances.  Rex could still be alive, still be out there, waiting for them. But there was no going back to the cemetery now, no way to retrieve it. They needed a new plan.
“I’ve told Logan what I know. Stryker is a loose cannon, not favoured by the Tiger hierarchy. But if he thinks he can cut a deal, he’ll hand us over in a heartbeat.”
“So, that dark beast thing, the thing that…Quan…” she tried to master her quavering voice. “That wasn’t Stryker’s?”
Alessio shook his head.
“Stryker is a prick, but he doesn’t wield that kind of power.”
“That’s one thing working in our favour,” Logan said. “Until he decides to sell us out.”
“Rex could still be out there,” Hana said, heart wrenching. “I need to check on the Justice Precinct system for any…incidents.”
Clean-up crew callouts that might have gone to other detectives. Nausea waved across her.
“You can’t go back in there, Hana. The Tigers have marked you.”
“We’ll see.” 
“What about the symbol?” Jyll asked Alessio.
“I was one of Stryker’s grunts, and I don’t think even Stryker knew what they did. Special task force. Top secret.”
Hana’s new marking flared again, and she brushed a hand over the phoenix, wincing.
Quan.
They all watched her. The phoenix on her collarbones flared to life as she felt Quan’s truth fed directly through the marking, to her fingertips. She looked to the porcelain jug she had pilfered from the kitchen to collect the ashes she promised her old friend would one day fly free. Like several other urns that lay in hiding under her bed in Mama Singh’s loft.
Her sister, Lylah, was symbolic only, as there’d been nothing left for them to retrieve. Her grandmother, Kamala, Quan’s long and lost love in another urn that was made of ancient stone, decorated in the Clan pictures.
All the Clans, even the Phoenix. Like the flask that had smashed to pieces in her forbidden visits to the cemetery. Logan came to crouch by her.
“What do you see?”
She felt the whisper of flame, the brush of Quan’s beautiful phoenix’s feathers.
“There is another artefact that can unlock the power of that symbol. In my loft.”
Logan scowled, thunder on his face.
“No way. Not a chance in all the realms of the Clans.”
“We need it, Logan,” she pleaded. “I feel it.”
Chimes from her hand-held, and his, buzzed simultaneously.
She fished hers from her jacket pocket.
Clean-up crew, not one hundred metres from where the first girl’s body had been found on the Indigo River.
Male. Deceased.
Terror ran through Hana like a slash of lightning.
Rex.
A second wave of it and she saw Logan’s face.
“What is it?”
He scrubbed at his face with both hands, and when he met her gaze finally, she saw only flat gun-metal grey. Despair. Fear such as she’d never seen.
“A vid-message from my son. He says he knows what I’ve done. He asks me to hand myself in. And look at this.”
Wordlessly, Logan handed her the phone.
The boy with the silver hair and Logan’s eyes stared at out them, disgust contorting his face. His hair looked almost white in the reflection of his uniform. Snowy white with a black circle slashed through with two lines branded on his chest.
Shit. Shit.
“I thought he was holed up in the penthouse?” She looked to Jyll and Alessio.
“He was. He swore he’d stay put. We left the others with him, I swear.”
Logan braced a hand on Jyll’s shoulder.
“This is not your fault.”
But then the door to the rooftop flung open and Hana gaped as her contact, the Snake, Silver, strode across the courtyard. Logan made to step in front of her, but she grabbed at his arm.
Silver’s beard was a flat black colour, the likes of which she’d never seen on him, his eyes wide as if he, too, had suffered an awful shock.
“I’m sorry,” was all he said before the darkness swept from his beard, and with it, the stench of rotting carcasses and Hana saw no more.
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Hana woke in darkness, to whimpering. Someone moaned and cried beside her. She could have summoned flame to light the darkness, but no…no, that wasn’t a good choice.
She had a mission, and she would complete it. She felt for the thing in her chest that had long guided her but came up empty. It wasn’t important. She had all the guidance she needed. She waited patiently for her eyes to adjust to the darkness. Saw that a young boy cried and whimpered beside her. Dirt, or perhaps freckles, dusted his face and in even light she thought his hair would be flaming red.
No, bright red. That was a better way to describe it.
Rex. The boy’s name was Rex, some part of her recalled. It didn’t matter. He could help her and that was all that mattered.
“I don’t want to do it…” he was whimpering. “Don’t make me do it again…please.”
The boy was scratching at something on his hip, clawing with his own fingernails until dark patches of blood appeared on his clothing.
“Stop that,” she snapped, tearing his fingers away to reveal a marking underneath. The symbol that guided them, that would bring great glory on her Mistress.
A symbol was carved in the boy’s hip as though someone who’d been quite angry had cut into his flesh with a knife and tipped black ink into it. A circle, slashed through with two lines.
Beauty such as she’d never witnessed before.
“Stop your snivelling and prepare yourself,” she commanded.
The boy looked at her with wide, pleading eyes.
“Hana. You remember me, right? From the gym? We have to get out of here, we have to—”
Hana pressed her fingers into his hip, over the symbol and the boy screamed and screamed. When she was done, he looked at her with glazed eyes.
“I’m ready,” he said in a flat voice.
A voice chuckled from outside their barred cave.
“Oh, very good, my little troublemaker, very good.”
The voice of the white-haired man made her press a hand to her own hip, the mark he had graced her with still burning and searing comfortingly on her skin.
“Stryker,” she snarled. “When is it time to go?”
“This is delicious,” he purred, unlocking the gate and letting her and the boy into the room beyond. She stood, unfazed as he walked around her, a master inspecting his lieutenant.
He would find no fault with the white, snowy uniform.
“You’ve worked out so well, my dear, haven’t you? To think I’d written you off as some flighty courtesan, only to find out the true power you wield. The true value you would bring.”
He paused behind her and gave her neck a long, long lick, hissing a little as his tongue was impeded by what felt like two small bumps.
“Stryker,” a voice admonished from behind them.
A lady with an ancient, Fae face, Tiger stripes rippling over her cheekbones, came to peer at her as well.
“So, this is the last Phoenix Queen finally in our grasp. How adorable that you didn’t even know who you were.”
Something rippled over Hana’s body, but when she glanced down at the skin bared at the top of her shirt, her arms, she saw they were as snowy white as her uniform. Unmarked. Unblemished.
“Thank goodness we can bring this tiresome search to an end. Do you know how dull it has been, tracking down every last one of you with Phoenix blood? Discarding of all the remnants and artefacts of your people?”
The woman picked at a fingernail, as if bored.
“I’ll be due for a long, long vacation after we’ve dealt with our last little problem.”
Hana nodded respectfully.
“Those Seers of mine could not seem to narrow the field after they made that pesky little prophecy. Can you imagine? The Phoenix rising on the back of a Dragon, to snatch power from the Clan that has assured our safety all these years?”
Hana bowed her head, knowing her task here was to listen only, to get her final instructions before she carried out this important task.
“We know how that ends, don’t we? An unstable, suicidal Phoenix Clan member who falls in love with a Dragon? It won’t happen on my watch, I’ll tell you that, Hana Poncoyo.”
Hana’s head snapped up. She listened attentively.
“I won’t have all I’ve worked for destabilised. You will help me rid this town of the Phoenix. When there are none left, there will be no opportunity for this prophecy to come to fruition. The Phoenix sympathisers will have to go too.
“Come first light, you start with that dark-haired Dragon you seem so fond of. Give him my love, along with yours,” she commanded, and the dark circle at Hana’s hip burned.
Glory. Glory could be hers.
Hana couldn’t sleep, she was so eager to get started.
Plus, something like fire raged over her skin, no doubt a trick of the traitorous Phoenix. Her necked throbbed where those little bumps were along her neck and her calf especially burned as though a hot poker shoved into it.
The boy whimpered and tossed and turned all night.
None of it mattered. Hana knew her purpose.




Chapter 46
The Dragon was in his lair with his lieutenants, being held especially for Hana and the boy. As the sun rose, Hana alighted from the elevator amid his extravagantly over-the-top carved passageway. She left the boy to guard the door.
She clasped the dagger in her hand, the one gilt with the special symbol of her mistress.
He sat, along with the one they called Jyll, and the disgraced Tiger cub. She bared her teeth at him, this most lethal enemy of her mistress. His most spiteful betrayal had just wiped away years of loyal service. He would die for it.
Here.
Now.
A feral snarl ripped from her throat, but he didn’t move. Didn’t rise, as though he weren’t afraid of her. He nodded to the two watching him.
“Leave us.”
“But, boss—”
“I said leave, Jyll, now. Take Alessio out to the balcony.”
The two men strode for the floor-to-ceiling glass doors, not looking even a little impressed by it.
“So, Spitfire, it’s just you and me.”
“Don’t call me that,” she snarled, hurling the dagger at his heart.
He did move this time, rolling out of the low couch to dodge the blade and uncoil to his feet.
She hissed.
“Why don’t we take this little rendezvous to the skies, Detective?”
Detective…what…he was trying to mess with her head. She glanced to where the knife had fallen, several feet beyond him into some cushions, trying to keep her mind on here, what she was tasked to do.
“Pit the might of the Phoenix against the Dragon once and for all?”
He watched her, and she seethed. She’d take him down with her bare hands if she had to.
“Or have the Spitfire’s wings been clipped?”
“You know nothing,” she spat.
“Don’t you feel it, the fire against your skin? I can feel the heat of you from all the way over here. If you’re not careful, you’ll turn yourself into a little fireball, and pretty as you are, I’m not sure even your features could withstand that.”
She answered with a jumping roundhouse kick that landed with a satisfying crack against his jaw. He caught the foot, trying to bring her to ground, but she twisted, kicking out again at his face. He smirked, as though he were enjoying this. She scrambled up. He blocked her fierce uppercut, but she landed several jabs to the solid muscles of his stomach.
“Fight me, damn you!” she shouted.
But he stood still now, as she rained blow after blow into the taut planes of his trans-abdominals, his ribs, that pretty, strong jaw. She screamed and ranted at him, trying to take that smirk off his face.
“Fight back!” She didn’t know why it was so important to her, but something whispered inside her, the voices and commands of her mistress muddling and becoming fuzzy with other voices and thoughts and she clutched her head between her hands, moaning.
She felt light-headed with a rage from which she couldn’t begin to comprehend the origin. The rage blazed white-hot as the Dragon got on his knees before her, eyes of silver backlit with turquoise staring up at her. Daring her to finish this.
Making a supreme effort to still her hands beside her, to calm her raging torrent of thoughts, she strode to the cushions behind him then grabbed up the knife. She pressed the sharp edge to his neck, and was startled to see two raised lines there, right where his shoulder met his neck. Two little pinpricks, like the ones in an identical place on her own neck that had ached and burned, bothering her in the night.
The two men burst back into the room, but the Dragon held up a hand, halting them.
“You saw through a powerful glamour once before on the balcony out there, Hana.”
The name echoed within her. Yes, that had been her name at one time, before…the brand on her hip flared and she winced.
“After all that has happened since then, all that we are—that we could be to each other—can you not see the truth once again?”
Her hand shook as the blade kissed his neck, drawing droplets of ruby that slid down over his chest.
“It is, after all, what you were born to be. A truth-teller. A justice keeper of the Phoenix. The woman who marched into a party in this very building and demanded the safekeeping of her enemy’s younglings, despite her own life being on the line. I knew then, that there was something different about you…something special.”
She winced as that phantom heat flared in her calf again.
He followed her gaze.
“Yes, that’s right. The phoenix marking that Quan gave to you. Can you unlock its truth?”
Inexplicably, tears filled her eyes.
“There’s nothing there,” she whispered, confusion clouding her vision. “So why does it hurt so much?”
“Nothing?” he murmured. “Ah, Hana, Quan gave his life so that you may have those markings. I know you can see them.”
The knife hovered over his neck. One stroke, the Tiger Queen whispered through the black marking on her hip. One stroke and it will all be over. But names whispered through the forgotten part of her, above the clamour and urging of the black mark. Quan. Rex. Hana. Logan.
“Logan?” she breathed.
“Yes, that’s right, Hana.’ He grinned. “The territorial Fae bastard.”
Fae. Phoenix. Yes, she was Phoenix and Fae.
The woman with the white hair, the one who held her through the tattoo, had called her the last Phoenix Queen.
“Queen,” she murmured. “The woman said I would have been a Queen.”
The man, Logan, inhaled sharply, and then his face creased into the most incredible smile. For her, for the woman he loved beyond reason and at great cost to himself, and his son.
His son. Another who needed her help, like the boy she’d left by the door, had treated cruelly in the night.
Her calf pulsed again, and she knew what she had to do. She didn’t need ancient artefacts or the flask shattered in the cemetery, or even the flasks hidden under her bed. The truth was written on her body.
She whipped the knife away from the Dragon’s neck and plunged it into her calf. Logan cried out as he saw what she’d done, as she collapsed on the floor beside him. His men hissed and gasped.
The handle of the dagger glowed scarlet and gold, the black symbol carved on its hilt turning molten metal as it shifted and melted. The metal twisted and swirled, reforming, until a new image became clear.
A scarlet circle with five lines contained, protected, inside it. The colours of the five Clans.
The Phoenix, the heralds of justice and peace.
She gasped as the phoenix painted itself onto her calf again, gold and scarlet feathers glittering and then the markings spread over her entire body, burning away the filth at her hip. 
Logan gripped her shoulder, hissing at the sight of the knife protruding from her calf, the knife she still gripped as though her life depended on it.
“Hana?”
“Logan,” she breathed and allowed herself to look into his eyes, bright with concern, but clear of the enchantment that had ensnared her and the boy.
Alessio and Jyll hovered by Logan’s side.
“Take it out,” she ordered.
“Bandages, Jyll,” Logan grit out, but she couldn’t wait, couldn’t have the Tiger relic in her any longer, no matter that it had helped her to seek the truth at last.
She screamed as she withdrew the blade.
Logan cursed.
She could only hold on to snatches of things then. Bright shapes being flung through the air. Cushions? Fussing and low voices, and someone doing something to the fire in her leg.
Then, that face. The turquoise and silver eyes that had momentarily been taken from her.
“Hana. Hana. My Spitfire. So dramatic.” He cupped her face, and she tried to hang on to the sensation of his rough palm on her cheek as an anchor to consciousness.
“Surely there are better ways to seek the truth that to plunge pointy daggers into yourself.”
His voice was hoarse, low, wavering, despite the humour he tried for.
“I bet you’re wishing for the days where your enemies tried and failed spectacularly to ease a little truth from you. Though I’m sure it was no real hardship, what with that enemy being so spectacularly talented and handsome.”
She reached out a fist to punch him. It was pathetic, kitten-like.
“You’ve got tickets on yourself, mate,” she slurred.
He chuckled.
She pointed the wavering hand again.
“Outside. Rex.”
She felt the kiss he pressed against her head, as the fiddling at her leg ceased. Heard more murmuring, a door sliding open in the distance.
“Sleep, Hana,” he murmured, pressing another kiss to her forehead.




Chapter 47
She awoke, groggy, not in one of his lushly carved day beds like she had the night of the New Moon party. This time she was in a four-poster bed lined with smooth, midnight sheets.
His bed.  
She inhaled sharply at the scent that surrounded her. Deep river, ancient glens.
A place a dragon might swim.
Logan.
No sooner had she thought it, than he was there.
“How do you feel?” he asked, perched on the side of his bed.
“Like someone stuck me with a sharp, pointy object.”
She examined her leg, bandages swathing the place where the phoenix ought to be.
His eyes blazed.
“It’s a little bit funny, right?”
He growled, taking her in his arms, nuzzling at her neck.
Pure, possessive male.
“Not funny.” He pulled back to gaze at her. “How are you, really?”
“After some ancient Fae Queen-bitch broke into my mind?”
Concern filled his eyes.
“That is a privilege I will allow only to those closest to me,” she murmured. “She won’t do it again. How did you end up back here? What of your son?”
“This place is locked up tight by your bitch-Queen. Only certain…assassins have been able to enter. None of us can leave.”
“Why hasn’t she come looking for me yet?”
“Judging by the mortality rate of the usual suspects who wear the tattoo that you somehow managed to blast off your hip,” he gestured to the healing, empty place where her singlet rode up, “I would say it is usually a do and die kinda mission. One way.”
“Well,” she murmured, rubbing at the place where that horrible mark had been. “I like to twist a mission to give it my own personal style.”
She looked at the grim set of his jaw. “Logan. Your son?”
He winced. “I haven’t heard from him since he sent that message. A distraction I think, to make sure we were occupied when Silver’s men charged us.”
She hissed.
“We’ll get him back. Sebastien, I mean. Silver can wait.” She stifled the snarl that rippled on her lips at the thought of the two-faced reptile.
“I’m not sure that Seb wants rescuing, but I think I have to try.”
She ran her hands through his hair, nuzzling at his neck, trying to give comfort to the great pain she felt reverberating through the big Dragon.
“Of course, you do. Of course, we will.” They would find a way. “I remember…was Rex here as well?”
Logan nodded. “Your partner in crime was pretty loosely held by that mark. Once you…did what you did, he seemed to escape the compulsion as well, although he’s pretty confused. Pretty messed up.”
“Where is he?”
“Jyll and Alessio are taking care of him. He seems calmest when he’s in the water, so they’ve been camped out poolside day and night. He nodded to the timber doors that enclosed them in Logan’s spacious suite, and beyond it the huge room that was more like a forest, which led on to the balcony.
She couldn’t wait any longer, had to know.
“Tell me about these,” she said, kneeling up on the bed and baring her neck to him. She realised she was in her underwear and a singlet, didn’t bat an eyelid.
Perhaps a Phoenix could learn to be as arrogant and self-assured as a Dragon.
She ran a fingertip over the two raised bumps at the same time she reached for his neck, to seek out the marks she’d made on him that night in the safe house below Quan’s den. The night she’d totally lost her mind.
“Is it a new marking?”  
He looked at the markings for a long time.
“These appeared when you unlocked Quan’s tattoo?”
“No. While I was locked in that dungeon, by that bitch. I didn’t know what they were, didn’t really care, but they gave me pause. Raised a question inside me, where there was only pure obedience, pure focus on my mission.”
The word felt foul on her lips. What she’d nearly done. Hana’s mind reeled. It had been close, too close.
Logan’s eyes heated that simmering silver, like lightning reflected on a lake of sapphire.
“I pledged to do anything to find you, Hana. To search as far or as wide as it would take. I thought about our future together, that I would like to take you as my mate.”
“And these…”
He cupped her face with a rough palm, nipped his way along her jaw, over her shoulder, lighting her blood to a fever pitch. Finally, he licked and sucked at the joining between neck and shoulder, kissed the marks reverently.
“Those are marks of claim, Hana. Our Fae ancestors used them to indicate the unbreakable, immortal bonds of mates.”
“But…you haven’t. I mean, I…”
Her face heated. She had done that. Coveted him. Claimed him. Devoured him.
“Do you want me to?”




Chapter 48
“Please,” Hana said, her breathing becoming shallow and uneven, as she pulled the Dragon back onto the bed.
Despite all that had happened, despite all that was to come, this, now, their pledge to each other, was not negotiable. She would have it, needed it. Wouldn’t risk another moment without him by her side.
She would claim him as her mate, invite him to claim her, and then no power on this continent—no Queen, no matter how powerful—could take that from her, could tear them asunder. She would never forget him again, never forget who she was.
He paused to take off his shirt, baring smooth, tan skin, marked up all over with scratches and blooming bruises of purple and red.
She gasped, tracing her finger over his hurts. “I did that… I’m sorry.”
He smoothed her words with his mouth, kissing and nipping at her lips.
“Like I said, Spitfire, anything and anywhere for you.”
He braced himself over her with an arm, his chest rising and falling erratically.
She traced the contours of his back, and he groaned as her fingers found his dragon markings, the scales of his wings smooth and cool beneath her touch. His hands made their own exploration, in long, lazy strokes down her sides, her legs, carefully, gently navigating her injured calf.
She nearly lost her mind when his fingernails skimmed over her stomach, grazing the underside of her breast. Her fingers, tipped in scarlet, scraped over the scales on his back, and he growled, rearing up over her.
“What about the prophecy?” she murmured. “What if we’re like that ancient Dragon and Phoenix who exploded the world?”
He snarled as he set to work on her breast, lowering his mouth to take slow, tantalising pulls of her sensitive flesh. She thrust her hand through his dark, luscious curls.
“Screw the prophecies,” he breathed. “We make our own choices, our own destinies. A little, crazy spitfire taught me that.”
She laughed, the sound quickly turning to a sharp inhale and long sigh as the way his mouth moved on her drove her to the very edge of sanity. When he liberated her from her panties and his finger dipped into the warm heat at the apex between her thighs, she thought she might really combust. But the Dragon before her who tended to her so exquisitely was her anchor, the cool scales of his markings keeping her on this plane.
Her mate. The markings that had appeared on her neck in her darkest of hours, when she’d truly forgotten who and what she was. The markings that pulled her back home to him, they reminded her that he could be her mate, if that was what they chose. And she did. She’d choose him every time, in every life, no matter what their Clans had been to each other, no matter what history warned.
His finger slipped inside her, and exquisite heat pulsed in its wake. Keeping that hand in place, he kissed his way down her stomach, settling between her legs as he lowered his mouth to that most sensitive part of her.
He circled finger and tongue slowly, teasing, driving her further and further towards that edge and she panted, gritted her teeth, hands frantically sliding against the smooth sheets, over the teal and sapphire adorning his powerful shoulders.
“Logan,” she panted, steel in her tone. “Please. Claim me.”
“You have to earn it,” he gasped, desire heavy under the fringe of dark lashes, a wicked grin on that wicked mouth.
“Earn it?” she snarled, urging him up her body with scarlet-tipped fingers that drew blood that slid over his teal and sapphire scales.
Once he was up, she pushed him back on the bed, slicing off his shorts with a flick of her Fae nails.
“Well, they’re very handy, aren’t they,” she purred, and saw, to her satisfaction, every line of his body go taut with need, with restraint.
Especially a very interesting, male part of him.
“Hana,” he growled.
“What?” she asked, inspecting her nails for a few long moments. “Just considering what I could do with these to…earn it.”
She ran the edge of a razor-sharp nail very carefully along the ridge of his ear, the delicate arch, the lovely shell.
His body went rigid.
Those very pretty arches were clearly incredibly sensitive. She tucked that piece of information away for future use. And then smiled, feral, fierce, and every bit as wicked as her mate, before she lowered her head to take in her mouth that interesting, male part of him.
He groaned, fisting his hand in her hair.
When she thought he’d had as much as he could stand, she climbed up his body, smiling again at the sight of his blazing, wild eyes, and lowered herself, oh, so slowly over him.
She saw in his eyes that he was quickly losing that leash of restraint he’d held so tightly, and he thrust up into her with a long, loud roar. She rode him until they were both moaning and panting. Until those eyes heated to luminescent silver, backlit with the deep blue of an ancestor’s sky and he smiled at her.
The most beautiful sight in the world.
Urgency lit his features, and he rose up, rocking her onto her back, then flipping her onto her stomach. Gentle hands reached under her to raise her hips, pull her back towards his searing, taut, satiny-smooth flesh.
Hands clasping the bed post in front of her, white-knuckled, she waited with delicious anticipation zipping along her body like lightning waves of electricity. She could barely breathe as he nudged at her opening once again, her body crying out for him.
He thrust into her from behind, deep, sharp, explosive, burying himself in her up to the hilt. He lingered there, drawing out the exquisite ache that arched between them as she panted and gasped. So, so close to the edge—her Dragon too, if his jagged breathing and firm grip on her hips was anything to go by.
Again, and again and again, he thrust into her and her crescendo built and built, a raging firestorm of need.
Hana felt as though she were flying, soaring as only a Phoenix could.  Release barrelled into her, and she took her Dragon with her, his deep, earth-shifting growl cut short as his canines speared into her neck, and her strong, beautiful, loyal Dragon marked her body and her soul, washing away the last of their shackles to the dark queen, at once soothing and igniting.




Chapter 49
Hana allowed the peaks of pleasure to lap over her for a long while. The Dragon growled as he petted her, his hands not seeming to want to leave her flesh. That was okay by her. But they had things to do, Clans to save. As she cracked open a lazy eyelid, she saw he was petting that spot on her hip, stroking and stroking at it and—
She gasped, sitting up.
“Looks like you have some new markings, Fae princess.”
Sure enough, on her hip where the Tiger Queen’s mark had been was a dragon. Teal and sapphire scales glinted out at her, surrounding a particularly wicked pair of silver eyes.
“Beautiful,” she murmured.
“I had a feeling he would look nice there.”
“You—?”
“No, I can’t claim credit for that one, my Queen—well, only for the inspiration for his very well-shaped form.”
She gaped at him. “Arrogant Fae male,” she hissed through gritted teeth, but it came out more like a huff of laughter.
“And your chest,” he murmured, tracing his fingers over her heart.
She felt the upraised skin and rose from the bed to look in the mirrored screen.
The scarlet circle with five lines inside. White, for the Tigers, yellow for the Snakes, teal for Dragons, green for the Turtles and gold for the Phoenix.
“The fact that you can hold those marks on your body, Hana…”
“I know,” she murmured. “I know.”
She would help not only the Phoenix, but all the Clans rise. Starting with her mate’s youngling.
“While you were…” he growled, self-satisfied, rising to pull on some shorts, “sleeping off the powerful effects of our time together,” she rolled her eyes, “I checked in with the others. That barrier is still up.”
She strode from the room, covered in nothing but the scarlet and gold swirls of her Clan tattoos, broken only by the teal and sapphire of the new dragon, and the Phoenix marker of Clan justice.
Logan swore and ran after her, flinging his midnight robe around her as she pushed open the glass doors to the balcony.
Jyll, Alessio and Rex all froze where they sat under an umbrella.
She pulled down the shoulder of the robe to show them the symbol on her chest.
“Do you know what this means?” she asked the half Turtle, half Phoenix boy who had almost flamed out, then been forced to do terrible things by the Tigers. The Tiger youngling who had failed his cruel master. The loyal Dragon who had helped his master keep the corrupt will of the Tigers. The shadow of the Snake who had helped and ultimately betrayed her, lingered beside them.
They were all her people now.
The three youngsters dropped to their knees at the sight of the symbol, of the truth they saw. She took each hand one at a time, to raise them up again, all while Logan watched beside her.
His mark—their bond—an anchor, the circle on her chest a promise.
“It means we are done with hiding. It is time for the truth to be known.”




Chapter 50
The final day of the New Year celebrations had risen warm and clear.
In the laneway below the building, a crowd was massing in the streets. Every Clan member was required to be part of the Tiger New Year, to wend their way through downtown to pay their respects to the Tiger Queen, who would address them from the northern ramparts of the Jade Palace.
The noise of the younglings in their tiger costumes already rose above the lanterns at street level, reaching all the way to where they gathered on Logan’s balcony. When she and Logan laid out the plan they’d whispered about between their couplings in the night, there was only one question left.
“How do we break down the barrier around the building?” Jyll asked.
“The truth is,” Hana said, shedding Logan’s robe and stepping up onto the low wall of the balcony alongside him. “The truth is, she no longer has power over us.”
She watched her Dragon leap from the balcony, the sun glinting off his magnificent scales as he shifted. She took a deep breath and leaped as well, feeling her bones melt and reform until she could flap her gold and scarlet wings, sweep her long tail to catch the updraft.
She held together the wound in her calf through sheer will. Trilling her call to the Dragon, he waited for her, wonder in his silver eyes. Together, they turned and waited for the smaller Dragon, Jyll. They would do this together. 
Hana led them over the rubble of Phoenix Quarter, crying out a mournful song. The two dragons flanked her, Logan grazing his neck along her body, a show of empathy and respect.
She nodded her head at him, and the two Dragons flew on ahead. She would take on the Jade Palace, but first, she would see her people.
The crowd amassed along the banks of the Indigo River in Turtle Quarter, the place where Phoenix youngsters had been used by the Tiger Queen to decimate their own Clan in order for her to maintain her death-grip on downtown and the continent.
Hana would start there.
A Turtle youngling noticed her first, pointing at the sky. Soon, more and more heads swivelled her way. Shouting and panic began. Hana loosed the hold on her wound, the marking where Quan had gifted her the truth. A truth she would now share.
Wisps of scarlet and gold rained over her people, and the phoenix sang its story of great love sundered, betrayal, oppression over centuries. Hana felt the dragon on her hip, the marks at her neck pulse as Logan felt the emotion that poured through her.
Water, her Dragon sent water, which dripped as precious tears from her eyes, doubling her reach to her people.
Some still screamed, some held their hands up to catch the divine rain.
She opened her heart and showed them the truth of what had long been hidden from them. The vision she had seen when she plunged that knife into her calf.
The Phoenix Fae had long protected the Clans, had used their gifts of truth-seeing to uphold justice in their dealings with each other on the Southern Continent.
Until a Phoenix Queen had fallen in love with a Dragon, promising to forge an alliance more powerful than any their ancestors had ever seen.
The Tiger Queen—the same who had held Hana in that dungeon—would not let it come to pass. Hana saw the moment she subverted her very nature to forge that black symbol, forever changing the scarlet circle of the Phoenix.
The moment she captured that powerful Dragon, stamped that brand on him, causing him to forget and spurn his fated mate.
The Phoenix Queen could not understand what had happened, why her mate turned from her. She raged and despaired and lost control of her power, setting her people on course for a war they could not win.
And the Tiger Queen’s compulsion had been so powerful, so complete without the checks and balances of the Phoenix, that the Clans bowed to her power, begging her protection from the Phoenix insanity, and allowed her to drive the maligned people almost to extinction.
She’d collected the powerful Fae of other Clans, blackmailed and threatened them until they’d agreed to hide their powers, until the people knew their ancestry only as fairy tales. Until their very nature had been hidden from them.
Over the centuries, she’d become complacent. Few enough Phoenix survived that she no longer purposefully hunted them.
Until a few months ago, when the Tiger Seers had divined an omen of a new era. An omen that suggested a powerful pairing was coming. The Phoenix would rise again, on the back of a pre-destined mateship. One between a Phoenix and a Dragon.
Which Phoenix it may be could not be seen. And so, the Queen had set out to destroy them all, using the symbol that had helped her solve a problem long ago.
As the people in the streets below her watched their history revealed by her Phoenix, they looked at each other with awe. Fear. Wonder.
Hana flew over the marching lines, across the Indigo Bridge into Snake Quarter, her truth raining on them in blood and tears. Deep into downtown she went, to show the Dragons. Letting her gold and scarlet blood feather into the air, her tears rained down on them all, regardless of their Clan.
She trilled over the cemetery, to the gold mausoleum she had long watched from the height of her tree, singing in sorrow and gratitude to the family that had made all this possible.
Lylah. Grandma Kamala. Thank you.
She flew the long way around the Jade Palace, finally coming to the plane before the northern ramparts. It was filled to brimming with members from all Clans.
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A warning shout went up from the Tigers, and arrows were soon aimed her way.
She saw the white-haired Queen screech and shout orders, and more men rushed onto the compound wall.  Hana dodged and weaved their arrows and rocks, the flash of Dragon lightning spearing for her.
It did not matter if their arrows pierced her skin. The more she bled, the more truth would rain down on them.
The Queen pointed a hand toward her, and that dark cloud of terror poured forth from her fingertips. The men, women and children on the plane cowered, their screams rending the air.
The stench of it nearly had Hana tumbling from the sky. But she remembered her sister who she had not been able to save, her grandmother who had fought her whole life for the Phoenix, and the man who had loved her from afar. Quan. She remembered Quan’s brave gift, and the courage of the male and boys who had stood with her on the balcony this morning.
The courage to stand against the tide, for what they knew was right, whatever the cost may be. And so, she too, would hold fast. She sent that truth, all of the courage of her people toward that black cloud. 
The scarlet symbol appeared, branding the darkness, and she saw the Queen take a small step back. Just one. Then Hana’s vision played against the dark backdrop of the halted cloud, for all to see.
“No!” the Queen was shouting. “No! I order you all to cast your eyes down. Take your own eyes out if you must!”
Tigers still aimed and fired their arrows at her, although some did not loose them. In the crowd below, fingers drifted to sword belts, some began to claw at their faces, succumbing to the Queen’s compulsion.
Hana threw out a shield of light and flame between the Queen and the crowd with what little of her power remained. She could not sustain both the vision and the shield for much longer. Just long enough…
There. In the chaos that reigned, Hana saw two Dragons swoop in from the side, spearing towards the Queen’s balcony.
Hana saw with horror that the Queen was indeed going to any lengths to stop her Tigers from seeing the vision. Several of her men crumpled to the ground, clutching at their eyes. She flung out her shield to protect all of them from their Queen, even the male she marked as Stryker, pleading on his knees before her.
The smaller, sky-blue dragon aimed for the figure at the Queen’s feet, the most powerful male aside from the Queen, talons shredding and ripping. The big teal and sapphire dragon snatched something up in his claws. The youngling struggled and cursed as Logan lifted him high in the air. A chance. She knew that was all Logan wanted to give the boy. A chance to make his own choices.
Slowly, beneath Hana’s shield, the people began to lift their eyes to the story that played above them. Tears streamed down a Turtle Clan woman’s face as she drew her partner and child close. Hana saw Phoenix colours start to bloom on the young girl’s face. Similar scenes began to play out across the field.
What was left of the Phoenix began to be revealed across the plane. So few, but more than Hana could have hoped for. Others started as their Fae forms were revealed, long hidden by the Tiger Queen.
Watching her people, concentrating on that shield, Hana felt the lightning cord whip around her neck a second too late. She was being dragged into the Queen’s dark cloud, her breath cut off. She trilled frantically with the last of her air.
The Queen smiled, wide and cruel. Too late. It was too late.
But gold and scarlet flashed in her vision, jolting the Queen off her feet.
A Phoenix, small and determined.




Chapter 52
Hana let the momentum of the loosening lightning whip carry her over the rampart wall, her wings flapping feebly, and she landed beside the brave phoenix, shifting into her Fae form.
The small phoenix had knocked the Queen off balance, and before she’d straightened, Hana barrelled a last burst of flame and light into the Queen, who shrieked, stumbling back inside the great doors of her Palace. With a flick of her fingers, Hana slammed the great doors shut, sealing her inside.
She ignored the banging and shouting, and turned to survey those left on the balcony. Rex was standing with his foot on Stryker’s neck. The small, brave phoenix. Blood dripped from a cut above his eye, but his eyes blazed with pride.
“Well met, Rex, well met,” she murmured.
Stryker managed to incline his head to her, from beneath Rex’s foot.
“Your majesty.”
She smirked and might have fallen, if it wasn’t for the big dragon that winged his way toward her, shifted and lent his strength to her elbow.
Show-off.
Logan raised his eyebrows at the sound of someone flinging themselves bodily at the heavy wooden doors behind them.
Hana shrugged. “She can keep the Jade Palace. I don’t need it.”
He grinned, the light in his eyes reflecting hers. Fierce. Feral.
“Sebastian?” she asked.
“Safe with Jyll and Alessio. Not happy, but safe.”
She nodded, relief flooding through her.
“I don’t think I have the strength to get down there, but I would like to address the people,” she murmured.
Logan draped her in his midnight robe, eyes glinting with mischief.
“Be my guest.”
Without another word, he shifted back into the magnificent dragon and turned his shoulder to offer her his back.
“Dignity will have to wait for another day,” she said. She might have laughed, if she had an inch of energy left.
The Dragon’s eyes glinted too, as he opened his talons and she climbed into their waiting embrace. There was no reserve of power to shield her as she landed in front of the people. But whatever they might think of what they had just witnessed, it was their call to make. She wouldn’t glamour or compel them as their former Queen had done, nor hide any longer. 
Logan stood beside her in his Fae form, subtly keeping her standing with the support of an arm around her waist. A small phoenix and a dragon flew in beside them, with Logan’s son, who was scowling suitably.
They shifted to show their human faces. Alessio came forward from the crowd and stood beside them, keeping a wary eye on Sebastien.
“My people, as we celebrate the New Year, you can see that a new era is upon us.”
She noted the gold and scarlet glimmering in sparse patches in the crowd, the Fae features of many.
“What is left of the Phoenix Clan has risen, and alongside it, many of you who have forgotten who you truly are, what you truly are, have been restored. We did not lose our Fae nature centuries ago. It has been hidden from us. It will be a time of great learning and transition.
“I ask that you consider my promise to you. The promise of my ancient ancestors, the Phoenix, and what the symbol marked on my skin means to all of you—Tiger, Dragon, Turtle, Snake or Phoenix. Demon, vampire or werewolf.
“The promise of truth and justice. Of choice. About who we want to be to each other.”
“What about the Tiger Queen?” someone shouted.
“She no longer has power over us. We can safeguard against her influence, but what happens to her now is up to all of you.”
A murmur rippled through the crowd.
“Would you not kill her for what she’s done?”
Sebastien snarled in Alessio’s grip.
“I would entreat you to think on it with mercy in mind. For now, she is confined to the Jade Palace and she may not exert compulsion nor glamour.”
People turned to each other, talking about what they’d seen and heard, inspecting each other with awe and wonder. The Turtle family that Hana had glimpsed from the air rushed to her side. The woman, tears streaming over the shell markings on her face, threw her hands around Hana’s neck.
“Thank you,” she whispered. “Thank you for giving our daughter a future.”
The little girl, who now had scarlet and gold glittering atop her Turtle markings, smiled shyly at Hana.
“Do you think you could teach me?” she asked, “to fly as you do?”
Hana smiled broadly at the little girl, and felt the phoenix sing, finally free of its cage.




Chapter 53
Hana Poncoyo, the first Phoenix Queen of the new era, had taken up residence with her mate, the King-consort, Dragon Master Logan Katana, in his penthouse suite.
Her Phoenix liked to be so high above the ground, and the daily swims on his balcony kept her fire in check.
It cooled the fire of the phoenix, but not so much the fire that her new mate lit anew in her each night, long into the wee hours, with the grazing of his canines, the touch and press of his strong, capable hands.
She’d collected the steaming cup of coffee he’d left for her by their bed that he knew she favoured, part of their midnight snack routine, and found him sitting on the low wall of his balcony. Their city spread before them, new lanterns twinkling like busy fireflies after one such encounter that still had warmth spreading and pooling low in her belly.
He turned to her, scenting her well before she made her presence known.
“Spitfire,” he murmured. “You’ll be the death of me.”
She nipped at his ear and he hissed, thrusting a hand inside the robe she hadn’t bothered to tether, fingers grazing her breast.
“Oh, but it will be a very pleasant, very sensual way to go,” she crooned.
He chuckled, pulling her into his lap.
From here, with her Fae vision that Logan had been teaching her to harness, even in the dark, she could see the Phoenix Quarter, the progress they’d made clearing away the rubble.
Logan was overseeing the rebuild. She liked the penthouse a lot, but she knew Logan was scheming. He wasn’t very good at keeping secrets, and she’d caught him several times deep in discussion over what looked to be draft architecture with Jyll and Alessio.
She didn’t need her truth-telling sense to guess that perhaps he would build a new home for them. A home that would include space for all the Clan members, younglings, those coming to terms with new Fae abilities—anyone who needed them. They would all be welcome at Logan and Hana’s.
Those who needed their help. Those who would accept it.
“How was Sebastien today?”
Jyll and Alessio had moved into a slightly smaller, though no less extravagant penthouse on the same floor as Logan’s, with the boy.
“Still cursing about how we’ve ruined his life.”
“Standard teenage boy stuff, then.”
He grimaced.
“I don’t know Hana. I don’t know if I’ll be able to pull him back from the edge.”
“You can’t pull him, Logan. He needs to make the choice for himself.”
She felt the words before he said them.
But what if he makes the wrong choice?
“We can’t force him to decide. And if he chooses to seek out the former Tiger Queen”—who the people had decided to leave to her own devices in the sealed palace—“there’s not a lot we can do about that, Logan. Except keep our door open to him, no matter what he chooses.”
He kissed her on the nose.
“You’re a bit too wise for a baby Fae Queen,” he teased. She rolled her eyes. “How did you go with Rex today?”
She grinned and told Logan about the look on the faces of her Dragon—imbecile lizard colleagues—down at the Justice Precinct, as she had marched in there with the boy. Charged him with bringing some order to the place.
She knew he could do it. He’d proved his fearlessness in the battle for their city, and their continent, when he had followed the phoenix singing in his blood and shifted, coming to her aid against the Tiger Queen right at the crucial moment.
He was the perfect person to head up her new initiative. The Phoenix Task Force. His division would seek out all the lost and frightened Clan members, ensuring they got the help they needed, keeping an eye on how the re-emerging Clan was faring in their interactions with the other Clans.
Jyll and Alessio would keep up the dens like Quan’s as a place youngsters could go to blow off some steam.
“He’ll ruffle some Dragon scales down there, but he’ll be good at it.”
There would be hard days to come, that she knew. But she had good people around her.
She pushed off her Dragon’s lap.
“Will you do something with me?”
She’d been to both her loft at Mama Singh’s—had some fried noodles with the old lady and set in place a recurring order to be sent up the penthouse—and the safe house beneath Quan’s den today.
She returned from their room with the three urns. One for Lylah, one for Quan and one for her grandmother.
“It’s time my family flew free.”
The Dragon’s eyes softened, lining with silver.
“Where?” he asked.
They both shed their Fae skins, becoming the phoenix and dragon as they plunged off the penthouse balcony, Hana holding two flasks in her claws, and Logan one in his talons.
They flew low over Phoenix Quarter and Hana sang a mournful song, but one edged with joy and hope, gilt in gold and scarlet.
She released her family, who had sacrificed so much for this moment, into the cool midnight air above the Quarter that would be Hana and Logan’s, and a new generation of Phoenix’s home.
And then she flew into the velvety, star-flecked night with her mate, fast and glorious and free.
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Chapter 1
Tiffany
You should slide into an orgasm like hot fudge sauce slides over chocolate cake.
I tried to imagine that same fudge sauce sliding down my body as a lithe, talented mouth feasted on the dessert, on me. My head slammed the headboard and my eyes shot open.
An earnest, try-too-hard expression filled my vision, the accompanying puppy dog eyes and short-cropped, black curls not nearly as sexy as they were before the onset of our horizontal mambo.
Getting off shouldn’t be this hard—pun one-hundred percent intended.
I scrunched my eyes as the heavens opened up outside and raindrops rattled the windows. I tried to lose myself in the moment. In Peter—or was it Paul’s—fumbling. His spasmodic oh, God and awwwesome interjections. The careful groping, the measured, timed-perfect pump and grind, and grunts of him losing himself while nothing came to me. No stars or universe exploding. No thoughts of England. And definitely no orgasm, earth-shattering or otherwise.
Did I put the wash in before I left?
A vision of my full-to-overflowing laundry basket overtook the image of Peter/Paul’s blood-infused face.
Damn, I don’t think I did. My work shirt would never dry before morning. That means a complete change of wardrobe for our strategy meeting scheduled first thing.
“Oweee!” Peter/Paul’s heavy mass stiffened, shuddered, then slumped against my still wanting body.
My ears rang. My skin pricked sticky with his sweat. His heavy breath prickled my throat.
“Awesome.” His hand brushed my breast in practiced, circular strokes. “Hey, you didn’t come. Want me to go down and finish you off?”
I shuddered. God, no.
He slid down my body, misreading my reaction, which had nothing to do with anticipation. The last guy who endeavored to “finish me off” bit me so badly I couldn’t pee without pain for weeks.
I pulled him back up. “Next time.”
I tried to smile. Failed abysmally, from the look on his face. That hopeful, eager to please puppy-dog expression vanished, a look that had seen me relent and follow him to his place for a “night cap.”
Should there even be a next time? Why did I keep trying, keep hoping that “this time” things would be different? Casual sex, hot office sex, sex with a stranger, sex with a friend. I’d tried it all, with high hopes, only to be left with low—or like now—no result.
No one got me going like Sammy. Always charged, always ready, and as sexy as my imagination. All I had to do was keep him forever supplied with batteries. He did the rest.
In all my experience—not as much vast as varied—men just didn’t have the wherewithal—or technique—to get me off. Sammy was reliable and hit the spot. Always.
Did men even know there was a spot? A mere seven letters into the alphabet. Not so far that you’d get lost on the way. 
If only I could meet a real-life Sammy, my life would be complete.
“I can’t leave you hanging. Let me finish you off.”
Hell, back to Peter. Paul? Or maybe Patrick. He hadn’t even started. I was already finished. I had laundry to do. And a real bad headache, starting in my temple and finishing smack between my thighs.
I pulled back and glanced at the time.
“Damn, is it midnight already?” I wriggled and rolled till I’d freed myself from his weight. “I have an early morning meeting and a heap of prep I haven’t even started yet.”
I eyed my silk blouse, folded meticulously on a large chair, along with my meticulously folded A-line skirt. Even my underwear was symmetrically folded in a pile of its own. Foreplay had been as exciting as a wet blanket. No mad rush to get my clothes off and get dirty.
Everything meticulously in its place.
That should have been my warning right there.
I slipped into my shirt and shimmied into my skirt. My undies and bra, I stuffed into my bag.
“Thanks so much for—” What could I say? Fun? A good time? It wasn’t even mediocre. “Thanks.”
I bolted through the door, hoping the rain outside had cleared. I ducked my head as drops the size of gooseberries began the process of frizzing my hair before drizzling down my back.
Another hope dashed.
Forever the optimist. Forever disappointed. That was me. 
*
The meeting dragged. It seemed to be the flavor of my life at the moment. Time dragging. Dissatisfaction slumping like uncast clay in the pit of my stomach. Or maybe it was lower.
It didn’t help that the new scientist in the newly launched Biological Standards wing of our little pharmaceutical company was late. It made me pissy. Even more so that Graeme—our normally “lateness is tardiness is disrespectfulness” boss—seemed quite blasé about the totally blatant display of tardiness and lack of respect. Welcome to a century when only the semblance of equality existed. The whole bro-code, sexist bullshit still ran rampant in New Orleans, and in particular, in our offices.
The conference room door swung open, and our frazzled-looking—or was that dazzled-looking—admin assistant, Jane, hobbled into the room. Normally she would have stumbled, but hard to do that—or maybe not in the case of Jane—when your leg’s still in a knee-high cast. Distraction and the wrong kind of guy could do that to you.
I shoved at the thought, and the telltale pain it brought with it.
Distraction wasn’t all bad. Kinda like the guy who followed her into the room.
Jane stuttered, her face so pink she resembled a grapefruit. The pink kind. “Gideon Fang.”
Lady parts that hadn’t been properly fed in a while suddenly perked up and took notice.
Shit-hot.
No other way to describe the black-leather and denim covered, muscle-clad hunk who strode into the room like he owned it, and every one of us with it.
Nu-uh.
An alpha male with an over-developed sense of importance was the last thing our company needed. My temper prickled. That explained the flow of lava straight through my center—not the motorcycle helmet in his hand or the vision of his thick, muscle-bound thighs wrapped tight round his vibrating machine. Heat burned my face, no doubt to the shade of overripe raspberries.
They’d go down a treat with that hot fudge sauce.
Stop it!
I licked my lips, and green-almost-golden eyes latched onto them. I felt their caress, as if his tongue joined mine in its quest.
Fuck.
That word dragged rampant images to my mind. Inappropriate images for strategy meetings with a room full of stuffy scientists. All stuffy but one.
“Ahh, Gideon.” Graeme stood and pumped the man’s hand like they were long lost friends.
I hated that I noticed how large and strong that hand looked clasped in Graeme’s pudgy one. Hated that my mind flew to the promises a large hand suggested.
“Take a seat. We’ve only just started.”
No indication the meeting had droned for the past half hour, waiting for Lord Gideon to arrive.
I was pissy. Unusually so. I should have ridden Sammy last night, instead of tossing my clothes into the wash before falling exhausted into bed. That would have taken the edge off whatever reaction was taking place right now.
Gideon, our newest testosterone-rich addition to the team, made his way round the table.
Crap.
How did I not notice the only vacant spot sat to my right?
He sprawled into the chair, but not before dropping his helmet onto the table and shaking hands with Mannie—our communicable diseases, or CDC, head scientist—before turning to me to do the same.
I blame my impeccable manners and pitiful lack of balls for letting him take my hand in a firm, pussy-drenching shake. His gaze drilled into mine. Drilled deep, where gazes shouldn’t delve.
I snatched my hand free and nodded my greeting. Hard to speak when your tongue’s lodged halfway down your throat.
“Now that Gideon’s here, let’s get started.” As if we hadn’t started already. Again, my mercury shot skyward. I was over this whole male domination thing. Had been over it since I’d applied for the new role only to be told the company was bringing someone in.
Call me shallow, but my instant dislike—yeah, that explained my reaction—had reason. Gideon had not only usurped the promotion I’d worked my butt off to earn, but he’d also upped the male to female ratio, and it wasn’t in double-X chromosome’s favor.
“So, as I was saying, work on the Influenza A H3N2v4 antidote has been ramped up, with the new, earlier release date now set for . . . blah blah blah.” It wasn’t like I hadn’t heard it all before. I zoned. Tried not to notice the heat emanating from the body beside me. Or the fact his knee bumped mine every time he moved. Which seemed like an awful lot, if you were counting. Which I wasn’t.
An hour later, the meeting was over. Just as frigging well. My thighs had aced a better workout than they ever did in yoga. If I’d clenched them any tighter, my butt cheeks would have shattered.
I jumped out of my seat and was at the door before anyone else had risen. Sanctuary, at last. And an opportunity to strategy-plan my avoidance of Gideon in the future.
“Ahh, Tiffany, one moment please.” Pudgy finger raised in a “wait right there” gesture, my boss had spoken. And one never ignored the boss. Even when one was so horny, even a look—not Graeme’s—would turn my already melting body to sauce.
Why did my thoughts always come back to sauce?
And there was another unfortunate word. Come. Something I hadn’t done in the last twenty-four hours. And curse the fact that if I had, this whole sordid day would have gone a lot differently.
Men didn’t spark this kind—or strength—of reaction in me. Never had. No doubt, they never would. Sure, the knowledge never stopped me from trying—hence, my non-event last night—but nothing ever changed. For my sanity, if nothing else, I needed to accept my fate, marry Sammy and move on.
Because whatever reaction Gideon triggered, he was off limits. Regardless of my no work-fucking policy, I didn’t do alphas. Been there, done that, and the bruises had healed, just not the scars.
I pushed the memory aside, along with the lump it brought to my throat. “Yes, Graeme.”
“I’ve got an appointment with the Pax Group in the city, so would you mind showing Gideon around?” He turned to the hulk in question. “Tiffany’s been acting in your role for the past three months, so if you have any questions, I’m sure she’ll be more than happy to help you out.”
Then my devoid-of-a-clue boss hand-pumped Gideon once again, before promising to catch up first thing in the morning.
And there sealed my fate.
No escape. No time to take the edge off my craving—even without Sammy. No nothing but eyes that sent me fifty shades of randy and a palm at my back that made me want it to scooch lower.
If this day’s end saw me still sane, it’d be one fucking great miracle.




Chapter 2
Gideon
Fuck me.
When Damon sent me into Hagen Pharmaceuticals to carry out the coven’s plan, I’d never imagined I would be awarded fringe benefits galore, deliciously wrapped in a skittish, tight package with blonde curls and bright, opal blue-green eyes. I could feel her heat. Fuck, I could smell it. And it made me want to taste her like I’d never wanted to taste a woman before. Or, almost never, bar once.
I’d almost lost hope. Surely, she couldn’t be . . .
Shock ricocheted through my body, followed closely by a rush that saw every muscle tighten. I’d been wrong before, and the cost was far too great for me to make the same mistake again. That said, the past didn’t preclude me from enjoying the feast before me.
Her prim, curve-hugging ankle-length skirt didn’t fool me. She was sex on legs, and I couldn’t wait to be wrapped in both, hot and tight.
“First, let’s check out your office.” She gave me, then the helmet under my arm, such a stern, disapproving look, I was almost fooled into thinking she didn’t feel it too. Almost, but for the tiny shiver beneath my palm as I guided her out through the door.
She jerked forward, breaking the connection. “The new Biological Standards wing is down the main corridor and through the double doors at the end.” The sharp click-clack of her heels dragged my gaze lower to find slim ankles and firm calves disappearing beneath the slit of her skirt. “If ever you get lost, just follow the olive green tiles. The other corridors have blue.”
“I never get lost.”
“I’m sure you don’t.” Her expression said she doubted my confidence, but she didn’t bite.
That thought had me hard in less than a nanosecond. I wanted her bite. Wanted to return the favor. My mouth watered, wanting to taste her skin, to pierce it, to savor the delights throbbing just beneath it.
She pushed through the double doors, and even though her retort was stilted and controlled, she left the door to slam in my face. If she expected anything other than a grin as reaction, she’d be disappointed. I pushed on through and followed the sway of her ass.
“So, Tiffany, is it? Or do you prefer Tiff?”
“Only friends call me Tiff.”
“Then, Tiff it is.”
She glanced back, icicles in her expression. “Tiffany will do just fine.” A white building with black trim loomed up before us. “Here we are.” Another set of double doors that didn’t slam in my face this time. I was fast, just one of my many talents.
A stout, weasel-faced woman looked up from a desk to the left of the entrance.
“Brenda.” Tiff’s relief was tangible. “The new BS scientist.” She turned back to me, focusing somewhere in the vicinity of my right ear. “Brenda, meet Gideon. Gideon, meet Brenda.”
She side-stepped when I reached past to shake Brenda’s hand, leaving a trail of vanilla and spice and all things wicked. My taste buds sprung to life with the accelerated pulse of her blood and I steeled my jaw against my reaction.
Her smile was tight, lips she’d licked earlier once again receiving attention from her tongue. “I’ll leave you in Brenda’s capable hands.”
She was almost at the door when I intercepted her. “If I’m not mistaken, Graeme entrusted you to show me around.”
I was close now. Closer than she’d let me venture before, and her scent was beguiling. Not just the spicy vanilla that made me think of rich, cinnamon-laced cream, but it was her. A slight turn of my head and her throat was within reach—that live, pulsing point where neck meets shoulder stamped with a rosy, half-heart birthmark.
The breath caught in my throat, the world spinning wildly for just one moment. I was all too familiar with broken hearts.
My initial reaction hadn’t lied. She’s the one.
She shuffled back, removing her scent from my nostrils, but not the memory.
“Brenda knows as much as I do about the role, maybe even more. And for anything she can’t help with, call me or email.” She gave me a once-over and my dick twitched, her only acknowledgement of my very obvious reaction a slight widening of her eyes. And a dusky pink sweeping her cheeks.
I cupped her elbow and was rewarded with a shudder—hers and mine. “I have a question.”
She dropped her arm, breaking contact and a connection surely she could feel. Her gaze met mine. Almost. She was avoiding eye-contact, and that was fine. Soon that would change, along with her prickly, porcupine demeanor.
It was written, after all.
She quirked a slim, blonde brow.
I didn’t make her wait. “Why didn’t you apply for the job if you were already doing it?”
Her expression turned to vinegar. “I did.”
“Then why didn’t you get it?”
“That’s a question you’ll have to ask Graeme.” Her palm flattened against the glass and she pushed, making way for a gust of cool winter air to enter. “Welcome to Hagen Pharmaceuticals, Gideon.”
She stalked out through the door, leaving it to slam in my face once again. I let it, enjoying the wriggle of her ass in that tight, sexy skirt. A skirt perfect for pulling up over her hips before pounding into her, watching her derision transform into desire.
Throat-clearing to my left dragged my gaze away from Tiff—yes, she was Tiff to me. One day soon, she’d beg me to call her that, and more.
“Brenda.” The thrum-thrum of the old woman’s pulse drew my gaze to her neck, to the life-force racing through her veins. I had that effect on women. Now, yesteryear, since three-hundred plus years and counting. But this woman didn’t heat my blood, didn’t raise my libido. Only one woman had ever held that kind of power over me before today. I’d thought her the match the ancient ones promised. The match to end my restless centuries of yearning and give my unsatisfied soul peace.
I’d been wrong.
And for the two-hundred years since, I’d all but given up on ever finding my match. But now . . . Tiff posed a challenge. And perhaps the promise of more.
I was always up for a challenge. The tight stretch of denim against my cock afforded more than enough evidence of the fact. I let my hand drop, allowing my helmet to shelter my reaction from the other woman’s view.
I smiled. “I hear you’re an expert when it comes to running this lab. We’re going to make a great team.”
The woman all but swooned.
It wasn’t Brenda who made my grin widen or adrenalin race through my blood. It was Tiff and the knowledge of what she represented. The Prophesy would soon be complete and my existence would be forever transformed.




Chapter 3
Tiffany
One week.
The longest week in the history of horny women. Ever.
Gideon. That name sent both shivers and shudders through my body in one foul and fabulous sweep. Even Sammy had given me no joy, and worse still, no orgasm. A first.
Every time I closed my eyes and let myself go, the face staring down at me was his. Eyes of the devil, hot and hungry. Eyes that would eat me up if only I let them. And that was just his eyes. Don’t get me started on that mouth.
Sinuous heat hit my core. If I hadn’t been sitting at my bench staring vacantly at a line of yet to be swabbed petri dishes, I’d have slithered to the floor in a simpering, pathetic puddle.
I’d relegated Sammy to the back of my underwear drawer until I could separate his mechanical powers from the magnetic powers of he-who-shall-not-be-named.
Damn.
The man wasn’t leaving my thoughts—or my dreams—anytime soon. Something had to be done. Maybe an exorcism? Sure he wasn’t a ghost, but by hell, he was a demon.
All week, seven long, limitless days of the man. Wherever I moved, there was Gideon. Wherever I turned, his eyes latched to mine, gobbling me up as if they had a tongue and teeth and taste buds of their own.
In the break room, he’d snuck up and reached around me for a cup, the deep rumble of his voice shivering up my spine. In our weekly planning meeting, he’d nabbed the seat beside me before I could find a better option. Even Mannie, with his garlic breath and overpowering sweaty socks, would have been preferable. The stench I could block out, the sense of Gideon’s body wasn’t so easy. Even in the specimen freezer, the least sexiest of places, he’d edged past to grab the Staph epidermidis and I’d nearly combusted with heat.
I was still combusting.
I couldn’t concentrate, and my empty, unprepared petri dishes bore testament to that.
There had to be a way out of his spell and back into the real world. One where I didn’t lust after the type of man with power enough to destroy the life I’d rebuilt post-Richard.
A familiar clamp wrapped round my chest and squeezed. I’d left that life behind, but that didn’t mean it had left me.
“So, I was just wondering . . .” Cool breath fanned my hair and I couldn’t suppress the shiver all the way to the tips of my tightly curled toes.
Richard and all his darkness faded into light.
Gideon didn’t finish. He leaned in, his cool body sparking heat in my blood, his magnetism pulling at my lady parts until they ached for release, damn them.
Nine days since I’d orgasmed—yes, I’d counted—and he damn near had me coming from the mere feel of his presence. I was losing my mind, and all sense of myself. Because, God help me, I wanted to jump the bastard and have him every which way on the spotless lab floor.
I wanted messy sex. Untamed sex. Hard and heavy sex, until I couldn’t stand straight or think straight or even fuck straight.
He needed to go before my mind was forever lost. That meant I needed to turn and hear him out. One week, and I knew him well enough to know that only then would he leave. 
I braced and swiveled in my chair.
Fuck.
He was so frigging close, barely a flea’s dick separated us.
I leaned back and let my gaze slowly ride up his body, trying desperately not to give in to his pull. When it finally locked with those eyes—more green than gold today—I made sure nothing but boredom filled my expression.
I quirked a brow. “You were wondering . . .”
“Mmmm.”
“Anything in particular, or were you just exercising your vocal cords?”
“Funny, Tiff.”
Funny, my ass.
Of course, I didn’t say it, much as the words pricked my lips and I longed to put his smart, denim-clad ass in its place. He was determined to wind me up. And blast the man, now I needed a new nickname. One he couldn’t ruin, like he’d ruined Tiff. One syllable, and it flowed from his tongue like thick, sinuous honey. Honey that would drizzle down my body till his talented tongue laved every drop of it up.
Fuckola.
This was the worst time for that particular fantasy to hit.
I swallowed, and leaned back as far as my chair and the counter behind me allowed.
Yep, another nickname. Problem was, not much you could do with Tiffany. Fanny? That ship was never sailing, no matter how much his using Tiff pissed me off.
“Does your presence here have a point?” My glare was designed to make him feel every icicle-laced dagger. “You’re interrupting my flow.”
His glance at my still untouched petri dishes said it all. Lucky for him, he didn’t comment. My knee was in convenient striking distance of his crown jewels and I wasn’t afraid to use it.
“Brenda is off tomorrow, but I have five antibiotics to sterility test. I wondered if you’re free to assist.”
Fuck, no.
Only I couldn’t say that. Fucking workplace etiquette.
“I have a report due by five tomorrow. I doubt I’ll have time.”
Much better. 
“No problem.” His lips slipped into a grin that reached all the way between my thighs, and squeezed. “Scratch my back and I’ll scratch yours.”
Was he trying to kill me? Because no matter how I reworked those words, they sounded anything but work-related.
This conversation was way past over. I swiveled round and reached for a petri dish.
He swiveled me back, his hand reaching across to stop said dish from skittering to the floor. His arm brushed my breast and neurons shot my nipples straight from erect to mountainous. “I need your help, Tiff. And I’m willing to reciprocate the offer.”
Double entendres flowed way too easily from his tongue. Or was it my mind?
I straightened my thoughts, gave them a stern warning and refocused on work. Gideon’s wasn’t an unreasonable request, really. I’d helped Joel out plenty before he moved cities and transferred to company headquarters. It was the reason I’d stepped so easily into his shoes after he was gone.
Only Gideon wasn’t Joel, and the sterility room was the size of a slightly large closet. Sure, we’d be suited up. But we’d be alone and boxed into close proximity for the better part of two hours. Shoulder to shoulder, working side by side. Did I mention alone?
“C’mon Tiff, I really need you for this. Unless there’s something else stopping you?”
His last words were a challenge. I felt it, in his tone, in the prick of his gaze. Silence filled with his unuttered words—you can’t handle the heat.
No way would he get the better of me. I’d help, I’d be professional, and I’d be damned immune to his magnetism.
I grabbed the vial of E.coli and shook. “What time do you need me?”
I barely listened as he answered. My mind had turned to defensive action.
Sammy was coming out of hiding tonight, because damn everything, I wasn’t going into that room with Gideon still unsatisfied.




Chapter 4
Gideon
I’d designed the whole “scratch my back” scenario to make Tiff uncomfortable. And, success—it seemed to be working. But no way could her discomfort match the dig of my fly against my cock.
Backfire.
Even though the sterility suit—more like a surgeon’s scrubs than a hazmat get-up—covered all but her eyes, I could still see her dilated pupils behind the protective goggles, could still catch the heady aroma of vanilla and spice, could still feel the heat of her body as if it were plastered hard against mine.
I’d waited two-hundred-plus years, you’d think I could hold out a little longer. My cock had other ideas.
Five samples, and only the last remained. Her hands were steady as a surgeon’s, her eyes directed anywhere but my way.
“Earth to Gideon.”
My gaze snapped up to meet hers and missed. She seemed to find great interest in the wall left of my head.
She raised the open Tetracycline tube for me to swab the end. “You’re a million miles away.”
She couldn’t be more wrong. I was right here, with her, mentally doing things that wouldn’t keep the tiny sterility room sterile for long.
I swallowed that thought and swabbed. “Yep. On a beach in Bermuda.” Her stifled laugh showed the ice was thawing. Slowly. Just way too slow for my liking.
“That’s your dream vacation?” I could hear the smile in her voice. It warmed me like Bermuda never had.
A side glance revealed her gaze had now fixed on my hand, but that smile meant I was making progress. And progress, any kind, was good. “I’m not sure it constitutes a dream, but the island has sea, sand and surf—isn’t that everyone’s idea of a vacation?” I opened the first of five petri dishes and zig-zagged the swab lightly across its surface. “What’s yours?”
I held my breath, waiting to see if she’d bite. Just over one week since we’d met, and she was still a staunchly closed book. Deliberately so. No idle chit-chat or personal anecdotes. Just work.
“Skiing in Switzerland.”
I didn’t have to hide my smile. The suit did it for me. “You like the cold?”
“I like the snow. I wouldn’t complain if it was warmer, though.”
“There are days in the Austrian Alps where temperatures can range somewhere in the forties and there’s a perfect blanket of freshly fallen snow.”
“You’ve skied in Austria?”
I nodded. “Many times. France and Switzerland, too.”
This time she looked at me. Not a limb or an ear. Or even a wall. Me. “What was it like?”
If my blood hadn’t run cold, I would have warmed from that look. “The slopes in Europe aren’t like the slopes here. They’re rugged and wild, and virtually never-ending. Some, you start skiing and an hour later you’re not yet at the bottom. Of course, it takes an age to walk back up again.”
“You walked? Why not ride the gondola?”
Damn.
I’d forgotten myself. Something that never happened, not since the early days. I was practiced in the art of deception. Three hundred years of secrets did that to a man. And for my kind, we had more reason than most to bury those secrets deep beneath a veneer of normalcy. One slip, and a stake through our unbeating heart would mark the end.
No coupling, no soul, no true life. My heart would never know what it is to beat.
One day Tiff would know who I was. Now wasn’t the time.
“Sometimes we walk, when we ski off-piste. You get the best runs that way, but the good stuff always comes at a price.”
Always.
I took a clean swab and she raised the tube for the last time, oblivious to my blunder. “It’s a dream of mine. To ski the Val d’Isère, like my mother did at my age.”
Her voice broke, and she replaced the cap this time with more force than she’d used before. “That’s it, then.” A chill edged her words, the warmth and candor of moments ago gone.
I cut the tip off the cotton bud and dropped it into the vial in her hand. She replaced the lid and averted her eyes once again. “Clean-up time, then I’ll leave you to it.” Subtext, sharing time over.
Just when we’d begun to connect.
Her remark hung between us, frosty, final.
She busied herself with clearing the samples, stacking the swabbed petri dishes in the two-way cupboard. I packed away the trash and passed it to her, before grabbing the gauze and alcohol to begin cleaning, starting with the low ceiling above the built-in counter. Despite her squared shoulders and unswerving determination to stay as far from me as a box-sized room allowed, we worked well together. As if we’d done so a million times before.
We were in sync, just as destiny dictated.
Ethanol vapor filled the room, and I knew she’d be feeling the effects. She exited the room and I cleaned the last of the floor, backing out into the tiny dressing room on my hands and knees before closing the door. I flicked the switch for the sterility room’s UV lights.
Tiff stood in the far corner, as far from me as a room measuring three feet by three feet allowed. She’d already removed her hood and had both arms twisted halfway round her back in some weird contortionist move to unfasten the zipper.
I stood back and watched, removing my own gloves, hood and goggles. “Need a hand?”
She barely paused, huffing out her answer. “Nope. I’m good.”
I dropped onto the narrow wooden bench and watched a little more. No way was she getting that zipper down without help. The suits were designed with nothing less than impracticality in mind. I wasn’t even trying to undo mine.
I leaned back, stretched my legs out to the opposite wall and grinned. “When you’re done, I’ll need a hand with mine.” I waved her back, even though she seemed determined to ignore me. “No rush.”
A few more failed attempts, then she huffed again and dropped her hands. “Fine! You do it.”
“Sure.” I stood and moved towards her. “Since you asked so nicely.”
One frosty glare my way, then she turned, lifting golden-glowing curls to expose the delicate curve of her neck. I leaned in, inhaling her sweet scent and the delights that thrummed beneath. My fingertips brushed her soft white skin as I tugged at the zipper tab. She stiffened.
I could smell her fear, the accelerated rush of her blood, the arousal surging between her thighs. Slowly, softly, I tugged the tab down and inhaled, deep.
My nostrils flared. My cock swelled. My fangs descended, sliding over my bottom lip.
The suit gaped open to reveal a pale blue tee and leggings. Thin. Tight. Tempting. I could feel her heat, her quivering skin. Her need, surging out and calling to mine.
I ducked and ran my tongue across her throbbing pulse. Testing. Tasting. She shuddered. Leaned back. Tilted her head and gave me the permission I needed for more.
I needed her. Now. But our destiny couldn’t be rushed. The Prophesy was ancient and finicky, and only those who adhered closely to its dictates could be saved. 
I pressed my throbbing cock into her luscious ass and her hand reached back, cupping and squeezing. I groaned, dropping my forehead into her shoulder, praying for fortitude to gods who’d all but failed me in the past.
If I’d had a heart, it would have thrummed with renewed vigor and life.
After two hundred years of hell, I’d finally found heaven.




Chapter 5
Tiffany
I wanted it all. His mouth on my throat, his tongue on my breasts, his cock buried deep inside me until we were so tightly joined we couldn’t tell one another apart.
It had been too long.
Hah! Who was I kidding? I’d never felt this . . . this heat. This fire. This so goddam, fucking good.
I reached back and squeezed the butt that had taunted me since the day his denim-clad ass entered our lab. He pressed his cock deeper between my butt cheeks, groaning into my neck. The vibrations slipped under my skin and rode a lusty trail all the way to my wet, throbbing pussy.
There was too much fabric between us. The zipper was only halfway down my back and I struggled to slip the sleeves off my arms.
A clatter from outside the room snapped through the haze drenching my brain.
Fuck!
I snatched my hands back.
“Stop!”
His hand stalled, but he didn’t remove it from where it curved at my waist. “Stop what?”
I wanted to step away, to leave his tantalizing touch behind—cool, yet it burned. But even without the restrictions of our tiny enclosure, my shaking legs refused to function. “That thing you’re doing.”
‘Unzipping you?”
He was, but it had nothing to do with the suit. I was unraveling so fast, my head was spinning. 
“I don’t like it.” The words tumbled from my mouth even while my body still thrummed with everything I’d wanted him to do. Still wanted, truth be damned. Only I didn’t want it. Him. I couldn’t. Not if I was to retain the scraps of sanity and safety I’d built up over the past three years.
“That’s not what your body’s saying.” His fingertips brushed the hair from my neck and skimmed the racing pulse at my throat. “Here.”
Cool breath ruffled my hair as his fingers slid downward, beneath the suit, beneath my tee, and slowly, sluggishly circled my breast. “Or here.”
His tongue taunted and tasted the racing pulse at my throat as his fingers skimmed out over my ribs, lower. Lower. Lower. Until his large, expert hand cupped my pulsing mound and squeezed. “Or here.”
I forgot to breathe. Forgot how. 
I almost leaned back, almost forgot myself once again.
Another clatter brought me to my senses.
“No!” I wrenched my body away. As far as I could in the square box of a room. “I don’t do this.”
“This being . . ?”
“Sex. At work. With colleagues. With you.”
He raised a brow, all cocky and self-assured. “Me? Why me specifically?”
Visions of Richard rose up before me. Sneering, taunting visions. His thin, bloodless lips spitting out that I was the problem, I was the reason he hated and hit and lost control. That if I dared find someone else, eventually the same spiral would occur, because that’s what girls like me drew out of a man.
Nausea surged up my throat and I fought to swallow it back down. “That’s not your concern.” My palms burned with the cut of my nails, my hands fisted so tightly the pain seeped up my arms. “Just know that this,” I unfurled a hand and waved it back and forth between us, “this will never happen again. Ever.”
I wrenched the door open and bolted. It was well into the lunch hour and whoever had made the noise that brought me to my senses—perhaps Brenda— was no longer around.
Lucky me.
I fled the building and sought the sanctuary of the restroom. I flipped the toilet lid closed and sank down, collapsing back against the sparkling, white-tiled wall. My breaths wrenched shallow and fast from deep in my chest. I blinked, rapid-fire, wishing away the tears. Once they started, they might never stop.
I tried so hard to be strong. To be that woman who was tough and resilient and uncaring. A warrior who took no shit from anyone, who triumphed against adversity to fight another day.
All my bravado, all that hot air and unproven strength left me like air trickling from a leaky balloon. It bled from every muscle, every cell, every thought that said I wasn’t the woman Richard scorned me to be.
I’d fought it—every day, in every part of my life, which threatened to cut me down and spit me out like worms from a rotting apple. But I was tired. So tired of living with this boulder strapped around my heart.
Sex made me forget. The bad sex, the battery-powered sex. Who the hell knew good sex would make me remember? Not only remember, but question and doubt every validation I reiterated, every day, every doubtful moment, before the negativity could settle in and fester.
I’d thought good sex was the answer. The way to make all the uncertainty drop away until I could believe in myself, in the idea that I deserved good as much as the next person.
I’d thought there was a way out of the spiral that made the men in my life want to hurt me, to make me suffer for whatever wrongdoing I’d imparted on their life.
I thought one day I’d be free from the past.
I was wrong.




Chapter 6
Gideon
The upside to working in your own private building is the peace and privacy. The downside to working on your own is . . . the peace and privacy. Silence yawned with the roar of an injured bear.
Thoughts of Tiff filled my head. Hot, cock-teasing thoughts, along with the memory of how good she felt until she wrenched herself away.
That was three sleepless nights ago.
The large clock on the lab wall said it was after nine pm. Brenda was long gone and hopefully the labs in the main building, particularly the specimen room, were unmanned.
I needed to oust thoughts of a certain blonde from my mind and remember why I’d been sent to Hagen Pharmaceuticals in the first place.
I left the lab’s light on and the half-finished results of a test I’d started three days earlier. If I was found where I shouldn’t be, the partially finished notes would provide my semi-believable excuse.
I’d already discovered who was working on the antidote. Mannie. A large, lurid specimen who needed a good lesson in hygiene, mainly of the podiatry variety. Although the man may exhibit questionable personal care, his office and lab were meticulous. I’d searched both once already, and come up empty.
So, I’d befriended the man. Not hard. He wasn’t inundated with company. A few strategically worded questions, and I discovered why my earlier searches had been fruitless. The serum antidote was stored in a second, higher security cold room. 
I just needed to get in, get a sample and get out unnoticed.
Piece of cake.
The corridor glowed blue and I followed the security lights—and of course, the blue tiles—to the CDC lab. A vacant, void-like quality hung in the air. A quality that said I was alone.
Speed and stealth were what we did best, among other less savory pursuits. I reached the lab in barely two minutes and located the cold room soon after. It was then that I discovered yet another problem. I needed a code for the door, one that didn’t match the one I used for the central cold storage.
Breaking in the door, much as I could with little effort, wasn’t an option. No one could know the serum had been taken. Not if the mission was to succeed. Not if my race was to survive the genocide Hagen Pharmaceuticals had wittingly—or unwittingly—planned.
I had to find another way.
My senses pricked and I whirled around. A familiar, slim figure with rambling blonde curls was sneaking back down the corridor, no doubt in the hopes of avoiding me.
Not happening.
“Tiff.”
She froze. Her shoulders lifted then dropped in an overstated “I’d rather scoop out my eyeballs than see you again” way.
Slowly, she turned. “I didn’t realize anyone else stayed this late.”
Dark circles rimmed eyes that had lost the sparkle and fire I’d glimpsed, was it only days earlier?
I moved closer, for no other reason than I’d missed the scent of her, the connection I felt with every cell in my centuries old body. “I wanted to set up some samples for a new test.” Insight warred with conscience and I tamped the latter down. “Actually, maybe you can help.”
She stumbled backwards, headlight-wide eyes once again avoiding my gaze. “I’m busy.”
“Right now? I just need a couple of samples from the cold room, but my passcode won’t work.”
Her ramrod shoulders dropped. Marginally. “This room is restricted access, so only a few of us have the code.” She skirted past me before moving toward the door.
I averted my eyes even as my ears pricked. She swiped her keycard and typed in her code. I took note, ignoring the growing unease prickling my gut. Our survival trumped everything, including any allegiance I felt for my soon-to-be-mate.
“What do you need?”
“Strep pneumoniae.”
She reclosed the door and stepped away. “You won’t find that here. Streps are in the main storage.”
“Damn, I must have missed it. I’ll go back for another look.”
Again that relief. That relaxing of muscles and soft, almost imperceptible sigh. “I’ll leave you to it, then.”
She’d done that for the past three days, since our near-thing in the sterility room, and it was driving me crazy. “Have dinner with me.”
She stopped, but didn’t turn. “No.”
“Lunch?”
“No.”
“Coffee, then.”
“No. I told you.” She turned and waved her hand between us. “I don’t do this.”
“By ‘this’ you mean me?”
Her eyes dropped, but not before I picked their haunted depths. “Yes.”
“Why, Tiff?”
“It doesn’t matter.”
“It matters to me.”
“It shouldn’t. We barely know each other.”
“I know enough.” Doubt pierced her expression, quickly followed by denial.
She wouldn’t discount the connection between us. Not when I sensed she felt it. Not when my whole mortality depended on it. “You can’t judge what and how something affects me any more than I can for you.” I stepped closer, inhaling air filled with her scent, then closer still, into her space, until my body responded to her heat, to the other half of what would make me whole. “I feel something when I’m with you, something I’d all but given up on feeling. If you don’t feel it too, tell me and I’ll let you be. But if you do feel it, all I ask is that you give this,” I mimicked her wave between us, “give us a go.”
Her gaze widened again, her body swaying in tune with her indecision. And for a second, for one heady moment, I thought I’d dented her resolve. Then her expression slammed like a door in my face. “It’s still no.”
She turned, stalking with large, hurried steps towards her office at the far end of the corridor. “Don’t forget to check the main doors lock behind you on the way out.”
Then she was gone. Fleeing us. Me.
Again.
I didn’t follow. What was the point? Something was holding her back and she wasn’t ready to take a chance on us.
I’d soon change that. I had to. Only true sacrifice made in the name of true love could undo the curse. And I refused to remain cursed for another three centuries.
But before I could even contemplate úspory, our coupling, I had other, more pressing tasks to attend to. The task of fulfilling my destiny, and hers, would have to wait. And there was the little matter of how I had used her to gain the code to the cold store and the serum I needed. The knowledge slumped heavy in my chest, along with the knowledge that if she didn’t come to me willingly, soulmate or not, my transformation wouldn’t happen.
I needed time to convince her. And once upon a century, time was all I had. But since the discovery of the new, lethal Influenza A virus, and the world’s subsequent scramble to prevent its spreading, the clock hands moved double time, and the longer I waited, the more likely our race would slip into extinction.




Chapter 7
Tiffany
I was fighting a losing battle. I could feel it. The impulse. The temptation. The desire to throw all sense to the wind and say yes.
It was just dinner.
Just lunch.
Just coffee.
Just that.
Harmless.
It didn’t need to become more.
My shaking knuckles kneaded the pressure points either side of my skull in an attempt to stem a pounding that rivalled an elephant stampede. Avoiding Gideon was taking its toll. Physically. Emotionally. Stretching me like a rubber band, to the point of snapping.
I was better than that. Stronger. I didn’t need to give in to these urges and throw away three years of caution.
Yeah, right.
I’d be fooling myself if I believed any of it for a second.
Gideon made me feel something I couldn’t define. Something foreign. Something real. Was it hope?
I had no idea. What I did know, was how dangerous he was to my equilibrium. To my sanity.
Just fuck him and when he disappoints like every other Tom, Dick or asshole, you’ll exorcise him from your mind and move on.
It was food for thought.
Food for another day. Right now I needed out of the building. I had to head for home, away from temptation. My headache wouldn’t budge, but a date with a long, cool cider and a good book would cure that.
I grabbed my helmet and headed for the bicycle shed, inhaling a deep breath of fresh air and fresh perspective. The air was damp, cold. Cobweb clearing. The bike ride home always soothed, refreshing my mind and invigorating my soul. And hopefully somewhere on the way, I’d pedal Gideon right out of my brain.
*
So much for soothing. A flat frigging tire didn’t even come close.
Half a mile into my two mile ride home, I’d felt the jolt of every stone, every crack on the road. I’d stopped, confirmed the worst, and began the long trek back to the lab.
A hot bath, a good book and an even better bottle of berry cider had dropped from “certainty” through to “impossible” and straight to “not happening anytime soon.”
Of all the things I’d left behind when I left home, the taste for cider was one habit I couldn’t kick.
I trudged, each step feeding my temper, driving my mercury up and off the charts.  Gideon fucking Fang. Somehow this was his fault. I’d ridden like a banshee, my only thoughts focused on increasing the distance between us.
I must have ridden over some nail, some glass, something that would have been noticeable if I hadn’t still been steaming after our encounter.
Head down, temper seething, I mentally measured my distance from the lab. Ten minutes, max, till I arrived. I’d dump my bike, Uber it home and worry about fixing the tire tomorrow.
A sharp horn shafted through my thoughts. My head jerked up.
Damn.
The man I’d been trying—quite ineffectively—to escape. All leather and chrome and sexy and panty melting.
Fuck.
I was struggling to see a way out of this that didn’t include getting into his pants—and out of mine. He cut the engine, lifted a denim-clad leg off the bike and joined me.
He spared me a glance. “Flat tires are the devil.”
Takes one to know one.
I didn’t comment. Maybe if I outright ignored him, he’d get the hint, wrap his Iron Man thighs back round his Harley and ride off, anywhere but in my vicinity.
“I think I saw a patch kit back at the lab if you need one.”
Guilt whirled hand-in-hand with resentment. He was just being nice, and I was being a bitch. But I didn’t want him to be nice. The nicer he was, the guiltier I felt for ignoring him. And that was all on him.
I hadn’t asked him to stop.
Bitch.
My inner manners-meter chanted the word in my ears.
Bitch, bitch, bitch.
“I’m a whiz at fixing tires.” He shot me a grin. A cheeky, lava-warm grin. One that curved his lips and made me question what wonders they could wield on the buzzing flesh between my thighs.
Fuck me.
Yep, that was the only answer. Fuck him until I’d been there, done that, and could move on without wondering what he’d be like. I’d know, and reality wouldn’t be half as good as the images whirling through my head. It never was.
Hagen Pharmaceuticals loomed up before us and I headed towards the bike shed. My body buzzed, hyperaware of his massive frame walking beside me.
I locked my bike and made for my office, his large, silent presence unnerving. I averted my gaze to the double sliding door entrance. Hopefully he’d get the hint and walk away.
The Harley’s kickstand scraped the ground and his boots crunched over the pathway until he was within touching distance. My keycard was already in my hand, raised toward the sensor.
His burly, broad shoulders dropped. He sighed. “When are you going to stop ignoring the elephant in the room, Tiff?”
That made me stop. No ignoring him now. My hand dropped from the door and I spun around. “You want elephant? How about this?” I inhaled, deep, until my lungs threatened to burst. Then I blurted out the words before sense could pull them back. “One night, one fuck. No repeats, no mentioning it, ever. Agree and it happens right here, right now. No rainchecks. No second chances. You only get one, and this is it.”
An entire movie of emotions trailed across his face, half of which I couldn’t decipher. It didn’t matter. This tryst, this little moment of madness, would be a one-off. I didn’t need to know what he thought or felt. I just needed his agreement and his cock.
We’d fuck, move on, and I’d live with the disappointment that even god-like men like Gideon couldn’t satisfy the need in me.
At least then I’d be able to return to Sammy and the roll of pleasure he’d delivered, unfailingly, till Gideon.




Chapter 8
Gideon
“Fuck me, Gideon.”
The words jarred. Coarse and at odds with what I wanted.
Tiff and I weren’t about fucking. We weren’t just about the most elemental need of man and woman. What sparked between us was so much more.
An ancient legend, which had yet to reveal its truth to me. The love in Tiff’s soul would call mine back. The act of giving, of sharing her body with mine, would make me whole again, free of the shackles binding me to an empty life and a future filled with blood-lust and madness. A future that awaited all vampires, care of one rogue gene, a cursed beginning, and a soulless existence. The Change.
Zmena.
I wanted it all. To be saved, to be loved, to be real again.
What Tiff offered would be torture. A glimpse at what life could be, minus the rope to pull me from the spiral of my unchecked destiny.
Coupling without love wouldn’t give me what I needed, yet I still felt her pull. The need to join and feel how good it was to be with the one Fate had chosen for me. One chance? If this was it, then I’d take it. The memory would last until the madness stole it and then it would be too late.
She was the only one to save me, yet maybe, somehow, I could save her right back. Hurt haunted her eyes, a deep distrust born from betrayal. Perhaps loving her would spark the feelings we needed to make our love work, till death do we part.
Who knew the immortal would crave death? Only, it wasn’t death I craved. It was life before death. A meaning and fulfilment my existence lacked without my soul.
“Fuck me, Gideon.”
Liquid ocean-blue eyes pleaded. She rested her palm on my chest and I wondered if she’d notice the missing beat of my heart. A heart only she could make beat again.
I took her keycard, opened the door and pulled her inside. There were too many cameras in the hallway, so I let her lead me to her office. The door snapped shut, and before she could change her mind, I plastered my body to hers and claimed her lips.
They opened readily and I drank, exploring her mouth just as I intended to explore every inch of her delectable body.
Sweet. Satisfying. Like that first, succulent sip of water after days of withering thirst.
Her hands squeezed my ass. My cock throbbed, ravenous.
My hands dropped to her hips and I lifted her, groaning as she wrapped me between her delectable legs, pushing her sweet pussy hard against my aching erection.
Lust and need coursed through my body. My cock wanted inside, but my mind wanted more.
I strode to her desk, swept her folders and papers aside and dropped her down. She lifted her arms and I made easy work of her tee. Next, her slacks, and barely-there lace that made my mouth water.
I pushed her knees apart, nostrils flaring with her scent, musk and butter and sugar-sweet arousal. Plump, pink flesh glistened wet with her need, inviting me in.
I fought the descent of my fangs. This wasn’t a coupling. We were two humans stoking the fire that burned between us. I could be one of those humans for just one afternoon.
I ducked my head, hungry to taste her and pleasure her until she screamed my name and begged me to take her.
Her knees snapped shut and she grabbed a fistful of hair. “No tasting below the waist.”
Lagoon-blue eyes flashed stormy and almost gray. She licked her lips and pulled my head up, proving there were more than enough offerings above the waist to occupy me.
Full, weighty breasts with nipples the shade of ripe, juicy plums begged for attention.
I ducked and tasted. Her body arched, pushing the ripe bud hard against my tongue. I cupped her breast and squeezed, stroking the tip with my tongue, sucking hard and deep, eliciting cries that darted with lightning-like precision straight for my throbbing cock.
Her hands fumbled with my jacket. I pulled back, dropped a condom onto the desk beside her, making light work of my clothes, all the while burning beneath her unabashed scrutiny. Her gaze followed the shedding of my clothes, from my chest, over my abs, down further still. It latched onto my erection and my cock pulsed as if her hands had wrapped round its girth and squeezed.
Then she sat up and did just that.
Fuck. Me.
“I fully intend to.” Wet lips wrapped around the words, her eyes a wicked promise of delights to come.
I must have squeezed out the plea as her hand slipped down and squeezed my balls. Need surged inside, my balls so fucking tight, they’d well surpassed blue. I jerked free of her palm and slid on the condom. Her legs were already open and I pulled her delicious ass forwards, splaying her legs wider still, before sinking into her sweet, supple heat.
Fuck.
I closed my eyes and pushed back every one of my vampiristic inclinations, allowing whatever was left of the man I once was to take over. The feeling went beyond magical. Beyond anything dreams or legends had promised.
I was home.




Chapter 9
Tiffany
With one, swift motion, Gideon thrust into me. Solid, male muscle stretched me and filled me, his wondrous girth stroking my clit with every delicious slide in and out.
I gasped, wrapped my legs around his taut, beautiful body and tilted my hips, wanting more of him. All of him.
His eyes glowed green with flecks of shimmering gold. That hypnotic gaze bored into my soul, as his hard, thick cock pounded into my body. His fingers joined his cock, brushing that tight knot of nerves at my entrance and I almost leapt from my skin. Those sure, magical fingers found my G-spot and strummed my body into song. If I’d had spots A to F, damn straight, he’d have strummed music into them too.
I skimmed my hands up my body, palming my breasts, squeezing my nipples. They were so tight, so hard, intense pleasure bordering on pain.
His hands joined mine and my body spiraled. I’d never felt so hot, so horny, so much fucking sensation from one man. I wanted release, I didn’t. I wanted to orgasm. I never wanted the sensation to end. It was a high bought from the purest of cravings.
He flicked a nipple and I squealed.
“Say my name.”
It was an order, one barked through lips drawn tight with anticipation.
He flicked again, then squeezed, twisting the bud until I thought I might die from the pleasure. He thrust again, his thumb circling my clit, making me crazy. I closed my eyes and dropped my head back, slave to the sensation. To the hedonistic rapture Gideon milked from my body.
“Look at me and say my name, Tiff.”
Something in that commanding, no-nonsense voice dragged my eyes open and tugged his name from my lips.
“Gideon.”
He tweaked and plucked my clit in time with each and every thrust. Fissures of sensation sparked through my body, exploding in orgasmic release that had me crying his name once again.
He growled, his cock pulsing as he unleashed into me. His power, his possession, frightening and fulfilling, all in one.
I clutched his taut, toned buttocks, stilling him, holding him deep as my body milked every last drop from his magnificent, pleasure-ridden cock.
A sigh escaped, rising out from every satiated cell. “Fuck me.”
He grinned, that cocky, alpha male “I’ve got you right where I want you” grin, steeped in satisfaction and pure, male supremacy. “I believe I just did.”
*
Every ounce of energy had zapped from my body. I was liquid. Lava. A languorous puddle of hedonistic gratification splayed across a desk I’d never be able to work on again.
Gideon fucking Fang.
Why him?
That supercilious smile made me want to slap him, then fuck him all over again. All fifty shades of fuckability.
Not happening. Not when this was a one-time thing. My words, my stipulations. And I had every intention of keeping them.
He withdrew that beautiful organ from my body and my pussy howled. His palm felt cool against my skin as it slid down towards the still thrumming flesh between my thighs.
“So fucking wet.”
I was. Unheard of. Even Sammy didn’t elicit half the response Gideon had.
Was still drawing from my spent body. One finger rubbed my G-spot, the other rubbed my super-sensitive clit. I was climbing again, and I hadn’t even come down from before.
His gaze still glistened gold, his mouth clamped firmly closed, as if biting back his own arousal.
He dipped his head, mouth tugging and twirling my nipple, fingers pumping me until I screamed. Alpha or not, the man was anything but selfish. That encore was all about me.
And from his expression, the way his gaze fixated on my flesh still pulsing hungrily around his fingers, he wanted to give me more.
Fuck, yes.
I wanted his mouth there, his tongue fucking me until I forgot my name and every goddam reason why this should never have happened in the first place. And if sauce was involved—caramel or chocolate, I wasn’t fussy—or even that dripping, thick honey, I wouldn’t complain.
And there lay the basis why there would never—could never—be a repeat performance. Any more than a one or two night stand, and whatever was in me that made men hate—that made them lash out and hurt—would raise its ugly head and cause its evil havoc. I was helpless to stop it, so better I didn’t let its spiral begin.
Now was the moment to scrape myself up, dust myself off, thank him for the orgasm of my life, then move on. If only my legs weren’t sticks of jelly and my mind wasn’t so scrambled it was even now trying to devise a way to make this less of a finale and more of an hors d’Oeuvre.
Stupid bitch.
Richards words, but at this precise moment, I believed them.
The moment was beyond morning after awkward.
I scooched back, away from those magic fingers, and pushed up, closing my legs to that orgasm-triggering gaze.
He turned away, his shoulders stiffening, his ragged breathing slowing. When he turned back again, his eyes were more green than gold, and his expression had shuttered.
Clothes littered the floor, mine intermingled with his. I scrambled down and grabbed my shirt, tossing him his briefs. His still exposed, still semi-aroused cock would be my undoing. He needed to cover up and give me breathing space to think and reason, and leave before I did something stupid, like beg for an encore.
Gideon fucking Fang.
The bastard made me want things I hadn’t believed possible since I was a teen.
Stupid bitch.
Would I never learn?
I had to go.
“So, how are we going to do this?” That deep, sex-curling voice wound through my thoughts and tugged.
My shirt was on, my g-string tight and rubbing against flesh still singing from his rip-roaring assault. I dragged up my pants and focused on the mess of papers and pens on the floor. “Do what?”
“Work together when we know how good we can be.”
“Sex is just sex, Gideon.” I spared his now jeans-clad body a glance. “Don’t confuse what we just did for more.”
My inner goddess winced, her post-orgasmic glow at odds with my words.
His lips twisted in what I could only label as distaste. Something deeper, darker, flickered in his eyes. I felt his scrutiny, as if his very being were burrowing deep into my brain.
Silence clamored against my eardrums. The world receded, leaving nothing but me and the heat smoldering between us.
My heart stuttered.
I swallowed, drawn to him by some invisible thread. A pull that made me take one crawling step towards him.
He shook his head and dragged his gaze from mine, slipping into his jacket, scrunching his sexy black t-shirt in his big, magical hand. “If you can’t tell the difference between sex and more, then you’re not the woman I thought you were.”
With that—and my heart ricocheting rebelliously in my chest—he turned and silently slipped through the door.




Chapter 10
Gideon
There were so many elements of wrong in what I was about to do.
My hand slipped into my pocket, and wrapped around Tiff’s keycard—the solution to my restricted area access problem. I could now move freely within all areas of Hagen Pharmaceuticals’ main building, restricted or otherwise. Then, of course, she’d handed me access to the restricted cold room when she’d entered the code within hearing range.
And if my gut twisted around the morals of my actions, I just had to consider the consequences of not acting, of Mannie’s serum entering production, and the gradual genocide of my kind.
Vampires.
From the beginning of time, we’d fallen victim to a string of nefarious legends. Labeled murderers. Rogues of the night. Slaves to a bloodlust and enemy to all mankind.
In truth, we’re a race trapped in a living hell by an ancient curse. Yes, we feast on blood’s iron-richness to survive. And, yes, we can kill and turn others through zahŕňa. Most sane, pre-changed vamps recoil at the thought, which is why we’re primarily a dying race—an ironic contradiction for a clan seemingly afflicted with immortality.
But that immortality comes at a price.
For those of us fortunate enough to find our soulmate and undergo úspory, we reclaim our souls and live relatively normal, mortal lives. For those not so lucky, two alternatives exist—termination of our undead life via a mercy killing, or finally surrendering to zmena—an eternity wandering the earth beneath a veil of uncontrollable madness and blood-lust.
The newly discovered flu super virus presented a graver third alternative. With its rapid airborne spreadability worldwide, the World Health Organization had jumped in, feet first, proposing a comprehensive, quick-fix solution—release the new antidote into the air and facilitate blanket immunization.
The Greens and environmentalists loudly protested, but global panic had won out.
In less than two weeks, production would begin, ready for a coordinated worldwide release. All in order to prevent the predicted, worldwide pandemic.
It all seemed so tidy and neat—beat an airborne virus with another airborne virus. Save the world.
But for one, unforeseeable hitch—the antidote’s active protein irreversibly inactivates a vamp’s “soul” gene. And the moment it does, we undergo zmena. Our psychosis is swift and severe, sparking a blood frenzy to rival any zombie apocalypse. The result of which would eventually lead to the extinction of both races.
For the sake of my species, and for the sake of the humans with whom we coexist, something had to be done. 
Hence, my duplicity towards Tiff was justified.
The reasoning still didn’t quash the unease in my gut.  
I flashed the keycard at the sensor and pushed through the glass door. Only two hours since we’d entered these doors together, then I’d entered Tiff and totally lost myself in the process. We may not have performed párovan—the pairing ritual that would see me saved—but something in me felt irrevocably linked to her.
My life—regardless of the madness that awaited if we didn’t pair—would never be the same again.
I stopped outside the cold room. Only the whirr of the motor and an intermittent buzz of one of the hallway lights cut through the calm.
I swiped the keycard, entered the code and pulled open the door. It didn’t take long to find the master serum. Normally I’d have no need for gloves or a mask—immortality had its advantages. But this time I donned both. Using a syringe, I transferred a sample into a vial from my pocket, then replaced the master just as I’d found it. Within minutes I was exiting the building and heading for my bike. I needed to get the sample to our lab so the techies could get started on creating an alternative.
Ours wasn’t the only mission. Each and every known lab worldwide had been infiltrated. Every known antidote would be tested, and once relevant alternatives were derived, the master antidotes would be replaced and the formula altered. If all went to plan, no one would be the wiser. Spread of the virus would be curtailed, and vamps could continue to roam the earth, undisturbed. Unproven to man outside of folklore and legends.
Meantime, I was to wait for instructions, ingratiating myself deeper into Mannie’s life, allowing me access to his formula if and when it was needed.
Thankfully, not a full-time pursuit.
That gave me time to strategize how to convince Tiff we were more than a one-night fuck. 




Chapter 11
Tiffany
Before meeting “he who shall not be named,” there was only one thing I hated more than arriving late for work—arriving late, only to discover I’d misplaced my keycard.
Now, since that fateful meeting, only one hate trumped even that. It was suspecting that said keycard had fallen somewhere on my office floor while Gideon and I had done what we shouldn’t, what even now refused to stop replaying over and over in my mind.
A recalcitrant throb started up between my thighs. A throb that said my body wanted more than just the memory.
Yeah. That hate trumped any I could come up with.
Or so I thought, till I checked on my bike and found it where I’d left it. Punctureless.
Gideon fucking Fang.
Bad enough I’d fucked the guy, I didn’t want to like him as well.
I was off to a rip-roaring start to the day. I’d slept through my alarm, no doubt because I hadn’t sunk into sleep until just before dawn. Thank you, Gideon. My Uber had taken a record fifteen minutes to arrive, leaving me with no time to pick up a coffee on the way. Then I’d madly hunted through my purse and pockets only to discover a pack of sugar-coated gummy bears had spilled all through my bag, and no keycard.
After more than a few unsavory epithets, I’d called Mannie to let me in—given he always started as early, if not earlier, than me. I’d not appreciated his expression as we’d walked down the main corridor together. Another mark against Gideon.
My keycard was lying under my desk. Less than a foot from the spot where we’d fucked each other’s brains out.
The coffee machine in the break room wasn’t working and I couldn’t fix my mind on work and off Gideon’s cock pounding pleasure into my body.
Mark number three going on thirty.
I was absolutely and totally fucked. Thank fuck it was Friday—at least one good wave in a sea of bedlam. I slumped further into my ergonomic office chair and banged my head on my desk. Perhaps in the process, I’d knock some sense into my brain.
What the fuck was I supposed to do?
“Soy latte with one sugar, right?”
My gaze shot from the aroma-rich takeaway cup to the man offering it to me.
Need shivered through my blood.
Gideon fucking Fang.
I don’t know what was worse. The fact he’d paid attention enough to know my beverage of choice, the fact he’d sensed my lack of caffeine and acted on it, or the fact he looked so fuckable—and damned well likeable—handing me a coffee in my moment of need.
I took the cup from his outstretched hand. It would have been churlish—and stupid, given my caffeine-starved body—not to.
“Thanks.” The word rasped from my desert-dry mouth.
His grin sent me fifty shades of hot and horny. I clamped my thighs and lifted the cup to my lips.
“Is the coffee machine here always so unreliable?” He perched on my desk, sipping from his own cup, his thick, muscular thigh stretching the limits of tight, black denim. Fuckola. Denim over a hot bod was like hot fudge sauce over pretty much anything.
Irresistible.
Once again, Gideon made my mind wander to sauce. And how I wanted it slathered over my body so he could lap it up with his masterful tongue.
Need, hot and thick, swamped my veins. I knocked back a mouthful of coffee, scalding my tongue in the process. Just desserts for entertaining such flagrant, forbidden thoughts. He was off limits, as were any notions of revisiting last night’s activities.
“Tiff?”
My gaze slid towards that rich-as-honey voice. “Ah, yeah.” I cleared my throat. I’d been speaking since well before I could walk. Why was it so difficult now? “It has a knack for timing.”
He nodded. Didn’t comment on why I’d need coffee more this morning than any other. My Gideon like-o-meter edged upwards.
“What are you working on?”
That was easy. Unemotional. Non-personal. Safe. “Mannie asked me to glance over his draft notes on the Influenza A antidote. He has one more test before the final report is due to the HHS late next week and a fresh pair of eyes is always useful when editing.” And he couldn’t send it unchecked to the US Department of Health and Human Services. Hence, I’d been asked to step in and do what I do best. Make the senior, male members of our lab look good.
Bitter much? Yeah, well I had every reason.
Again Gideon nodded, acting as if every one of my words were the most interesting he’d heard all morning. My GLOM edged up a few more notches.
“Did you hear Mannie’s taking up a senior scientist position in WHO after this project?”
“Yeah, I heard.”
“Going to apply for his position?”
I’d considered it . . . until sense kicked in and I realized that Graeme would never place me in a position where his own would be threatened.
To an onlooker, it seemed like stupidity for me to stay at Hagen when I was thwarted every which way, every time I tried to move up. That’s because they didn’t see the good in my job. How our private lab offered something most government labs didn’t—an environment beyond Richard’s ever-reaching grasp.
That was the long answer, one which Gideon didn’t need to know. Suffice to say, he could make do with the shorter, brush-off version. “I’ll think about it.”
“If you apply, I’d be happy to back your recommendation.”
Whoa! My heart beat double-time and my GLOM pushed to the max. I had to cut this conversation off at the knees, before I dropped to mine and begged him to take me again.
“That won’t get you back into my pants.”
His expression cut my snide retort off at the calves. It was low, when all he’d done was offer me kindness. But I didn’t want kindness, not from him. I didn’t want anything that made him more likeable and more fuckable, and gave little or no arguments to stop me from doing both.
“Much as I’d love back into your pants, my offer had nothing to do with that. You’re good at your job, much better than some, and I believe Graeme would be an idiot not to consider you for the position.”
Fuck.
I was so, so gone.
“Thanks. That’s really nice of you to say.”
“I didn’t say it because it was nice. I said it because it’s true. I still question why my job wasn’t handed to you.”
I’d long since stopped questioning, after seeing how good he was at what he did. Still, it was nice of him to say. “Yeah, well, if I’d landed the position, we’d all have missed your scintillating company.”
“Imagine that.” He grinned, and without thinking, my lips curved in response. “I can’t say I’m sorry. Meeting you has been a highlight.” He raised his hand. “And before your panties get all knotted into thinking that comment is about last night, I just want to clarify that it is, but it’s also about much more. This moment, right now, and every other time we’ve talked and I’ve felt at one with you.”
The man knew how to melt every item of clothing—panties included—clear from my body. I wanted to believe him. Everything in me wanted to trust that I was more than the sum of Richard’s bitter aspersions.
There was a word. Trust. I’d sworn it’d be a cold day in hell before I handed that sword over to a man again. Yet here I was, wondering if Gideon could be the one.
Was I stupid for thinking he wouldn’t take my trust and ram it straight through my heart?
Richard’s actions had made me bleed—in truth, I was bleeding still. Was I really ready to try again?
He knocked back the last of his coffee and lobbed the empty cup into the recycle box next to my trash. When he turned back and his green gaze met mine, flutters filtered out from my chest, burrowing deep down into my abdomen.
I swallowed.
Damn. Even a brow-quirk was sexy on Gideon. “That wasn’t so bad, was it?”
I pulled my mind back from his sexy eyebrow to decipher his comment. “The coffee?”
“Coffee with me.” His lips slid into a sexy, fuck-me-six-ways-through-Sunday smile. “Isn’t the next step lunch? Or we could miss that one and go straight to dinner.”
Temptation incarnate. He was like the devil, dangling all my hopes and dreams just out of reach. “It’s only dinner, Tiff. I’m not asking for more.”
Problem was, I wasn’t adverse to him asking for more. I was just too damn scared to give it. And I hated it. Hated that Richard’s claws were still firmly sunk into my soul.
Still, he was right. It was only dinner. And dinner didn’t have to lead to more if I didn’t want it to.
His gaze bored holes in my every resolve, his patience warming every part of me not already burning with anticipation. That sexy, pleasurable mouth curved into what I could only describe as a hopeful smile.
I blocked every warning that stated I was being a fool once again.
Only dinner, I could do.
“Sure. Why not?”




Chapter 12
Gideon
It wasn’t the most enthusiastic of responses, but it was a start.
We’d moved from a cold standoff, through coffee, to all the possibilities a shared dinner promised. And much as I’d be lying if I said I didn’t want the evening to end balls-deep inside her sweet body, that wasn’t the extent of my need where Tiff was concerned. I enjoyed our exchanges, enjoyed picking the moment in each one where she finally relaxed and let me in. I wanted inside of her head as much as I wanted inside of her body, to discover what made her delectable mind tick. I wanted her body and soul, both of which would only come with trust and an openness that until now had been lacking between us.
Tonight was my opportunity to change that.
We’d agreed to meet at Greco’s, a new restaurant in the French Quarter, not far from Woldenberg Park. I’d insisted on picking her up, she’d insisted on meeting me there. I’d eventually conceded, and clocked it up to a win. I understood how important it was to retain a semblance of control. I felt the same when bloodlust hit. Losing control meant losing a sense of myself, and it cut too close to the core and a future I dreaded with every ounce of my being.
I turned back to the bar and ordered, the vodka and lime springing more from habit than need. My taste buds wouldn’t appreciate the drink’s flavor any more than they’d appreciate the food we were about to eat. For three hundred years, nothing but blood had seen them waken. But a lifetime of fitting in meant I ate and drank when social etiquette required it.
And for the purposes of now, drinking gave me something to do while I waited for Tiff to arrive.
A sudden awareness zapped up my spine. I turned and immediately found her. Even across the room I sensed her uncertainty—fight warring with flight as she reluctantly weaved around tables to join me at the bar.
A black, ankle-length skirt with an ass-high side-slit swished about her black boots, the sparkles on her black top glinting under the golden drop lights. Nothing particularly tight or revealing, but for the split that barely winked my way. I’d bet my Harley she’d chosen them deliberately, with lack of seduction in mind. She seemed unaware that covering up that beautiful body was just as alluring as revealing it. I’d sampled the delights beneath all that black, and nothing, no mourner’s outfit, could detract from the memory.
“Hi.” I moved a little to make space for her beside me.
She eyed the small gap, then determinedly remained where she was. “Hi.” She breathed the word between pants, as if she’d run the distance from her tiny apartment, two blocks away. “Sorry I’m late.”
I bit back a trail of cheesy replies from you’re worth the wait, to the best things in life are worth waiting for. “I booked a table, but would you like a drink here first?” Again that uncertainty. I could read each thought as it tumbled through her mind and across her overly expressive face. Primarily, they all boiled down to one question—did she want to extend the evening by sharing a drink now?
She barely paused with her answer. “Let’s sit.”
If I were one to read between the lines, I’d be sure to read “the sooner we’re done, the better.” Just as well that wasn’t my thing.
I dropped my hand to her waist, leading her to the left and our semi-private, corner table.
Tiff chose the seat with her back to the wall, leaving me with my back to the restaurant. I shuffled my chair to the left, allowing my peripheral vision to take in the other tables around us. What it also did was bring me close enough to breath in her heady scent—vanilla and spice and all things sexy.
In the low lighting, her eyes glowed deep, dark cobalt and her cheeks were dusty pink. She licked her lips and I wanted to do the same. I swallowed. “You look beautiful.”
Her gaze narrowed. “Thanks.”
I bit back a sigh. How to disprove her so obvious skepticism? I had two options—let her continue to doubt everything I said, or cut her disbelief off at the knees before it had a chance to grow. No choice, really.
“Before the evening goes any further, let’s get one thing straight.” I covered the hand scrunching her napkin on the table. She snatched it free. I swallowed another sigh, fighting to keep the frustration from my voice. “Saying you’re beautiful wasn’t a line or an attempt to lead you on. I genuinely find you shit-hot sexy and totally irresistible.” I shot her a grin. “And in the essence of all-out honesty, I also find you interesting. So, much as I’d love another rendition of last night’s activities, I also want to get to know you. That means genuine, straight-down-the-line conversation, no bullshit.” I tried to read between her crinkled brows and her tightly clamped lips, her sharply squared shoulders and stiffly raised chin, and got nothing. “So, Tiff. What do you say?”
I sipped my drink, biting my tongue, leaving her space and time and the power to choose whichever direction the evening would take.
After an age, her shoulders dropped and she pinned her gaze to mine. “No bullshit and no sex. Just conversation.”
“That’s all I ask.”
“That’s all you’re getting.”
I nodded. If she wanted a rise, she wouldn’t get one. Not above the waist, that is.
Silence rose up and yawned between us, despite the animated chatter from nearby tables and the louder than necessary tones of AC/DC riding the highway to hell.
There was so much we had to learn about each other, so much she had to learn. We were fated to be together, till death do we part, and she had to come willingly. That meant trust, on both sides.
Something that wouldn’t happen if we didn’t get past the burgeoning black hole that had completely killed conversation.
I needed to act before the evening moved from awkward to irreparable.
“Smooth or crunchy?”
Her head snapped back. The wary, deer caught in headlights look vanished, surprise taking its place. And a question, no doubt along the lines of whether I’d lost every one of my marbles.
Our relationship wasn’t destined for ordinary. Why should our conversation be any different?
“W—what?”
“Smooth or crunchy, as in peanut butter. Which are you?”
“Why?” Still no trust, and the conversation was on spreads.
We’d get past this if it killed me. I ignored the reality of the throwaway and focused on the depths of her blue-green gaze. “Because it’s more interesting than ‘what’s your favorite color?’ and less risky than ‘top or bottom? What’s your favorite position?’”




Chapter 13
Tiffany
Just when I thought I had Gideon all figured out, he threw me a curveball.
Peanut butter.
The question almost made me smile, as did his reasons for it. Bite or not to bite? The answer was simple. I didn’t want this uncomfortableness between us any more than I wanted him out of my pants. Not really.
At least the discomfort I could do something about.
I inhaled and met his gaze with one just as sharp. “Neither. I’m a Nutella kinda girl.”
He nodded. “Ahh, choc-nut. Interesting.”
“Is it?”
“Everything about you is interesting.”
Yeah, right.
The tone behind the words seemed sincere, perhaps he even believed them, but what compliment ever came without strings?
“Cilantro, yes or no?”
The question broke my thoughts and I left them. Whatever his motivation, it wasn’t my concern as long as it didn’t suck me in. “Yes, of course. Thai food isn’t the same without it.” I thought quickly. “White or black pepper?”
“Black. I like the complexity.” He raised his brows. “You?”
“White. I guess I’m just a simple gal at heart.”
He didn’t comment. And for that I was relieved, much as it would have given me more reason to doubt him. I needed it, but wasn’t sure I wanted it.
“I’d ask snow or sunshine, but I already know you prefer snow.” He considered. “Beach or pool?”
“Pool. Sand’s too messy.”
“Agreed.”
I couldn’t resist. “Blondes or brunettes?”
“Either. Hair color is incidental, personality is what cuts it for me.”
I couldn’t help the jump of my brows. Really?
“Hey, I promised no bullshit and I meant it.” He grinned. “I could have taken the cheesy route and said blondes, especially the one opposite me, but I didn’t. Give credit where credit’s due.” The sexy curve of his lips almost undid me more than his words.
Fuck.
An unfortunate choice of words when Gideon was near.
He moved forwards and drummed the table with his fingers. “Waffles or pancakes?”
“No competition. Pancakes.”
He nodded before scanning the restaurant floor. “Our wait staff seem awfully absent.” He cocked his head. “How hungry are you?”
An unfortunate question. But he wasn’t talking anything but food. The subtext was all me. “Fair but not ravenous.”
“Good.” He took my hand, and this time I didn’t snatch it back. His skin was cool, yet he still managed to warm my blood. “Trust me?”
It was a long shot, and I could only jump so far. I spared him a faint smile. “Where dinner’s concerned, I’ll take a leap.”
“Good.” Although his expression didn’t match the word. Still, this was a night for no bullshit, and that saloon door swung both ways.
“Let’s go.” He pulled me up, and I let him, grabbing my bag as he swept me out of the restaurant and onto the street. With no time to catch my breath, he kept jogging, I kept following, glad I wore boots instead of skimpy heels and an even skimpier skirt.
“Where are we going?”
“Have faith. I won’t lead you astray.”
I doubt that.
We barely paused for traffic, crossing the street, turning the corner, leaving the brilliance and buzz of the restaurant behind. The sidewalk shimmered golden under the glow of street lamps, undertones of fall nipping the air with frost.
My breath escaped in pants, short and fast and oxygen-starved, creating misty white clouds that dissipated moments after they formed. Gideon seemed barely affected. The man had stamina plus—another thought that sent my imagination spiraling.
He pulled me into a dimly lit alley and I pulled back, heart jackhammering against my ribs. “I don’t do alleys.”
He shot me a look as if I was half-baked. I returned the look. I also wasn’t born yesterday. He’d promised no sex, but he hadn’t said nix on the seduction.
“Roll with this. You won’t regret it.” When I still hesitated, he added, “No bullshit, I promise.”
I must be a stark-raving idiot, or at the very least, TSTL. But too stupid to live or not, I let him lead me into the dark. Funny thing was, a couple of seconds in, we reached a brightly-lit all-night café. I’d walked past this alley on countless occasions and never knew what existed beyond its entrance.
He paused at the door. “They make the best pancakes, ever.”
“Pancakes for dinner?”
“Why not? Live a little dangerously, Tiff.”
Problem was, I’d been there, done that and the battered, blood-soaked tee was an everlasting reminder of my mistake.
I shook off all thoughts of Richard. That bastard would not ruin tonight.
While every voice in my head screamed out warnings, I focused on Gideon’s golden gaze and dragged in a much needed dose of oxygen.
It’s just pancakes, for fuck’s sake. “Sure. Why not?”
We pushed into the café and despite the fact that it was buzzing and fuller than I’d have expected due to its out-of-the-way location, we found a booth towards the back. I scooched in and he followed, only stopping when his thigh was firmly plastered against mine. Good lord, it felt good. Just a touch, and blood sizzled through my veins.
He seemed not to notice, handing me a menu from the center of the table, then leaning over to examine it rather than getting his own.
God, he smelled good. Like fresh, rambling cornfields, crisp pine needles and a dash of lime or lemon, I couldn’t tell which.
“It doesn’t matter which pancake you choose, they’re all good.” He ran a trim, tanned finger down the menu then stopped halfway down. “I’m thinking Date Night.”
“They’re movie titles!”
“Just a bit of fun. Jet, the owner, is a movie buff. So everything on the menu has a movie slant.”
“Mad Max mega burger?”
“To die for, but we’re here for pancakes.” His glance slid from the menu to me. “Unless you fancy a burger? I can highly recommend the Dirty Harry double beef. Or even the Charlton Heston chicken burger if you’re poultry inclined.”
“It’s ridiculous.”
“Perhaps. But it’s also a bit of fun.” He returned his gaze to the menu. “It Happened One Night is looking pretty good right now.” He waggled his brows, and I couldn’t help but grin back. “Or maybe you prefer Some Like it Hot?”
“I’m leaning towards The Good, The Bad and the Ugly.”
His gaze raked mine. “Picture Perfect.”
“Stepford Wives.”
“Taming of the Shrew.”
“Single White Female.”
“Redemption.”
“Psycho.”
“I’m sensing a theme here. Should I be worried?”
It was my turn to waggle my brows. “Very.”
He chuckled, deep and decadent. The timbre burrowed deep into my gut and sank right down to the tips of my curling toes. If ever there was a fuck-me sound that saw my pussy wet and swooning, that was it.
His body was so close, we were almost touching. And that almost was killing me. 
He pushed the menu my way. “What say we get a selection? Your choice.”
“Any preferences?”
“Nope.” He leaned back, crossing his arms, watching me beneath hooded lids. “I trust you.”
I blinked, staring down at the blurring black print, hoping he didn’t spot my weakness. It was such a silly, ridiculous thing. He trusted me to order. It shouldn’t have meant something, not even remotely, yet my tummy flipped and fluttered as if he’d given it wings.
And I was too damn taken in to let it bother me.
Gideon fucking Fang.
The man was melting my resolve the way chili-chocolate sauce would melt all over Como Agua Para Chocolate’s raspberry and mango compote.
My body heated, as if that very sauce were sinuating through my blood.
Gideon may have promised to behave, but right now, I wished he hadn’t.

*
Twenty possible pancake creations and I had to choose. It was like dropping a kid into Walmart and telling her to pick only three toys.
I ummed and ahhed, and Gideon laughed and teased, but not once did he try and sway me.
I ignored the warmth fluttering through my chest, finally deciding on The Dark Knight chocolate berry wonder, the Pulp Fiction salted caramel popcorn and almond-vanilla bean ice cream, and the Herbie Goes Bananas banana rum and raisin pecan brittle. Three pancakes with two spoons. We topped it off with a double accompaniment of choc wild berry and caramel smoothies. A sugar-rush that would see me struggling to sleep for days.
I refused to care.
A couple nodded in greeting as they passed our table, hip-to-hip, arm-in-arm. Gideon grinned and nodded back.
Everyone seemed to know everyone, patrons and staff. Perhaps it was a result of the café being off the beaten track. Only those aware of its existence could find it. People stopped at our table, or waved from a distance. The waitress seemed more than familiar with Gideon, and as they chatted, jealousy hit me square in the chest. I hit it right back. I had no reason to feel that useless emotion, least of all for a man who was nothing more than a casual fuck.
The glib throwaway didn’t sit easily on my conscience, but I knocked that feeling right back too. Emotions weren’t a luxury I should—or would—allow myself.
“Do I detect a Kiwi accent?”
My hand froze, a forkful of chocolate and berries floating perilously in the air. “Maybe.” I stuffed the fork in my mouth, the decadence tasting like dust. It had taken years to lose that last link to my childhood, and somehow he’d picked it up anyway. “How did you guess?”
“I have an ear for languages and sounds.” He grinned. “So, why the move to New Orleans?”
I didn’t go there. Ever. I was a NOLA girl now, through and through. He didn’t need the ins and outs, the who, whys and wheres of my decision.
Diversion was my best option. “You speak more than one language?”
“Twenty-one. But that doesn’t include dialects.”
“Fuck me.”
His brows arched, lips sliding into a salacious smile. “Is that an invitation?”
I ignored the rejoinder, just as much as I ignored the heat that followed it. “How the hell did you find the time to learn them all?”
“Once you know two or three, learning gets easier.”
“Right.” I groaned. “Feeling quite inadequate here, with my meager, one language ability. I don’t know what I’ve been doing with my life.”
He chuckled. “Science is a language.”
“It’s not the same. You’re like a walking Google translator.” I sipped my smoothie and contemplated the enigma opposite me. “I won’t ask for a list, that’d be too depressing. What’s the weirdest language you know?”
“Hah. That’d have to be Klingon.”
I swallowed a snort, and ended up spluttering instead. “Is that even a real language?”
“It is for all the Klingons out there.”
“Ha ha.” Gideon’s humor rubbed elbows with mine. He was spontaneous. Fun. Unpredictable in a way that shivered up my spine and weakened my knees. Good or bad, I was still undecided. That didn’t stop me from playing while I made up my mind. “Say something.”
He did that whole sexy brow-arching thing again, his gaze burrowing deep into mine. Then he cocked his head. “Nuq wab chenmoH naHlet HeghDI' chuy chaH?”
Whoa. I’d totally believed he was joking. “Sounds dirty. What does it mean?”
“What sound do nuts make when they sneeze?”
I snorted a laugh. I’d totally expected some cheesy line, and he’d surprised me. Again. “That sounded so much better in Klingon.”
He grinned back. “Want the answer?”
“Enlighten me.”
“Cash-ew.”
I couldn’t help but roll my eyes. “Lame.”
“Would quoting Shakespeare have impressed you more?”
“Oh, don’t worry, I’m impressed. Even quoting Baa Baa Black Sheep would have been effective.”
He snagged a fork of banana and I did the same.
Funny, the conversation waned, but the silence was far from stilted. It sizzled. I wanted Gideon, in the most basic of ways. And this time I wasn’t stupid enough to think one time would cut my cravings.
More than a single repeat performance was called for. And why not?
My heart stuttered at the thought, even while the heat in my veins sizzled.
I’d been rash in my “no sex, just talk” proviso for the evening. Sex was where I felt comfortable, where everything fit perfectly into place—pun one-hundred and ten percent intended.
Conversation and heart-to-hearts were the root of all troubles.
I was older, wiser. Some might say jaded, I’d say judicious. I was no longer the naïve, pliable fool I’d been in the past. I could spot the signs and cut our . . .  whatever we were doing, short if so much as a hint of anger raised its ugly head.
I was bruised, not broken. Sex had been my sanity for the past three years. Why should I forgo the best experience of my life over a possibility? The change might never happen.
Richard’s smirk, ugly and taunting, rose up before me.
Stupid bitch.
I pushed that face and the burgeoning doubts back down.
It wasn’t the sex that was the problem. Never the sex. It was all the other stuff that landed me in trouble. Well, if Gideon didn’t know me, then he couldn’t hate me. And better still, he’d never need to hurt me. 




Chapter 14
Gideon
I’d promised Tiff no sex, but goddam, she was testing that promise.
Her scent filled my nostrils, her every heartbeat pounded in my ears. I wanted to take her and taste her until she lost every bit of control and screamed my name. She topped a fork with chocolate dipped raspberries and whipped cream then slid it between her parted lips.
Fuck me.
I bit back a groan and stuffed a forkful of something—hell only knew what—into my mouth. Her thigh brushed mine and my cock jerked. Any minute now, I’d grab her and to hell with the consequences.
I swallowed and focused on the dregs of our three pancakes. She’d made it quite clear personal was off the table and I wasn’t about to break my balls trying to change that. I’d try another tack. “What’s your all-time favorite movie?”
She licked her lips then slowly curved them upwards. “Yours first.”
I dragged my attention from those lips to her tropical lagoon gaze. My scrambled mind could barely focus beyond the tightness in my balls. I bit out my answer. “Easy. Anything with a Marvel in front of it.”
“Figures.”
“What? I’m that predictable?” Of course I was. I’d tossed her a cliché. Her response was reasonable. My less-than-enamored reaction for it wasn’t.
She raised her brows. “What man doesn’t long to be a hero, even if only in his mind?”
I barked out a laugh. “Harsh.”
“Perhaps, but true.”
A generalization. Again, perfectly reasonable. What one didn’t know, one hypothesized. It was human nature, this need for super-human action and strength.
Vamps were of another cloth.
We didn’t wear capes or fly about saving distressed heroines, but we could leap from tall buildings in a single bound. We could also terminate the life of a killer or rapist and sustain our hunger in the process. The blood may not be as sweet, but the guilt wasn’t as sharp, either. Whether or not that made us a hero was up for debate.
Either way, we didn’t fit the cliché of beasts of the night, transforming into bat form, feeding on innocents to slake our blood thirst. For the most part, we were a race surviving the only way we knew how, searching tirelessly for a way out of our living hell.
“Don’t tell me that as a kid you never wanted to be Superman.”
I wouldn’t tell her. She wouldn’t believe me.
It had been three hundred years since I’d been a kid, at a time when the likes of Voltaire, Benjamin Franklin and John Quincey Adams were idols. Men didn’t waltz around in capes unless they were mad or a Shakespearean actor.
Yeah, not an answer she’d understand.
“Not Superman. The Lone Ranger.”
“Ahh, so you have a Harley in lieu of a horse?”
I couldn’t help but grin. “I guess you could draw that analogy. What’s your favorite, then?” I speared a chunk of pecan brittle-topped banana and waved the fork her way. “Don’t tell me.” I studied her face and got nothing. So I took a stab. “Pride and Prejudice.”
Her lips twisted. “Not likely.”
“Enlighten me.”
“Frances Ha.”
She said the name as if I’d no chance in hell of knowing it. She wasn’t wrong.
“Never heard of it.”
“It’s not mainstream. There are no superpowers or super-human battles.”
“What’s it about?”
She tilted her head, a little like a bird contemplating how to attack a worm. “One woman’s journey to learn who she is before she can become who she should be.”
“Deep.”
“Authentic.”
“So, not a romance.”
The shake of her head was categorical. “Not even close.”
“Don’t most movies have at least a hint of romance?”
“Not the real ones.”
There had to be a clue somewhere in that statement. Something to provide insight into the whole “fucking without friendship” thing she had going. “You think romance isn’t real?”
“Oh, it’s real all right. It’s just less raindrops on roses and more sex with strings, stupidity and a dash of exploitation.”
The words cut, regardless that the rationale didn’t relate to me. “Wow. Where does love fit into all that?”
“It doesn’t. It fits into my world about as much as unicorns and vampires.”
She barely blinked as the statement left her lips. I wasn’t sure what should have annoyed me more—her flippancy over my existence or her adamant disbelief in love. Both jeopardized my future. Our shared future.
Unless I could convince her she was wrong on both accounts.
Her thick lashes fluttered, her gaze fixed to mine as she slicked moisture across her lips. “What does fit into my world is very hot, very dirty, very immediate sex.” She squeezed my thigh, her fingers digging into flesh just shy of my straining cock.
Was it a test? The few still operational brain cells couldn’t fathom another reason for her behavior. And they didn’t particularly care.
I wanted her fingers there, and higher, cupping and squeezing, her mouth sucking and fucking my aching dick until I exploded.
Thoughts that weren’t helping me retain control.
I wanted this, but I wanted our shared future more. If I slipped up now, any chance of winning Tiff, of winning her trust, would be as short-lived as a virgin in a brothel.
I grabbed her hand and threaded her fingers through mine, dragging them away from my cock and insufferable temptation.
Luckily, or not so luckily, Jet chose that moment to leave his double-grill for a snoop and a chat. “Gideon. How’s it hanging, bro?”
Normally I’d stand and we’d man-hug, but certain bodily impediments made it impractical. Unless I wanted Jet to believe I suddenly preferred cocks over clits.
We fist bumped and he dropped onto the cushion beside me, eyeing Tiff with interest I wanted to punch square in the face. “Hey, I’m Jet.”
She nodded, brandishing him with a smile that pricked at every nerve I owned. “Tiffany.”
I elbowed his ribs, regaining his attention. “Pancakes were perfect, as usual.”
He stroked his impeccably manicured moustache. “Of course.”
The man was anything but humble. With good reason. He’d been perfecting his batter for centuries. He’d also perfected that twinkle-in-his-eye good boy look and he brandished the whole caboodle on Tiff.
Another elbow broke the spell. “What dragged your sorry ass out from the kitchen?”
“You. Or, more accurately, the lovely Tiffany.” He smiled her way and she returned it, easily. Readily. “I had to see what made you stray from your usual order.”
The bastard was messing with me. He knew I was under cover at Hagen. And he knew from Tiff’s scent, she wasn’t one of us.
No way could I have ordered my usual without revealing myself to her.
“It was all Tiffany’s choosing.” I squeezed her hand. She didn’t squeeze back.
“You chose well.” Jet tapped the menu in the little menu-holder thing on the table. “Two out of my three favorites.
She dipped her head, shooting the bastard a smile that made me want to deck his sorry ass. “Only two? Which missed the mark?”
“Dark Knight. It’s been on the menu for longer than I can remember, and every time I try to spice it up, I get a backlash from my regulars.”
I grinned. “Why mess with perfection?”
“Why, indeed?”
A yelp sounded from beyond the solid keypad-locked “staff only” door. Dana and Sally acting up to relieve the boredom in the second, more private section of the café. Their antics were as routine as my bi-weekly visits and my blood cocktail order.
Jet pushed up. “That’s my cue.” He reached across the table and Tiff twisted free of my grasp to entwine her fingers with his. “Lovely to meet you, Tiffany.”
“Likewise.”
“Come back again. Next time I’ll prepare a special Breakfast at Tiffany’s pancake just for you.”
“Sounds tempting.”
“That’s the idea.” He grinned, a dimpled, pussy-drenching grin he reserved for the ladies.
A screech followed by a clatter hijacked our attention. Jet’s expression made me spare a brief thought for the two women. An angry head chef—particularly this one—was less than a pretty sight.
Yet, I couldn’t say I was anything but glad to see him go.
His fingers flew over the keypad and we both watched as the door slammed at his back.
More clattering punctuated the low murmur of conversation around us. A siren wailed outside and a child began to cry. Much as Jet’s arrival had called an end to Tiff’s teasing, it had also shattered the ease in our conversation. Silence stretched between us.
Tiff twirled her fork, contemplating the remains of our meal. “He seems nice.”
“More importantly, his pancakes are unrivaled.”
“No disagreement here.” She underlined the statement with a mouthful of berries and cream.
I attacked the last of the popcorn and salted caramel. With my dick no longer hogging the blood flow, my brain was once again operating full-throttle.
“Speaking of movies.” We weren’t, but it was a good opener to get us back on track. “Want to know what makes a great movie?” I tapped my fork on the plate and snagged a couple more popcorn. “Great actors like John Wayne, Clint Eastwood and Marlon Brando.” I popped the fork in my mouth. “And if we’re talking twentieth century, a little intrigue and a killer twist. Like The Usual Suspects.”
“Twists are good. Predictable bores the shit out of me.”
I nodded. “I’ll second that. No action movies on your list?”
“Atomic Blonde. She’s totally kick-ass, with a strength and sass I always envied.”
“Why?” I covered her hand with mine. “You’re strong and kick-ass. And don’t get me started on your sass.”
“People only see what we want them to see.” Her gaze shuttered, as if my comment had flipped a switch.
“What does that mean?”
She pulled her hand free, avoiding my gaze. “Nothing. I am who I am. That’s it.” Her hand dropped beneath the table, and this time there was no mistake. Her palm rode my cock as if it were a travelator. “And what I am right now is horny.”




Chapter 15
Tiffany
Gideon stalled my hand. “Don’t think I don’t get what you’re doing. Every time conversation gets personal, you hit ‘divert’ with a come-on.”
Damn. He was on to me.
I hated that. Most men couldn’t read me, they were just glad for the whole sex-no-strings scenario. What guy didn’t want that, for fuck’s sake?
I speared him with my best take-no-shit stare. “And that’s a problem, how?”
“What about the whole ‘no sex’ thing?”
He slid along the seat, breaking all contact. Not quite the reaction I’d been looking for.
I licked my lips, a tactic which always saw his gaze darken. “I changed my mind.”
“Why?”
“Does it matter?”
He studied me beneath hooded lids. “Yeah, it kinda does.”
He was exasperating the shit out of me. If he wasn’t so goddam good in the sack, I would have hightailed my ass out of there way before now.
I huffed. “I’m horny and you’re here. Do we need a deeper meaning than that?”
Something cracked in his expression. I closed my mind to what that crack might signify. We shared nothing past sex. Dinner was a mistake, but we could rectify that—with more sex.
“What about the fact that I like you? Where does that factor in?”
A door closed in my brain. A big, double-bolted, steel-reinforced door. Anything outside sex required emotions and emotions hurt. I didn’t want to hurt again.
“It doesn’t.” I inhaled. Deep. “I don’t do relationships, and I definitely don’t do liking,” I air quoted, to make sure he got the point, “or all that emotional bullshit. What I do is sex, and I’m good at it. Turns out, you’re pretty good at it too. I figure we may as well be good at it together.”
He shook his head, as if admonishing a naughty kid. “No bullshit swings both ways, so here goes. I want more, Tiff.”
“I don’t do more.”
“Why?”
“Stop asking me why and just accept that’s the way things are.”
“What if I say no?”
“Then I’ll say we’re done.”
“No bullshit?”
“No bullshit.”
Still, he kept his distance, his gaze locked with mine, as if by doing so he could delve deep into my soul and see . . . what? I turned away, breaking whatever voodoo magic he was trying to weave.
Why did everything have to be so fucking complicated?
More sucked. More meant complications and problems and all that bullshit I never wanted.
More meant one day things would turn to shit and I’d be less. Worthless. And a punching bag for the sonovabitch who convinced me that he wanted more and that more was good.
It was hell.
I didn’t trust more any more than I trusted the man who spouted its virtues.
“And?”
“And?”
Would he stop repeating every goddam word I said and decide? I glared. Maybe looks were more effective than words.
He sighed. “Fine.”
“Fine?”
“You want sex, no strings? Well, let’s try it your way and see where that leads us.”
“Just to be clear, it won’t lead us anywhere but naked and fucking.”
“We’ll see.” He had that smug “I’m in control” look on his face. The one he had that first day, when he walked into our meeting as if he owned it.
I didn’t want smug, and I sure as hell didn’t want anyone thinking he owned me. I didn’t want him for any more than his cock. Time I made that clearer than mud.
“So, what are you waiting for? Shut up, take me out of here and fuck me, or forever hold your peace.”
*
There were few fantasies remaining in which I hadn’t already indulged. One vaulted to mind with technicolor clarity as I wrapped my legs around Gideon’s Harley and my arms tight around his chest—a sexy motorcycle, an even sexier man and multiple, mind-blowing orgasms.
Thankfully, I’d chosen my only ankle-length skirt with two side slits, allowing me to sit astride the bike with the barest semblance of modesty. A strip of fine silk lay between me and the leather seat, the cool air both teasing and tantalizing my pussy into hyperawareness. 
I was throbbing and wet even before I sat on his bike, and it was a distinct possibility that the thrum of the engine and the heat of my thoughts would send me tumbling over the edge before we ever reached our destination.
He hadn’t shared where we were headed. Then again, I hadn’t asked. Talk had been pretty much nonexistent since I’d hit him with my ultimatum. Fine by me. I didn’t want him for his scintillating conversational skills.
And I didn’t want to lose the control I’d regained. That meant controlling the here and now and keeping Gideon off-kilter.
I tugged his jacket and yelled into his ear. “Turn here.” His delectable body stiffened and I yelled again. “Turn. Left. Here. I know a place.”
To his credit, he listened. He even turned, his shoulders so ramrod straight, the tension all but oozed into my numb fingertips.
“Next right.”
The motorcycle dipped and we left the main highway for a gravel road. Five minutes and we’d arrive. My body hummed, so high from the promise of what was to come I could already feel the roll of an orgasm.
I squinted. Would I even spot the path? Bald Cypress lined the road and the motorcycle’s headlights barely cut through the dark, winding road in front of us. Then the large information board glowed white in the hazy light and I knew we’d found it.
“Turn right just after the sign.”
The path was narrow and barely discernable to those unaware of its existence. Perfect for what I had in mind. I spotted the large, gnarly tree, its heart-shaped knot sending shivers of not so delicious memories up my spine. I pushed them back. No time for that bullshit now.
“Stop.”
The bike slid to a standstill, humming between my thighs. But now we’d arrived, it wasn’t enough. I wanted Gideon there, fucking me into oblivion.
He cut the engine, engaged the stand and removed his helmet. I dismounted and did the same. The headlight cut through the dark until eventually swallowed by the night. The rush and bubble of the nearby brook cut through the quiet and rustling of the leaves above.
“Where are we?”
An owl announced his presence before swooping across our clearing from one tree to the next. “A place I come sometimes to think.”
True. But I wouldn’t tell him the rest.
He swung his leg up and off the bike, taking my helmet and setting it with his to hang from the handlebars.
“Why are we here?”
I shed my jacket. My breasts ached for his touch, my nipples tight, hard buds, rasping against my top, driving me insane with want.
“To fulfil a fantasy.” I popped the button of my skirt and slowly released the zipper. His gaze slid down to watch as the fabric puddled at my feet. I straddled the bike and leaned back against the storage compartment, lifting my leg, resting the arch of one foot on the gas tank. The other I rested on the ground.
I barely contemplated what would happen if the bike toppled over. Luckily, Gideon stepped forward, supporting the chassis.
I felt decadent. So fucking hot I could combust any moment.
I shed my top. No mean feat, but I made it without any major hiccups.
Gideon’s gaze seemed riveted to my every move. My hands skimmed upward, from my knees, over my thighs, then beneath the soaked fabric to the throbbing folds beneath. I’d never considered myself an exhibitionist, but Gideon watching as my fingertips taunted the tight bud of nerves, his deep growl as I slowly entered my slick folds was the biggest turn-on, ever.
My free hand pulled the cups of my bra down, releasing my breasts, pushing them up and outward, freeing them to the cold night air.
Gideon swallowed, the bob of his Adam’s apple drying my throat.
My gaze dropped from his almost black eyes to the unmistakable bulge in his jeans.
Fuck. Just thinking about his cock sliding inside, slow and thick, hard and deep . . . my breathing came faster, my fingers mimicking those actions.
“Take off your pants.”
His gaze darted back to mine, his expression inscrutable in the muted light. His hands dropped from the bike to the belt at his waist. With excruciating slowness, he released the buckle, popped the button, then dragged open his fly. Black briefs enclosed his thick, aroused flesh and my mouth watered.
“I want to see you.”
He barely hesitated before kicking off his boots, shedding his jeans and underwear.
“All of you.”
His jacket slid off his shoulders and his biceps bulged with swoon-worthy splendor as he pulled his shirt forward and over his head.
“Come here.”
He came, every fucking gorgeous inch of him, doing my bidding, making me so fucking crazy-hot I didn’t know what I wanted most. I wanted to come, over and over, from my touch, from his, with his cock deep in my pussy, with his mouth sucking and fucking me till I couldn’t remember my name or where the hell I was.
“Touch yourself.”
That big, firm hand wrapped around his beautiful cock and he groaned. Not once did his gaze stray from mine.
Something splintered in my chest. Something unfathomable.
That rawness, that connection. It was too much.
I brought my fingers to my mouth and licked, tasting my arousal, watching his. Then slowly, I slid my hand back down to my throbbing flesh. His gaze followed its descent, accompanied by the rapid bob of his Adam’s apple.
Much better.
“Pump and squeeze.”
He did, sliding his hand balls to tip then straight back down again as I dipped two fingers then three into my wet-as-fuck pussy, imagining they were his, his mouth on my clit, his tongue entering me, twirling and sucking and fucking me halfway across the universe and back.
I felt the spiral, the heightening of my senses, the rush of my blood.
My body tensed, the edge of my climax so close I could taste it.
“I’m coming.”
He didn’t comment, just kept pumping, squeezing, sliding his hand up and down that delicious organ while I tumbled into orgasm, my pussy pulling and clenching my fingers as if they were his cock.
My hand slumped against my thigh, my body heavy and satisfied until my gaze lifted to Gideon’s. He watched me, his massive body just inches from mine, his barely restrained control almost at breaking point.
I could see he wanted to touch me, to fuck me, and hell, I wanted that too.
Barely down from one orgasm, I was looking to the next.
I dragged my hand up over my hip, across my tummy, brushing and circling my breast as he watched, hungry, waiting for my command.
This massive, muscle-bound man, mine for the taking. Mine for the commanding. There was nothing on this planet more shit-hot than that.




Chapter 16
Gideon
“Taste me, Gideon.”
Fuck.
I’d watched Tiff pleasure herself on my ride, wild, abandoned, sexy-as-all-hell. My balls were rocks, my cock so goddam hard it could obliterate boulders.
Yet, this was her fantasy and now it had become mine.
More than my next breath, more than my mortality and everything that went along with it, I wanted to taste her. My fangs threatened to descend and it took every ounce of my control to stop them.
She squeezed her nipples, two cherries beckoning for me to feast.
Until now, Tiff had commanded the show, but now it was my turn.
I stepped in and my fingers joined hers. She let her hand drop as I plumped her breasts, tweaking and twisting the taut buds until she writhed, bucking her hips, demanding fulfillment.
“Your mouth,” she rasped. “I want your mouth.”
That I could do. I took her lips, hard, uncompromising, groaning as they opened, allowing my tongue to plunder her sweet depths. Her tongue tangled with mine, her mouth giving and taking with unrestrained abandon.
Her hand wrapped around my cock and squeezed.
Fuck me.
Her thumb swept over the precum, slicking her palm before she squeezed again and worked my shaft like a stick shift in the frigging NASCAR series.
I broke the kiss. My hand squeezed her breast, my mouth sucking and swirling her nipple, harder and faster in response to her breathy moans. I reached between her thighs, slicking my thumb across her clit as I drove one, then two fingers into her pussy.
So. Fucking. Wet. So. Fucking. Hot.
I wanted inside her, to sink into her body and never come out.
Instead, I worked her clit, milking her pussy with my fingers, supporting the bike with my other hand, until she screamed my name.
“Fuck me. Gideon. Please.”
I didn’t need a second invitation.
It took ten fumbled seconds to locate a condom in my jacket and roll it on.
I slid my hands up her thighs, helping her lift her legs to reveal her sexy ass and the slick, moist folds just begging for me to fuck them. I straddled the bike and she dropped her legs onto my shoulders, her passion-ridden gaze locking with mine.
I lowered her legs and dropped my mouth to her throat, to the hot, pulsing flow of blood just below the skin. I licked, sucked, tasting her. So close. Fulfilment beat less than an inch from my grasp. My cock throbbed just shy of her folds and I nudged closer, drawing on her throat, awakening my taste buds with the promise of satisfaction.
“Bite me!”
I stilled. Somewhere in the recesses of my mind I acknowledged what she wanted and how her command translated to me were eons apart, yet I couldn’t stop.
My fangs descended, my nostrils drowning with her scent. Arousal. The life force rushing through her veins. I bucked, pushing into her with one swift motion, my fangs piercing her skin as I withdrew and thrust again.
Her gaze widened, her dilated pupils transforming her eyes to black. Short, sharp gasps escaped her parted lips, her hands frantically clutching my ass, pulling me in deeper, harder, faster.
The condom ensured we both experienced the connection without consummating the mating. Blood flowed across my tongue, awakening my taste buds, igniting my body. She tasted sweet, succulent, alive.
My balls clenched, so goddam tight, my cock so frigging hot, it burned like fire. I released her neck, licking the wound, thrusting harder, higher, building her orgasm as I stoked mine.
She moaned, mewled, panted, begged. I lifted her legs higher onto my shoulders, watching my cock enter and leave her pussy as my thumb flicked her clit, once, twice, circling and toying, making her arch and writhe and crazy.
One more flick and her nails cut into my ass. She screamed, pussy pulsing, pulling my cock into orgasm. I arched and unleashed, losing myself in the clench and grab of her flesh, leaving this world, this moment, my mind filled with everything and nothing all at once. Dark and light filled my vision, and her—blonde curls in disarray, cheeks cherry red, lips swollen and full.
Mine.
Possession billowed in my chest as if we’d mated and completed the ritual, when in reality we’d done all but the final, fundamental step—exchange essences, linking our souls to become one.
My cock was still buried deep in her body, my mind protesting over thoughts of breaking the bond. I dropped my forehead to hers, calming my breathing, relishing her uncontrolled panting and the rampant beat of her heart.
I felt peace and disquiet all at once.
And home.
I curved my palm around her jaw, brushing her cheek with my thumb. Our gazes locked, as tight as our bodies. Something brimmed in those hazy, blue depths—a fragility I’d never seen in her before now.
“Moja láska.” I whispered the ancient words before I had the brain function to call them back.
Tiff blinked, and a shutter slid over her expression. She moved beneath me, wriggling, suddenly frantic to break free.
I pulled out and pushed up, bracing my thighs to keep the Harley from tumbling to the ground, searching her expression to glean what had suddenly changed. “You okay?”
She nodded, expression firmly closed. “Just a little cold.” She shivered, as if to prove her point. More than “just cold” was responsible for obliterating her expression.
I shot her a grin. “I could warm you again.”
Her palm connected with my chest, and at first I thought she’d pull me back down, but then she pushed and sat up. Her legs dropped down and I pulled my mind away from the sight of my motorcycle tucked tight between her thighs.
Her hand rubbed at her neck. “What the fuck just happened?”
I stood and stepped off the bike, gripping the handlebars, struggling for nonchalance. She scrambled off the seat, stumbling backwards in an effort to increase the distance between us. And here began the conversation I’d both anticipated and dreaded. “The best orgasm ever?”
That threw her, and I could see in her eyes it was true. I’d like to say modesty was one of my better qualities, but that’d be a lie. My ego swelled.
“What’s this?” Trembling fingers pushed back her curls revealing the twin marks on her skin.
It was a discussion we needed, but not naked. I scouted around for my briefs. Luckily my better-than-mortal night vision located both them and her panties easily.
She’d already tucked her delicious breasts back into the lace that had only seconds ago plumped them up, ripe and ready for my enjoyment.
I dragged my thoughts away from that visual and back to the angry frown on Tiff’s face. “You won’t believe me if I tell you.”
“Try me.” The arch of her brows screamed “pull the other one,” as if I were stringing her a line that was thin and tenuous at best. She’d soon discover I wasn’t.
“Let’s get dressed and go somewhere for you to warm up and I promise I’ll tell you all.” Or almost all. I ignored the twist in my gut. With more than our union at stake, there were some facts I had no authority to share.
“Just tell me.”
“It’s not that simple and you’re cold.” Her body shivered again and I handed across her skirt, leaning in to help with her shirt buttons.
She pushed my hand away, her icy fingers fumbling to secure them.
I slipped into my jeans and shirt, holding out my jacket. “Here, take this.”
“I don’t need it.” Her teeth began to chatter.
“Fuck it, Tiff. Stop being so goddam stubborn. Take the jacket before you catch the death of a cold.”
I wrapped it round her body, ignoring the way she shrank away from my touch. It was impossible to equate this woman with the one who’d so brazenly ordered me to fuck her. I dropped the leather onto her shoulders and stepped back, relieved when she slipped her hands through the arms.
With jerky movements, she yanked up the zipper. “You’re not the boss of me.”
“You’re right. But I do care about you. Would it surprise you so much that I don’t want you to get sick?”
She opened her mouth then clamped it. She didn’t have to voice the denial, it was written all over her face.
What the hell had happened between her need for me, her orgasm and this moment? Something had changed, some flick of a switch making her glare at me like I was the devil. Not a great start to a conversation that would see her view of me forever changed.
I handed her a helmet.
She took it, holding it away from her body as if it were infectious. “Where are we going?”
“Somewhere warm.”
Uncertainty laced her expression. Damn, the woman could fuck me but she still didn’t trust me. That she had good reason—considering I’d just bitten her without giving her the all-important heads up that I was a vamp—didn’t factor. And I wasn’t even going near the fact that I’d used her to access the flu antidote and cure. 
It curdled my stomach. But the bite of conscience didn’t absolve me of my sins. I was guilty as all hell, and I could only hope Tiff would be more forgiving than I’d be of myself before this whole sordid mess was over.
I straddled my bike. “Hop on.”
Again, that uncertainty, before she dragged her feet and joined me, without actually joining me. Inches separated us.
“You’ll have to hold on.”
I waited, hating the distance between us, knowing the void would only grow once she discovered the truth.
Slowly her arms wrapped round my torso and I started the engine.
All I could hope is that in time, she’d find it in her heart to accept me.




Chapter 17
Tiffany
Fuck.
My mind was a whirling dervish caught in a hurricane.
What the hell just happened?
I needed space. Distance. Time to process.
I gripped onto Gideon’s waist, wondering how the hell I could have lost all sense of control so quick.
My fantasy had been going so well. I’d controlled the play, Gideon following my bidding without question or comment.
Hot. So fucking inferno hot.
I’d been burning, fueled by desire and the knowledge that he was mine for the taking. He’d stripped and my mouth had dried like a leaf in the summer heat. He’d touched himself, stroked and squeezed.
Fuck. I could have watched and come, just from the glorious sight of him.
Then he’d touched me and all thoughts had fled. I’d wanted him, his touch everywhere, his hands, his mouth, his cock. I’d even wondered if fucking could be more than a one-time thing between us.
He’d found that spot, that nervous center where shoulder and neck collide, and I’d gone wild. Ordered him to bite.
That was the moment.
He’d sunk his teeth into my skin, his cock into my flesh, and my mind had blanked. The light behind my eyes had flickered then come to life. I’d seen . . . something. What the fuck had I seen?
My desires? My future? An alternative, dream-worthy reality?
The vision—I had no idea what else to call it—had looked nothing like my life now and everything like the one I’d craved before I knew better.
In the throes of passion, I’d discounted it as part of the fantasy, but now, with the return of post-orgasmic clarity, I wasn’t so sure. The images had seemed so real, so accessible. As if I could have reached out my hand and scooped them all up.
Gideon’s bite had ignited something, something surprising, something surreal. And with hints of another life burned into my retinas, I couldn’t wipe the possibilities from my mind.
I needed to get the hell away from him and fix what he’d broken. But first, I had to find out what the fuck he’d done.
Every inch of my body burned. And whereas before the burning had been bliss-related, now it was an itch that no amount of scratching could relieve.
The bike slowed and stopped.
A sensor light flicked on and I looked up to see an old, red-brick duplex. “Where are we?”
“Home.”
I froze. “I’m not going in there.”
“It’s just to talk, Tiff.”
“I don’t care if it’s to play tiddly winks, I’m not going in.”
He sighed. “You want answers and what I have to say needs to be said in private. It’s cold and dark out here, and I could do with a drink.”
He shed his helmet, waiting.
TSTL flared in my mind in bright flashing neon.
Stupid bitch.
Fuck. When would that damnable voice forever leave my thoughts?
I stared at Gideon’s square as square shoulders, still waiting, still patient. With as much dignity as I could muster, I held my skirt in place and dismounted the bike. He watched me, his expression so sincere, so open and guileless. He’d been nothing but honest till now. Could my trust stretch past dinner to frank conversation?
My gut said yes. But my gut had been wrong so many times before.
But not with Gideon.
Ping-pong thoughts battered my brain. I could trust him. But I didn’t know him. But how much did you know anyone?
Gideon fucking Fang. The man was making me crazy.
I needed to know why.
I swallowed and prayed this moment wouldn’t add to my pile of already overflowing regrets. “You have five minutes.”
“I’ll need ten.”
I huffed. “Fine. Ten.”
He nodded, dismounting his bike, leading the way up the cobblestone path. I blocked all thoughts of serial killers and rapists and madmen as I followed. Then we were standing on his rubber doormat.
He tapped a keypad and pushed open the door, standing aside for me to enter first. If nothing else, his manners had always been impeccable. Like any respectable serial killer.
He closed it behind us and my body jolted with the click. His ever-seeing gaze narrowed and I stepped back until I smacked into the wall.
His hand returned to the door. “This locking mechanism is pretty easy to open from the inside. If you need to leave at any time, just push this lever.” He demonstrated and the door snapped easily open. His action warmed my still frosty body. He closed it again, and turned to me. “I’m making a drink. Want one?”
My instincts screamed “say no.” “Sure.”
I followed him through a hallway and down some stairs into an open plan living/dining/kitchen. Clean. White. Light. So not what I’d expected. Although, with Gideon, wasn’t that the norm?
“Soy latte?”
“You have soy?”
“I do.”
“Then a latte is fine.” I hovered just shy of the kitchen, the click of my boots on his pristine tiles echoing loudly in my ears.
I’d given Gideon ten minutes, and demanded he tell me what he’d done. But now we’d entered normality—the bright lights of his kitchen—and left the craziness of the night behind, I wasn’t sure what I wanted.
What kind of answer was I expecting?
I had a helluva hickey on my neck and a vision of happiness in my brain. Easy explanation—I’d had great sex and was still harboring fruitless dreams. Yet, there was something more. I couldn’t explain it—how could I, when I didn’t know what the fuck to explain—but something had happened the moment his teeth had connected with my skin.
I shivered, not wholly from cold.
I wasn’t so sure I wanted to know what.
“Here.”
“Thanks.” I wrapped my fingers around the red ceramic mug. Maybe its warmth would go partway to abating the frost.
“Want to sit?”
Did I?
‘Uh, no.”
I stood beside the large, white-stone breakfast bar, with a clear run to the front door. Just in case.
He sipped from his mug and I sipped from mine.
Awkward.
I hated awkward almost as much as I hated more.
Time to rip off the band aid and deal with the consequences. “What happened back there?”
His mug froze midway to his mouth. A mouth that had pleasured me until I’d screamed his name. Multiple times.
Cut that thought. Multiple orgasms were the last place my mind should be wandering.
The skin on my neck was hot and tender and oh, so swollen. It didn’t feel like a normal hickey, but then again, sex with Gideon hadn’t felt like normal sex.
He lowered his mug and his riveting gold eyes captured my gaze. “I’m a vampire.”
I snorted, spraying soy and coffee all over his pristine island counter. “Yeah, and I’m a werewolf.” What kind of stupid-assed game was he playing? Anger accomplished what the drink hadn’t. My blood boiled. “Seriously, Gideon? What the fuck? This isn’t amateur hour on comedy night.”
“I’d show you, but I don’t want to scare you.”
“Show me what?”
“How I pierced your skin.”
He was deranged. He didn’t seem deranged, but that only meant he’d learned to hide his madness behind a façade. I lowered my mug to the counter and measured the distance between myself and the hall.
“I won’t stop you if you want to leave.”
That he seemed to read my thoughts was more than a little unnerving. It only intensified my need to go.
“But before you go, I need you to understand who and what I am.”
“Why does what I know matter?”
“Because I wasn’t lying when I said I wanted you.”
My stupid heart did a little flutter and flip, totally out of synch with my brain, which raged at his blatant manipulation. “For my blood?” It didn’t hurt to play along. If Gideon thought he was a vampire, then far be it for me to burst his barbaric bubble.
“For you.”
Okay, now my heart was full-on cartwheeling. “Don’t do that.”
“What?”
“Don’t play me like that.”
He scrubbed the back of his neck. “I’m not playing, Tiff. This is real.”
Yeah, right. Vampire and all.
If he was throwing out fables instead of facts, I was wasting my time. I didn’t need him to tell me I had an overactive imagination, I just needed out.
“You’re a vampire. Good to know.” I moved towards the entrance hall. “I should go now.”
“You don’t believe me.”
It wasn’t a question, more a statement. And one spoken with regret.
I grabbed my cell and with a couple of clicks, I ordered an Uber. I’d get out, go home and forget tonight ever happened.
“Sure, I believe you.”
He shook his head and took one step, then another towards me. “Just remember, regardless of what you’re about to see, I would never hurt you.”
I backed towards the door. Something made me wary of turning my back.
Our gazes locked. Green eyes turned to gold, and as I watched, his skin blanched, his teeth slowly, gruesomely, beginning to grow. Sharp canines. Like a wolf.
Like a vampire.
Thunder roared against my eardrums.
I didn’t wait for further explanations or to see more. I turned and ran. Not once did I look back.




Chapter 18
Gideon
For the first time in three centuries my lifeless blood chilled my soul.
I retracted my fangs and ran to the door.
I almost opened it. Almost.
My hand stalled on the cold handle. What more could I say? Tiff wasn’t ready to hear how intrinsically we were bound and I wasn’t ready to relive her distaste.
It cut. Like no other hurt, it cut like hell.
Her reaction was understandable. She’d just discovered a figment of her nightmares was real. And not only that, she’d had wild, mind-blowing sex with him.
I had no idea what to say to bring her down from that.
I turned and wandered aimlessly back towards the kitchen. I tossed the dregs of my coffee and contemplated making another. What was the point? It wasn’t as if I could taste it or draw comfort from its aroma. Both were dead to me.
As dead as my aching heart.
That was a new one.
I needed to do something, but until I knew what, I was stuck in a turbine.
Mozart’s symphony no. 5 pealed out from my pocket. I snatched out my cell. “Tiff.”
“Who?”
Not Tiff. Of course it wasn’t. I was an idiot to think she’d contact me so soon.
“Damon.”
“Gideon.” He coughed, cleared his throat. “Who’s Tiff?”
Something twisted in my chest. Not my heart. “A scientist at Hagen.”
“That the same chick you took to Jet’s?” Of course he’d heard. Rumors were like fodder when you had multiple lifetimes on your hands.
“Yeah.”
“I heard you guys were pretty cozy.”
“And?”
“Why shouldn’t you get some on the side?”
It didn’t sit well, letting Damon think Tiff was no more than a diversion. But first smell of more and he’d pull me out. Because the mission took priority, even over saving my soul.
The needs of the many . . . yada, yada, yada.
I knew I could balance both, but Damon would be harder to convince. My track record wasn’t as shiny and unblemished as I’d like, regardless that the slip had been two centuries earlier. The man had the memory of a steel-reinforced lock box.
“Got any yet?”
An unfamiliar tightness clenched my chest. I’d never been one for fuck and tell. “Nah.”
“Well, there’s still time.” I pictured his toothy smirk, the salacious light in his eyes. He still hadn’t found his soulmate, but that didn’t stop him from enjoying the entire female population while he searched. Some of us weren’t so indifferent.
“That said, I’m sure I don’t need to remind you, the mission comes first.”
It was another dig, another reference to a time I’d allowed my emotions to rule my judgement. I’d since learned—through repeated, pertinent reminders—the error of my ways. But the bastard never let up. Back then, he’d become coven leader, gaining a stick up his ass and losing our friendship in the process.
I bit my tongue, once again swallowed apple pie with a side-serving of humble, and gave him what he wanted. “Of course.”
I pictured his satisfied smirk. The satisfaction that once again he had me sitting up and begging with merely a word.
“How’s things with the smelly scientist? Best buds yet?”
“Getting there. I’ll be ready.” I scrubbed the kinks from my neck and tipped my head left, then right. “Any news on d-day?”
“About a week. You’ll need clear access to the antidote.”
“I’ll have it.”
Silence yawned down the line.
“Don’t fuck this up, Gid. Whoever this Tiff is, don’t confuse which head takes precedence when the time comes. There’s more at stake here than keeping your dick happy and your essence well fed.”
With a click, Damon was gone. But I couldn’t stop staring at my cell long after the call ended.
There had to be a way forward, to win Tiff and save the world. It sounded ridiculous—so superhero in spandex and tights—and frigging impossible. Any way I looked at it, I ended up screwing her and screwing us. And not in a good way.
That didn’t stop me wanting to pursue her with every fiber of my being. Selfish? Yeah. I never said I was a saint. I’d searched for a way out my whole vampire life. Now I’d found it, I wasn’t about to give up easy, regardless that it had happened now. Unease shivered along my spine. Call it bad timing or bad luck—the label didn’t matter, the outcome was still the same.
I was about to betray the one person who could save me.




Chapter 19
Tiffany
It had to be a prank.
If only.
Thoughts swirled, along with every bite of pancake that threatened to revisit if I didn’t get my shit together.
I fucked a vampire.
The wind wailed, angry, unrelenting, whipping through my hair, fighting me every staggering step down his dark, semi-deserted street. A storm was brewing, an army of blustery clouds obliterating the sky, hacking away at any residual ambient warmth.
A dog howled from a nearby backyard. Shivers skittered down my spine, accompanied by visions of werewolves. Another imaginary being that shouldn’t be allowed to escape the pages of fantasy fiction.
Was I losing my mind?
Vampires were myths. Legends. Creatures of nightmares, not earthbound and living in Louisiana. They didn’t stampede into my life and seduce me into the best frigging sex ever.
I quickened my pace, pushing forward, increasing the distance between me and the lying sonofabitch.
He’d bitten me. A vampire bite. Did that mean I’d become one too?
Normal brain function became a thing of the past the moment I saw those teeth. The change in his expression. Those eyes. I hadn’t stuck around to play show and tell.
The skin on my neck still felt hot and tender. More than a mosquito bite, considerably less than a snake.
I didn’t feel different. Post-orgasmic bliss wasn’t a precursor to vampirism, right? And I had no sudden desire to start drinking blood.
Why did that thought make me shudder, in a not wholly bad way? Had Gideon done that just now? Would I know if he had? Was that to blame for the intensity of my orgasm?
Expert Google was overdue for a consult. I’d check the moment I walked in my front door. Although what truth could Wikipedia and the entirety of the internet tell me when vampires weren’t real?
Shivers rippled through my chest, mushrooming up and out to every part of my body. The air was frostbitten, but this chill gripped my insides, like gnarly roots gripped the earth that sustained them.
Gideon had promised no bullshit, then bullshitted me anyway.
Was I destined to become the physical or emotional punching bag of every blood-sucking bastard—pun so totally intended—in our fine and far-reaching United States?
Casual sex had stalled that slippery slope.
I stumbled. Pain ricocheted through my big toe as I froze, pebbles scattering out across the sidewalk and onto the road.
Clickity fuckity click.
My subconscious cowered in the dark recesses of my mind as a lightbulb flared. Was internal sabotage to blame for leaving me orgasmically challenged over the past three years? Had that super-controlling part of my brain influenced my partner choices and, ultimately, my disastrous sexual encounters?
Realization washed over me like a frigging monsoon.
If I’d been deliberately choosing the Peters and Pauls of this world, how the hell had Gideon made me break precedent? Did vampires have some voodoo superpowers to catch and captivate their victims?
Fuck.
Victim. There was a word I’d sworn to forever oust from my vocabulary.
How did he do it?
I was so fucking angry. At him. Myself. Both scrabbled for first footing. He’d ruined everything. Because how the hell could I revisit what we’d just done when he was . . . what he was?
Some higher power was lolling up in the clouds, laughing his fucking brains out. It was comedy hour in New Orleans. Dole out great—multiple—orgasms, then snatch them away.
Gideon fucking Fang.
A fucking vampire.
Stupid bitch.
This time, I had no choice but to agree.




Chapter 20
Gideon
The throwing room buzzed with hushed chatter and the intermittent crack of splintering wood followed the raucous whoop of success.
“Nice.” Mannie waved his stubby hand towards the wooden bullseye showcasing my tomahawk dead center. “Must be beginner’s luck.”
I nodded, unwilling to share the fact that I’d handled an axe before now, in a time when it wasn’t thrown for sport. “Money where your mouth is, Mannie. Best of three, loser buys the winner drinks.”
“Better warm up your wallet, then. You’re on.”
I grinned. Spending time with Mannie wasn’t as onerous as I’d first thought. He had a dry wit and a penchant for quirky hobbies, but we all had our quirks. And since he’d taken to using the salve I’d anonymously left on his desk, a formula courtesy of Dr. Weatherborne, an 1800s doc who had a thing for feet—don’t ask—he wasn’t smelling so badly, either.
As an added bonus, while I was throwing axes, I was less absorbed in my funk over Tiff and her dogged determination to avoid me.
Mannie squinted towards the target, placing his right foot forward, raising his arms and axe over his head.
Twenty-four hours had passed since she’d run and I’d been unable to confront her for the chance to explain. She needed time, I got that. But time was one thing I didn’t have. In a week my mission would be over, and after . . . who knew where Damon would place me? Doubtful I’d remain at Hagan much past that.
“Bullseye!” He broke into something that resembled a shuffle crossed with a moonwalk, far removed from the taciturn scientist I’d first met two weeks ago.
“Let’s see how far first timer luck takes you.”
I grabbed my axe, stepped up to the mark and focused. The target sharpened in my vision. I raised my arms over my head, aimed and threw.
The tomahawk landed exactly where I’d intended.
Mannie eyed the blade, lodged just inside the outer circle, unable to stem his grin, no matter how much he tried to mask it. “Better luck next time, Gideon.” He slapped my back, much like a mother slaps a baby with gas. “Remember to extend your arms and . . .”
I zoned, inserting an intermittent nod when his voice waned. My mind seemed unable to accept that my chances for mortality were forever lost.
How the fuck could I win Tiff over? There had to be a way to slip back into her world. If I could get her to listen, I could explain away the whole vampire scenario and we could move past it and onto better pastures. Mortal, life-changing pastures.
“Your wallet’s about to get a workout.” Mannie poised, aimed, then tossed, his axe striking just shy of the bullseye.
I slapped his back and grinned. “Five out of five. That’s a definite call for a drink.”
“You got it.” He recovered his axe and meticulously placed it in its case. Yep, the man had his own axe. If he wasn’t such a teddy bear he’d have “serial killer” stamped all over his forehead.
“I was going to ask Jane if she’d accompany me to the lab’s Christmas party. Or is that ridiculous, considering she’ll be there anyway?” He grabbed his jacket and the case and we headed for reception. “What do you think?”
He looked at me as if I were the oracle on women, when in reality I hadn’t a fucking clue. Story of my life. For his, the answer was much simpler.
“I say go for it, man.” I matched my step to his slower, rambling pace. “There’s a company Christmas party?”
He nodded. “Care of Tiffany, planning committee of one.”
My ears perked up and my mind jumped feet-first into the root of an idea. “She doesn’t have help?”
“She never asks. And no one ever offers. She seems to like planning, so we all leave her to it.”
Interesting.
“Well, definitely ask Jane. But why wait? Why not invite her out for a coffee next week?”
“You think?”
“Yeah. What’s the worst that can happen?”
His grip on the case tightened. “She says ‘no.’”
“At least you’ll know either way though, right?” Then he could move on and find someone else who returned his interest. At least he had that luxury.
A plan was forming. A win-win, of sorts, depending on how you viewed it. Hopefully Tiff would come to see it my way—after her initial shock and rage, that is.
I returned my tomahawk to reception and we stepped out into blustery cold, which made not a dent in my body temp. That didn’t stop me from mirroring Mannie’s braced, bent-over frame as we made for the parking lot and his cranberry-red 1959 Chevy El Camino—a passion only second to his axe throwing obsession.
Once he’d secured his gear in the cargo bed, he joined me in the cab. Hands braced on the steering wheel, he turned his deep-set brown gaze my way. “Where to?”
“Winner’s choice.”
He grinned. “I know just the place.” He eased the stick shift into gear. The engine purred and Carly Simon blared out of the CD player, calling anyone listening on their vanity.
I lowered the volume. “How’s work on the Flu A antidote?”
“We’re almost a go.” His shoulders swelled, so much so, I pictured his metaphorical feathers puffing up. “The intravenous serum is ready. We’re just perfecting the aerosolization process so it doesn’t reduce the antidote’s potency.”
“Interesting.” Great news I could pass onto Damon. And maybe the fact I was delivering would see him ease up on his constant “don’t fuck up” monologues. “I heard work is in progress to identify additional genetic mutations to ready the attenuated virus for airborne transmission.”
He stopped at a red light and glanced over, clearly impressed. “You’ve done your homework.”
“I find the whole process fascinating.”
The light turned green and he eased back onto the clutch, shooting me a calculated look. “It’s not yet common knowledge, but when this project is over, I’m moving to WHO. You should apply for my position in CDC.”
“Congratulations.” His news wasn’t news, I’d already heard it from Graeme. What I found interesting was his offer for me to apply when Tiff should have had first dibs. No wonder she’d all but given up on my position. “Which division are you moving to?”
“Vector Control.”
“Mosquitos, right?”
“Partially. Pretty much any living entity that carries and transmits disease.” He spared me a glance. “Did you know that around seventeen percent of the estimated global communicable diseases are transmitted through vectors? Control the carrier and control of the disease will follow. That means . . .”
Again I zoned.
Large, fat raindrops splattered across the windshield, pelting down from a sky thick with angry gray clouds. Mannie leaned forwards to see beyond the swish of the wipers. Not that focus on the road affected his ability to speak.
I had other more pressing matters to occupy my thoughts. Like Tiffany, and how I was about to enter her orbit once again.




Chapter 21
Tiffany
Google didn’t provide any damn answers.
“A vampire is a being from folklore . . .”
The author of that entry hadn’t met Gideon.
There were a couple of entries about wannabes, cult followers who filed their canines into fangs and drank animal blood.
To each their own.
I scrolled through pages of unhelpful mythology—savage, blood-thirsty drawings and descriptions that looked and sounded nothing like Gideon—until I reached the bottom of page three.
Real life vampires. Creatures living amongst us in close-knit, closed communities.
Icicles spiraled through my blood.
Information was speculative, sketchy at best. Scant paragraphs outlining how “the condition” manifested in individuals post-puberty, random, with no known reason or cure. They lived amongst us, harmonious, well hidden. Could be a neighbor. A friend. A lover.
My heartbeat stumbled. I read on. Some vampires practice the art of tantric feeding, extracting blood and energy through sexual encounters.
These occurrences are highly charged and erotic, strengthening and revitalizing the vampire while providing their partners with a wholly satisfying sexual experience, most stating their orgasms to be unprecedented. For this reason, most vampires rarely lack for sexual partners.
I was suddenly overcome with a strong need to shower. To scrub the memory of Gideon’s touch from my skin and his cock from my body.
Seems I’d been relegated to some random source of energy.
I shut the screen. I’d seen enough.
If Expert Google was to be believed, my vampire bite would heal in a few days and I wouldn’t transform into Count Dracula. Then again, EG had also stated that vampires didn’t take unwilling participants. I may have been willing, but I wasn’t informed. I’m not sure that still relegated me into the willing participant category.
Gideon had a helluva lot of explaining to do.
Thoughts of seeing him again shivered across my skin, raising the hairs at the back of my neck. A reaction not solely born of distaste. I hated that my body still craved his, even while knowing what he was. Was it sick that some perverted part of me found the idea of a revisit sexy? That bite. I’d not only seen something, I’d felt it. Like a current, surging through my blood, awakening my body, my each and every sense into hyperawareness.
My mind protested.
Regardless of who and what Gideon was, he represented the kind of man I’d sworn never to allow past my hard-won control.
A liar.
Deception. Untruths. Little white lies that seemed harmless at first. They were the key to a Pandora’s Box of harm. Because, with insincerity came uncaring, and what followed could only lead to hurt and heartache.
He’d used me to regain energy and strength. That I’d orgasmed was incidental. He’d still used me. And if he’d done it once, what was to stop him deceiving me and using me again?
*
“Ah, Tiffany, do you have a moment?” Graeme shuffled papers at the head of the conference room table while everyone but the one person I wanted to avoid meandered out of the room.
Another weekly strategy meeting over. I’d successfully avoided Gideon since his Dr. Phil-worthy “I’m a vampire” revelation—even found a seat as far away from him and his new best bud Mannie as possible—but Graeme’s rhetorical question looked to end my two-day hiatus.
“Gideon’s graciously volunteered to help with the company Christmas party.” My still clueless boss beamed, as if offering me roses instead of a whole new reason for my head to pound. “We’re only a month out so I’m sure you’ll be grateful for the help.” The beam widened, making the Cheshire cat look positively sheepish. Something Gideon should have looked.
As if.
He hid his feelings behind a mask of bland indifference. That didn’t fool me. His ploy to get close to me once again was as obvious as the bite marks on my still tender skin. Just as well, the cooler temperatures made my turtleneck less conspicuous.
“That’s not necessary. I’m all done.”
He waved away my response as if swatting at a bug. “Gideon has a few ideas to spice the party up. I’m sure you can work together to give this year a fantastic send-off.” Again he grinned. I’d never wanted to slap that diabolical look off his face more.
Steam surged through my body, pressure building in my skull, pounding smack between my eyes. I’d never volunteered to be events coordinator—I’d never been given the choice. The role had naturally fallen to me as the sole remaining female scientist on staff. Sexist, much?
Still, it beat remaining within range of Richard’s ever-reaching tentacles. And until now, I’d successfully planned Christmas functions sans complaint. Until Gideon fucking Fang. Master graduate of Menace 101.
It was a fait accompli. The grit in Graeme’s expression brooked no argument. I was stuck with Count Gideon, but that didn’t mean I had to make his whole getting back in my space attempts easy. “Great. I’ll send you a copy of my notes and we can work from there.”
“Why don’t we discuss it over dinner? Tonight.”
Graeme slapped the rogue’s back, nodding like some dreadful dashboard Elvis. “Fabulous. Fabulous.” He all but rubbed his chubby little hands. “The sooner you get together, the sooner everything will be finalized.”
No point telling him it already was finalized. As usual, Graeme was totally clueless to my irritation and Gideon looked like he’d just won the war.
Not even close, buddy.
He was railroading me into his space and I wasn’t having it. Gideon fucking Fang was about to discover I wasn’t a pushover. He may have jumped into my pants—pretty easily, as it turned out—but he wasn’t getting into my head. Or under my skin. And he definitely wasn’t getting into my blood.
I shivered.
“I can’t do dinner, but I can do drinks before. Let’s say six-thirty, at Romeo’s?”
He grinned, a cocky, all-knowing glint lacing his expression. Bastard. I knew exactly what he was thinking. We’d done coffee, we’d done dinner. Now we were doing drinks. What exactly that meant and where it sat on the “getting to know you scale” I neither knew nor cared. This was work, with a side dish of vampire show and tell. If I had no choice in the matter, the least I could do is use the time to my advantage.
And while I was at it, I’d let Gideon know categorically that he and his vampirish ways could—in the most mature manner possible—get stuffed.




Chapter 22
Gideon
Graeme was a clueless bastard. But at least his ignorance helped me snag the one thing that had eluded me since my disastrous vampire reveal—one-on-one time with Tiff.
I downed my first vodka and lime and raised a hand to order another, wishing I could feel its effects and dull the cut of her rejection.
The bar was full to near overflowing. We’d be hard-pressed to find a table, let alone space for two at the bar. Maybe that was her plan. Make it impossible for conversation of any kind, particularly of the personal nature.
She had to know I’d want to fix whatever my revelation had broken between us. And I imagined she’d dump every roadblock possible in my way. Well, as fast as she blocked, I’d unblock.
Awareness rippled up my spine. She stood just inside the doorway—dressed head-to-toe in black—seemingly oblivious of the crowd and patrons milling around. Her gaze fastened unwaveringly on me.
Any best defense was a good offense, and throwing Tiff off balance was the only way to retain even footing. I knocked back the remainder of my drink and cut through the crowd. “Something’s come up. We have to go.”
Her mouth opened, no doubt to protest, but I didn’t wait to hear. Luckily her choice of venue wasn’t far from my choice, so I led and she followed, with dragging feet and a frown so long it almost scraped the ground.
“Here.” The blue-painted door gave no indication of what lurked behind it and Tiff’s expression said she wasn’t enthralled with finding out. I didn’t give her time to reflect, just pushed the door and stepped aside for her to enter.
“Why are we here?”
“To show you something.”
She eyed the dimly lit stairs warily.
“You’ll enjoy this even more than the pancakes.”
More wariness, only this time laced with a flood of scarlet to her cheeks. She had to be remembering our post-pancake activities. My body did the same, the memory filling and tightening my balls.
I ignored the grip of denim across my groin and focused on the angry line of her lips. “This way.” I began climbing the stairs. She had two options, follow or leave. For once I didn’t have a clue which she’d choose. I just placed one foot in front of the other and hoped it was the former.
The hesitant slap of her soles against the wood followed me and I couldn’t help but smile. Here was my chance to fix things between us. My chance to make things right.
*
We snagged a table towards the back. The floor was packed, but not so packed that Marcos couldn’t wrangle a space for an old pal. He owed me, and despite never asking for payback, whenever I showed, he gave it to me anyway—a table and an endless stream of original cocktails. His specialty, but not the reason regulars flocked to Blues on Tap.
That—or rather, he—sat on the small, raised dais, making love to the strings of his Gibson—a gift from his old buddy, BB King. I’d never seen Jonnie without it. No surprise if he slept with the damn thing. The guy was a loon. His wife, Joelene, would warm a bed—and the man in it—better than any slab of wood. Even one carved from the highest quality mahogany.
She sat at her usual table, front row center, supporting the man she’d married over two centuries ago. They’d both lost their soulmates to tragedy and had since found comfort in each other’s arms. Raven locks cascaded down Joelene’s shoulders, her curvy figure painted into a shimmery silver number. Stunning.
Yet she didn’t stir my blood like the woman whose icy, lance-tipped stare cut through the dim lighting across the table. “Want to explain why you railroaded me here?”
“Sure.” I was fast running out of ways to smooth over her animosity. I grabbed the drinks menus from between the arms of a mini Eric Clapton and dropped one in front of her. “How’s your seat?”
She leaned back in her chair and squinted. “O–kay.”
“Like the music?”
She dipped her head. “I guess.”
I grinned. “That’s why.”
“Romeo’s was fine.”
“Sure, if you want to stand shoulder-to-shoulder with strangers and lose your voice trying to be heard.”
“One drink and I’m going. I don’t need comfort and quiet for that.”
It was like trudging uphill, through Jell-o, in one-size too big galoshes. “Doesn’t mean you can’t enjoy the ambiance. And Marcos makes killer cocktails, so if it’s only one drink, we may as well make that one drink count.”
“This isn’t a date, Gideon.”
“I know.”
“I don’t appreciate being railroaded into this whole help-me-with-the-party situation.”
“I know.”
“And I really hate the whole patronizing ‘I know’ commentary you have going.”
“Yeah, I get that.” I sighed. “We need to talk, Tiff. And not about the damn party.”
She sighed, deep and slow, and I couldn’t help but notice the rise and fall of her breasts, couldn’t help remembering how perfectly they’d filled my palms, how their texture and taste had rendered life to my deadened taste buds. How I wanted to feel that life flow through me again.
“You’re right. We do have to talk.” She inhaled, deeply, and although I held my gaze eye-level, I still pictured the pull of her breasts against the fabric of her high-necked top. Still remembered the zap as my fangs punctured her skin and her essence flowed across my tongue.
“What the fuck, Gideon?”
I pulled my attention back to the fire in her eyes and shot her a grin. “Is that a question?”
“Is everything a fucking joke to you? You bit me, for fuck’s sake. Bit me. You could have turned me into a fucking vampire.”
“It doesn’t work that way.”
“So, tell me how it works. Tell me how you think fucking me without telling me what you are is okay.”
Chatter dwindled around us and I felt the jab of each and every stare. “Want to lower your voice?”
“Why? The ambiance not loud enough for you now?”
The situation was spiraling from bad to ball-breaking. Tiff wasn’t ready to listen, much as she’d asked me to explain.
I caught Margherite’s gaze from across the bar. “We need a drink.”
What I really needed was to avert the conversation before it ended in disaster. Before Tiff stormed off and I waved goodbye to all chances of mortality.
With expert precision, Margherite weaved through the tables, delivering the half a dozen or so cocktails from her tray as she made her way towards us. No need for her crystal ball skills—my frustration had to be plastered all over my face. “Hey, y’all.”
Tiff twisted her lips into what could have been a smile, if the light had reached her eyes. “Hi.”
Margh flicked a cascade of red curls over her shoulder. “What can I get to tantalize your taste buds?”
I turned to Tiff. “The Muddy Waters Mudcake is amazing.”
She ran her finger slowly down the open page, her jaw clenched so tight it’d be a miracle if her teeth didn’t shatter. “I’ll have . . . the Stevie Ray Vaughan Slinger.” She slapped closed the menu and dropped it back into Eric’s arms.
“The Ma Rainey Red Berry Sling for me, thanks, M.”
“Sure thing, Big G.” She winked and smiled and sashayed back towards the bar.
Tiff’s gaze swung from Margh to me. “Do you know every restaurant and bar owner in New Orleans.”
“Not every.” I cocked a brow in response to the arch in hers. “There are benefits to living over three hundred years.”
Her jaw dropped. “You’re three-hundred years old?”
“Three hundred and forty-seven, to be precise.”
She dropped back into her chair, scanning my face, no doubt looking for some indication—lines, wrinkles, grey hairs—something to show my life had spanned centuries. She swallowed. “You don’t look a day over two hundred.”
Humor. It was an improvement on anger. I could work with that.
I stroked my chin. “Oil of Olay.”
Lagoon blue eyes widened. “Really?”
“Nah.” I shot her a grin she didn’t return. But we were talking, and talking wasn’t walking away and shutting me out. It was a win, of sorts.
And an opportunity to let her into my world.
“Vampires don’t age.” I sensed her focus. On me, not the world around us. “We’re immortal, trapped at whatever age we turned. Mine was twenty-nine.”
“When you were bitten?”
I shook my head. “When I fell prey to the genetic roll of the dice.” I’d long since moved past the resentment, but that didn’t mean my reality no longer cut. I shrugged, failing to loosen the clamp in my shoulders. “Fate’s funny like that. It governs us all. Has the power to give love. Comfort. Happiness. An eternity of hell.” I leaned forward. “Two percent of humans carry a vampire gene. There are no rules governing when it switches on, but when it does, a new vamp is born.”
“Vampirism is genetic?” Her surprise was no different than most of us who’d turned and discovered the cause. The fucked-up consequence to having the right gene and the wrong goddam luck. “So, it’s like eye color and sex?”
“Yeah. A rare, recessive gene, which sometimes activates, and sometimes lies in wait, passing through generations until someone in that line turns.”
“Fuck.”
A less vigorous sentiment than the one I’d uttered when I turned, but it wasn’t far off.
She swallowed, as if her new knowledge had formed a swelling deep in her throat. “So everything I learned from Buffy is crap?”
“Not everything.” I grinned. “There really is a Hellmouth in Cleveland.”
“How can you joke about it?”
“What would you rather I do? I’ve had centuries to come to grips with my fate.” I swallowed. “And centuries to find my way out of it.”
Margh returned with our drinks. Great timing. I needed the cool liquid to soothe the burn in my throat.
Tiff watched Margh weave her way back to the bar, then she returned her attention to me. “There’s a way out?”
“For some.”
“How?”
“Two marks make one, two hearts made whole. Love and essence combine, mortalizing the soul. Truth and honor abound, in this life and the next, mates of body and soul, the curse eternally vexed.”
“What is it?”
“A prophesy. The recipe for my redemption.” I searched for a reaction, something to indicate what she was thinking. I got nothing but an expression perfect for poker.
“The curse?”
“Madness and bloodlust.”
“Mates of body and soul?”
“Soulmates.”
I could see the cogs turning in her mind, the realization when it hit. “You’re looking for your soulmate?”
“I found her.” I caught her gaze, bottomless oceans of blue that could drown a soul if given free rein. She waited, unaware that complicated was the very least her life was about to become. “It’s you.”




Chapter 23
Tiffany
For once, no words came.
Soulmate to a vampire.
What the fuck?
It was some cruel joke. It had to be. More than him fucking me. More than his bite.
Our conversation had turned light. Frivolous. Like the raspberries that tangoed across my taste buds and the lime that tickled my throat.
I was still angry. At his duplicity. At the double puncture wounds still burning my neck.
But his words made me feel something more. Not so much sympathy, as understanding. I knew what it was to be a victim of fate. A victim, by the simple roll of the dice.
My father would not have been my father if my mother hadn’t left the slopes of Val d’Isère for the distant isles of New Zealand. My life might have played out differently. Perhaps Richard and I would never have met.
Perhaps, I wouldn’t have born the scars that saw me find and fuck Gideon.
Fate was a fucked-up motherfucker.
I knocked back the remains of my slinger, barely mindful of the tart berries, the burn of ginger as it lit a fire in my stomach.
My glass clattered against the scratched, over-scrubbed wood. I glanced at my watch and filled my lungs with much-needed oxygen. “I have to go.”
“Can we talk about this?”
“What’s left to say? You’re a vampire, I’m your soulmate, and you want me to save you.” I scrubbed my temple, but the pound inside didn’t lessen. “Did I miss anything?”
“Plenty.” He shook his head. Weary. Three-hundred plus years’ worth of weary.
I braced my heartstrings against the tug of that thought. “Well, I know all I need to know.”
“Please stay. You don’t have all the facts, and once you leave, I lose my chance to explain.”
“Tell me something. All this crap about wanting ‘more,’” I did that whole air quote thing, “is because you believe I can save you, right? It’s not about me or how you feel about me. It’s all about you.”
He hesitated, and that hesitation said it all.
My hand cut the air between us. “No bullshit. You promised.”
He sighed. “Yes.” He reached out for my hand, but I pulled it back before he could touch me and turn me with that touch. He dragged his hand back across the table and sighed. “How can it be about more if you don’t let me in? I want to know you. I’ve tried to know you. How could I not, if you’re the one I’m to spend the rest of my mortal life with?”
“How can I believe you when you’ve kept things—critical things—from me? Like the fairy-sized fact you’re a frigging vampire, for fuck’s sake.”
“I did that because you weren’t ready. If I’d revealed I was a vampire in the sterility room, how do you imagine that would have gone down?”
“I’d have relegated you to the looney bin.”
“Right.” He quirked a brow. “And now?”
“I’m relegating myself to the looney bin.” I tipped my head, trying to see past the normal. Only, he was far from normal. A mere glance raced my heart, a mere touch heated my blood. A mere bite made me feel and see things beyond my wildest imagination. Yet, I couldn’t look at him without the memory of those fangs. I shuddered. “You’re not real.”
“We both know that’s not true.”
“Not you. Vampires.”
“I wish you were right, but unfortunately you’re not.”
The helplessness of his words flattened me beyond belief. “I don’t know what to do with this.”
“It’s been more than three-hundred years since I turned, and I still don’t know what to do with this. All I know is that fate has chosen you for me, and fate has brought us together now. It’s up to us to figure out the rest.” He reached across the table, the tips of his fingers stopping just shy of my hand. This time I didn’t pull back. “Stay and have another drink. Let’s talk. Pretend we’re two random people getting to know one another.”
“I have to go. I have plans.”
“And we both know that’s a lie.” His green-gold gaze pierced mine. “No bullshit swings both ways, Tiff. Can we at least both pledge from this moment on for nothing but honesty between us?”
My mind whirled. There was no “us.” There was just me, a mortal, and him, a vampire. He wanted forever and all I’d wanted was a simple, no-strings fuck.
This was totally fucked.
I was fucked.
Because I looked into his eyes and I wanted to believe. In two hearts becoming whole. In destiny. In something bigger and better than what I had now.
In the vision.
It was just a drink. Just conversation. Anything beyond that would be my choice.
What that meant for Gideon and his future, couldn’t, wouldn’t, factor.
I ignored the guilt. Guilt had led me to where I was now. Guilt over the implosion of my life, my family, my disastrous relationship with Richard. I’d vowed never to allow guilt to govern my decisions again. I wouldn’t—couldn’t—open myself up to the aftermath that invariably came. I’d survived once. No guarantee I’d survive next time round.
It was just a drink.
It wasn’t a date.
It was a fact-finding mission to discover all I needed to know before I could make my decision and move on.
I crossed my arms, crossed my legs, crossed my heart, hope to die if I ever made the wrong decision again.
“Order me a Bessie Smith Breeze and tell me why you’re so sure I’m the one.”
*
Vodka and cranberry tripped across my tongue.
I couldn’t deny I was drawn to Gideon. I’d been drawn since the moment my eyes clapped on him. I’d believed it was sex—or the promise thereof—but what if it was more?
“You have a birthmark on your neck.”
My fingertips brushed the familiar raised, slightly rough skin just shy of his bite. “And?”
“I have a mark the mirror image of yours.”
“So?”
“Together our two broken hearts will become one.”
Something clicked. “The Prophesy.”
“Yes. The Prophesy.”
“And the essence.”
“That’s our joining.”
“You mean sex.”
He nodded.
“And what about ‘the curse eternally vexed’ part?”
“Vampires are cursed, but not in the way you may think.” He shot me a wry grin. “You mentioned Buffy before. Well, in simple terms, real vampires are more like Angel and less like Spike. They’re sane, they’re basically good, and they don’t harm humans. That is, until ‘The Change.’”
“The Change?”
“The vampire gene mutates, turning Angel into Spike. Turning good into evil.” He tensed. “And once you turn, you can never change back.”
It was like he’d dropped a ten ton weight on my shoulders. “So, if we don’t ‘bond?’”
“Sometime in my future, I become a monster. Mad. Bloodthirsty. A killer.”
The words left his mouth, soft and low, but I heard them all the same. My blood chilled. What kind of a monster was I if I refused him? Knowing what I knew now. Could I condemn anyone—him—to an eternity of hell?
“So, explain why we’ve had sex, twice, and you weren’t saved.”
“It’s not just about sex. The ceremony requires trust and commitment. I bite you and we make love, with no impediments.”
“You mean no condoms.”
“Yes.”
“Why not just say that?”
“The Prophesy is ancient and it is what it is. The words, the intent, the effect. It was written in the blood of the first, to be upheld till the last.”
“More prophesy?”
“There’s an entire diatribe of it. I could spout you sayings until your head spins, but it all boils down to one thing—if a vampire fails to bond with their soulmate, they’ll live forever lost in a haze of madness and bloodlust. That is, unless their coven finds them and performs a mercy killing.”
The chill turned to frost. I shook my head, shaking that thought. Shaking the vision of a crazed, bloody Gideon, a stake piercing his non-beating heart.
Bile scoured my throat. The idea, the consequence of my decision, was too, too awful. How could I ever escape from it?
Yet, much as every word made me cringe, I had to know one more thing. “Tell me what it’s like.”
He leaned back in his seat—sprawled—watching me through hooded lids. “What what’s like?”
“Life as a vampire.”
He closed his eyes for just one second, then his gaze bored into mine. “Long. Lonely.” He inhaled, long, slow, then exhaled on a hiss. “Immortality sounds great, until you realize what it means. Leaving your old friends and family for fear they’ll discover what you are. Making vampire friends, knowing that one day The Change could tear them from your life. Living in fear of losing the last traces of your humanity as The Change comes for you.”
Every word cut a little closer to my heart. I tried to smile, but the twist of my lips told me I’d failed abysmally. “So, nothing good.”
“That’s not completely true.” He scrubbed the back of his neck. “Not everything was bad. I’ve formed a part of history. I’ve been there. The rise and fall of Napoleon. Mozart playing in Salzburg. Gold rushes. Inventions. The first flight. Man’s first walk on the moon. Wars. Victories. Tragedies and triumphs. I’ve seen them all unfold, first hand.” His gaze turned inward to another place, another time. “I shook hands with Martin Luther King. Rubbed shoulders with Abraham Lincoln. Shared a drink with JFK. I kissed Marilyn Monroe and debated physics with Marie Curie.”
A tiny smile twitched his lips. “But I have to say, one of the highlights is being immortalized on television. Spot any resemblance?” I shook my head as he turned his face left then right. “One of Buffy’s original screenwriters was a vamp and she tailored Angel’s character around me.” He grinned. “True story.”
More jokes, when this situation was about as funny as a firefly caught in a web. The more they resisted, the more entrapped they became.
A sip of my drink. Another. Nothing helped clear the lump in my throat.
He watched me and more than anything, I wanted to hide. To escape from that all-seeing gaze.
His expression softened. “Enough about me.” He sipped from his drink but never once let his gaze stray. “What was it like growing up in The Land of the Long White Cloud?”
Iron claws clamped my chest. Of all questions to ask, this was the one I’d never answer. And where before I’d distracted with sex, now I had to employ other diversions.
“Cold. I prefer the warmth of Louisiana.”
“Do you still have family back home?”
“None that I know of.” That much was true. My father had long since vanished and my mother . . . well, he’d seen to it that I never knew her past my fifteenth birthday. “I haven’t been back to New Zealand since I was seventeen. This is my home now.”
“Why Louisiana?”
“Why not?”
“You had fifty States to choose from, yet you chose this one. Surely, you have a reason.”
“Why couldn’t I just close my eyes and point at a map?”
“Who plans their life playing pin the tail?”
Me. But perhaps that revelation was more telling than I’d like. “No one.” I topped up my empty glass from the water jug in the center of the table. “It seemed like a laid back place to live. Was I wrong?”
“No.”
I wanted to shrink under his scrutiny. But that, too, would be telling. “We should discuss the party.”
His brows dipped in a perfect V, playing innocent when he had to know what party.
“The party that sparked this dinner in the first place.”
“Ahh, that party.” Perfect lips slid into a perfect grin.
Something in me wanted to slap the perfection from his face. I dropped my fisted palm in my lap and shot him a tight smile. “I’ve planned the company’s Christmas party for the past three years and never once had a complaint. What’s this fabulous idea that’ll undo all the work I’ve done so far?”
More grinning. My fist tightened. “A microbe masquerade ball.”




Chapter 24
Gideon
She’d accepted the news of my vampirism better than she’d accepted my suggestion for the party. Accept being a very loose, very relative term.
Who knew my soulmate was a control freak?
Soulmate.
The word had a warm, coffee-rich ring, where before it had worn uncertainty.
It felt good to finally be open with Tiff. To share my life in a way I hadn’t for centuries. That there were still parts of me I couldn’t share—my mission for the coven just one biggie—was a niggle in my gut I’d just have to bear. In a week it would be over and incidental. And if things went well, I’d be mortal and able to leave all the deceptions and untruths behind.
“I think we’re done here.” She pushed back her glass and clutched her purse in both hands. “I’ll redesign the invites and you can reorder the canapes and cocktails. The venue won’t change, but we’ll need to rethink the decorations.”
Yep, control freak.
I kinda liked it. Tiff, all busy and business-like. All buttoned up and staid, just waiting for me to unbutton and rumple her into ecstasy. My balls tightened with the thought.
Much as I stood more chance of flying and brandishing a red cape, it didn’t hurt for a vamp to try. “Why don’t we discuss the decorations tomorrow? Over dinner?”
“Emails will work fine.”
“But they’re not half as much fun.”
She sighed. “I need time to process this, Gideon. Don’t rush me.”
I looked at her then. Really looked. Her skin lacked its usual color, deep lines carving beneath her eyes and across her brow.
I was a selfish bastard.
In my defense, I’d waded through centuries to find her and now that she’d appeared, I wanted everything The Prophesy promised—mortal of body, seed sown of the soul and purity of line continued. And I wanted it yesterday.
I wanted a normalcy so simple, so white-picket-fence and all, to wipe the past three-hundred years of hell from my memory. And Tiff was the one to do it.
If she needed time, I had no choice but to give it.
“You’re right.” I stood, taking her jacket from the back of her chair and holding it open for her. “I’ll take you home.”
She slipped her arms in, keeping her distance, pulling away to avoid my touch. I won’t pretend it didn’t cut.
“I can walk.”
“I know. I’ve seen you do it.” I shot her a wry grin. “But it’s late and dark and the streets aren’t safe. Let me do this for you.”
First instincts would have seen her refuse. Then she glanced out the window and saw what I saw—wind lashing about the mass of trees lining Ol’ Man River.
She nodded, and inwardly I sighed.
My motive was two-fold—I’d see her safely home, but first I’d enjoy the wrap of her body around mine. Just one advantage of owning a motorcycle, of which there were many.
Visions of her decadent body splayed across the leather and chrome had me hard immediately.
That encounter wouldn’t be our last. It couldn’t be. Not with the promise of mortality within reach. Not while Tiff held my future—our combined, transformed future—in the palm of her tightly clenched hand.
*
The moment we arrived at her apartment building, she pulled away and all but leapt off the bike. She shed her helmet and held it out for me to take. “Thanks.”
I kicked back the stand and dismounted, disposing of both helmets. “I’ll walk you up.”
“No need.”
“I know. But I’ll do it anyway.” I touched her shoulder, just a touch, to stop her walking away. “I don’t remember much about my mother, but I remember enough to know she’d have a fit if I didn’t see a lady to her door.”
She shrugged free of my hand, but she didn’t leave. “What was she like?”
The hollow around my heart wrenched. My memories of back then were hazy—warm happiness followed by years of loneliness and regrets. “I don’t remember much. She smiled often. Made Dad and me laugh a lot. We had fun together.”
She looked to the passing cars in the distance, her gaze drawn inward. “My mother rarely smiled.”
I tried to remain calm. Tried to act as if her finally sharing a part of her past wasn’t the biggest event since Shin-Soo Choo joined the Texas Rangers. “Even now?”
She pulled back her gaze. “Especially now. She’s dead.” She clamped her lips then, as if the words had escaped despite her need to keep them hidden. 
I took her icy hand in mine and squeezed. My cold skin may not warm her, but I could only hope the gesture would. “I’m sorry.”
She nodded. A sharp acknowledgement, nothing more, and tugged her hand free, shoving both into her jacket pockets. 
I let my hand drop. “When did she die?”
“I was fifteen.” She swallowed. Took a deep breath. “What about your mom?”
Memory evoked a pair of blue-grey eyes and a soft, lilting voice. Imagination filled in the rest. “She lived to be forty-nine. A good age back in the 1700s.” My lips twisted. “I hate to think that my disappearance wiped the smile forever from her face.”
“You just disappeared?”
“What other choice did I have?” I scrubbed my neck. If only I could scrub out the kinks, every last, regretful one. “Back then, immortality was labeled a sign of the devil. They’d have rammed a stake through my heart then burned my body until there was nothing left.” I shuddered, the reality of that death not solely relegated to the past if I couldn’t fulfil The Prophesy and avert The Change. “Think about the number of missing persons who are never found. Where do you think they go?”
“You mean they’re all vampires?”
“Not all, but it wouldn’t be far off ninety-nine percent.”
She was slowly coming to grips with my world. It wasn’t pretty. Her mind had to be spinning, a crazy “free me from this roller coaster” spinning. 
Her palm dropped to my chest, to my cold, unbeating heart. “I’m sorry that happened to you.”
“Yeah. Me too. But if it hadn’t, we would never have met. That’s a definite upside for me.” I covered her hand with mine, pushing my lips into a smile. “Some folks spend their entire lives searching for their soulmate, seeking to fulfil their destiny, only to fail because the other half of their soul belongs to a different time. We’re lucky. We span centuries, yet our search is over.”
Her expression said she didn’t share my sentiments. How could she, when she’d been bombarded with information I’d had ten lifetimes to process? 
She needed time. 
She shivered. 
And she needed out of the cold. 
“Let’s get you inside. It’s freezing out here.”
She stared at me, questioning. “Is it?”
“For you, yes.”
“But not for you.” 
A familiar boulder weighted my chest. “How can you feel cold when your blood runs like the dead?”
“I can’t imagine what that must be like.”
“And I hope you never have to.” My palm dropped to her back, guiding her towards the winding path leading to the complex’s front door. She walked, and I stayed at her side, my palm still at her back. 
The night swallowed the grounds, the street lamps that would have lit our way long since smashed. It wasn’t uncommon in this part of town. Regardless of the dark, my vamp vision could see what the human eye missed. 
A shadow, flesh and bones, pushed away from a large maple to our right.
I pulled Tiff behind me and stepped forwards. I sensed her stiffen, her tremble. I smelled her fear.
“Richard?”
She knew the shadow?
“Tiffany?” The fuckwit mimicked her strangled whisper.
I took another step forward. “What do you want?”
“To talk to an old friend.”
Tiffany shuddered.
I pushed up taller, flexing my muscles. “She doesn’t want to talk to you.”
He sidestepped. “You got this joker speaking for you? Does he sit and play dead as well?”
I stalked forwards. Her hand grasped my elbow, trembling but firm. She shook her head, and much as I hated it, I held back.
“What do you want, Richard?”
“Can’t I stop by and see how you’re doing?”
“Washington is far from a stopping by scenario, so, no.” She inhaled. “We’re over. We’ve been over for three years now. You need to stop stopping by.”
“It’s a free world.”
“So, go explore it. Move on. Find someone who wants you in her life.”
“You’ve grown balls since I last saw you. Are they his?” The prick tipped his head in my direction. I tensed, but Tiff’s grip tightened so I stayed put.
“That’s none of your business.”
“It is if it interferes with your job.”
“I don’t work for you.”
“Think again, sweet pea.” His nostrils flared, like a bull seconds before a charge. “You’ll hear the announcement soon enough, but let me share the highlights. The Pax Group is about to take over Hagen Pharmaceuticals. That means you and me, together again.” The prick sneered. He had big, fucking balls, all right, and I wanted to rip them from his body and feed them piecemeal to the gators.
I had no idea what this douche meant to Tiff, or what history they shared. I did know that her grip was so tight, her nails dug deep into my skin.
The time for holding back had long past. I stalked towards the dumbass and flexed my fists. “Fuck off before I do something you’ll regret.”
“Hey, man, no need to get your nuts in a knot. I’m gone.” He rolled his hand through the air. “See you round the office real soon, sweet pea.”
He sauntered off, a bull who’d bested the matador and knew it.
“What the hell was that about?”
Now the prick was gone, she pulled her hand back. “Nothing.”
“No bullshit, Tiff. That asshole had an agenda, and it was intimidation. What I want to know is why.”
She drew in a breath, closed her eyes for just one second, then focused on my left ear. “We went out, he hit me one too many times and now we’re done. Only Richard doesn’t do no.” Her shoulders sagged, as if hit once again. “And now he’s part of Hagen’s, I need a new job.”
*
The hours dragged.
I filled them with work and mindlessness and man-bonding with Mannie. Hollow, flavorless moments unfolding before me like a recipe minus ingredients. Nothing enriched the time like Tiff. Her wit. Her smile. Even her disapproval. I missed them all.
I even succumbed to Netflix. Endless, mind-numbing episodes with no real purpose other than to fill hours waiting for a decision. For an end to my uncertainty.
My mind circled then recycled our last meeting. How she’d opened up about her mother. How Richard’s actions had provided insight into her disdain for men.
So much made sense now. I understood her need to remain distant and hold her emotions in check. Her need for control. It was the reason I’d respected her wishes and taken a step back. The reason I watched the roll of a TV series now when I hadn’t a clue what was happening.
Mindless.
A loud knock echoed from the vicinity of my front door. Strange, when I had a doorbell in perfect working order.
The security camera was no use. Whoever stood on my doorstep remained hunched beneath an oversized black coat and hood.
No matter who had knocked, they offered a break from my monotony.
The hall was as warm as the rest of the duplex, the thermostat set to maximum in the hopes I’d actually feel the heat. Centuries had passed since I’d felt anything but cold. Now, I wanted to feel more.
Perhaps my turn of mind was due to Tiff and the end of my uncertainty being so close for the first time.
Or maybe I’d just had enough.
It didn’t matter, I was caught in limbo, buffeting between relief that my wait was nearly over and caution, because hell, I’d been cocky and convinced once before, and that had left me pants down before the entire coven.
I wouldn’t follow that same blinkered path again.
I released the catch then opened the door.
The figure hunched against the cold—more rain, courtesy of the wettest December in thirty-plus years—but without question, I recognized her.
Blonde curls formed ringlets, dripping rain onto her bright red galoshes. She pushed back the hood and looked up. Her eyes were wide and the bluest of opals. Not the lackluster brand of gem, but the kind that made me think of wild oceans and tropical tempests.
She shivered and I grabbed her elbow, pulling her out of the cold.
“Damn, Tiff. You’re frozen.”
“It wasn’t raining when I started out.” Her teeth chattered.
“Let’s get you out of your clothes and warmed up.” I reached for her sopping jacket but she pulled back, halting me with a raise of her hand.
I froze. Her trembling lips were pale, as pale her skin, but for the blood red slashing her cheeks. I watched as the color slowly spread across her face.
She blinked, then straightened her until now hunched spine. “I’ll do it.”




Chapter 25
Tiffany
Frost had all but claimed my brain. Much as Gideon’s hall was warm, the cold, hard reality of what I was about to do set like ice in my blood.
I was an idiot, but how could I condemn him to an eternity of hell when there was something I could do to save him? And really, was it that much of a sacrifice? Wouldn’t I experience another mind-blowing orgasm along the way?
Another vision.
Maybe that’s what this madness was all about. The vision. The promise of something more. Maybe more was something I wanted after all.
A future filled with the smiles my mother had missed. A future without Richard.
Yesterday, I’d stood up to Richard in a way I never had in the past. I’d felt safe from his fists. Gideon’s presence had done that.
“You’ll do what?” He stood there, large, proud, with more strength than Richard held in a toenail, let alone a toe. Yet I didn’t feel half the fear I felt when in the company of my ex.
“I’ll do it. I’ll help make you mortal.”
Hope filled his expression, much as he tried to hold it back. From one hopeless hopeful to another, I could spot the need a mile away.
“Are you sure?”
I nodded. Because if I spoke, I wasn’t sure what would come out.
“Is it weird for me to say thank you?”
“No more weird than this whole situation.” I shivered. Cold, inside and out. “So, what do we do now?”
He reached out, touched my arms, rubbed his hands up and down. “We get you warm.”
I followed him into the kitchen, shedding my jacket.
He glanced back. “Your usual?”
I nodded. Confounded. Confused. The more I waited, the more the nerves attacked. There were other, more active ways of warming up.
Why was Gideon delaying? The sooner he changed, the better, right? So, why wasn’t he pushing to do . . . the thing? Whatever it was that we had to do to save him.
I don’t know what I’d imagined when I set out. Ravaging, perhaps. Him jumping my bones, and me being quite open to the fact. The thought heated places that he’d heated so thoroughly, so deliciously, was it only seven nights ago?
He slid a mug across the counter and I wrapped its warmth between my palms. The liquid slipped between my lips, burning a bitter, roasted path down my throat.
“Better?”
“Yeah.” One more gulp, then I released the mug. My shaky fingers slipped first one shirt button free, then the next. “How do we do this?”
With a grin, he moved forward and covered my hands. “Slowly.” He redid the buttons, and his barely-there touch teased my nipples into taut, hungry buds. My breasts grew heavy, my skin hot and hungry.
His nostrils flared. Could he smell my need?
He stepped away, although the heat in his expression said he’d rather stay. “First, we get to know each other.”
“Why? I thought it was just sex.”
“No, it’s more than sex. It has to mean more. In the words of The Prophesy, ‘When love and lust collide, all you hold dear will unfold. Surrender heart, body and soul to bind as one till days of old.’ We’ll be bound—heart, body and soul—to each other. We’ll share our lives, share a bed. This doesn’t end with the ceremony, it begins.”
Fuck.
That was a lot of binding and sharing—more than I’d vowed ever to allow. Still, it wasn’t as if I believed in love and all that bullshit. I wasn’t saving myself for someone else—I didn’t want anyone. Didn’t need anyone.
So, completing this ceremony and tying myself to Gideon—what did it mean for me?
He formed a barrier to Richard—a very muscular, very mind-melting barrier—offering safety and security I hadn’t felt in three years. Truth be told, since before then, even. In addition, there was the added perk of his prowess in the bedroom. And on a bike. That was a big—BIG—plus.
There seemed more arguments for than against. It wasn’t as if I couldn’t pull the plug if things turned sour.
If I walked away, I had no idea what that meant for Gideon. Then again, if I walked, it’d be his doing, so he’d have to suffer the consequences. Not that he’d ever given me reason to believe he’d turn bad.
Then again, neither had Richard.
Fuck. Why the hell had fate led me to that bastard? My heart smacked against my ribs. He’d screwed me to hell and back, was still screwing me. I’d walked away from his lessons and used the experience as a measure of life’s trials, of men, of shit to never allow into my life again. The only power he wielded was the power I gave him.
I had to stop handing him my power on a goddam silver platter.
Maybe that’s why he kept coming back. He fed on my fear like a werewolf feeds on the flesh of its victims.
“Hey.” Gideon’s palm cupped my elbow, a mere touch, a caress almost, warming, calming the gallop of my heart. “I know, it’s a lot to take in. Are you still okay with this?”
Was I?
Distance kept my heart intact and my head on track. It was my go-to protection mechanism. And it had worked well the past three years, till Gideon. If he broached that distance, if we got to know each other, what did that mean for distance? For keeping my head and heart out of the equation?
Questions for later. For now, I’d go with the promise of safety and sex. The foundations of my decision.
But there was one thing I needed to clarify first.
“I won’t fall in love with you.”
His gaze shuttered. “I won’t expect you to.”
“Good.” Why did the twinge in my gut mismatch my words? I pushed the feeling and every thought that made me question my discontent at his response. He was making it easy. Wasn’t that a good thing? “I’ll let you know if and when I have a problem.”
“I wouldn’t expect anything less.”
The situation was surreal. We were discussing our upcoming mating much the same way we’d discuss a date. Or a dinner menu.
He topped up my drink, then we moved from the kitchen, down a dark, cornice-edged hall and into a living area adorned with rich, red rugs, heavy velvet drapes and a roaring fire. I dropped into a large, voluminous couch and he dropped down beside me. “Tell me about Richard.”
“We aren’t about him.”
“Perhaps. But “truth and honor abound” means we need to be open with one another.”
I huffed, not wholly as bothered as the huff suggested. “It was so much easier when we were all about sex.”
“Oh, we’re still about sex. But we’re about more, too.”
Funny. The more didn’t chill half as much as it had in the past.
I sighed. “Soon after I graduated from University of Washington, I landed a job with a large pharmaceutical company. Richard was my boss.” I hugged my mug to my chest, the warmth seeping through my clothes not strong enough to warm my blood. “Most of my friends were scattered far and wide, so I knew no one local. Richard seemed nice, so when he asked me out, I accepted. Soon, my only friends were his friends, any and all social life revolved around him. He isolated me and I never even saw it. We dated, I fell in love, then I moved in.”
Gideon nodded and sipped his drink sans comment. I was thankful for that. I didn’t need any judgements to reinforce what a trusting fool I’d been back then.
“A week later, I arrived home late from a hair appointment. The first blow struck me on the side of the head and took me totally by surprise.” I swallowed, the bitter taste of blood from that first strike still fresh on my tongue. “My head spun so fast, I didn’t have the wherewithal to react. So, he punched me, this time in the stomach. He spat words at me. Whore. Cheat. Liar. Then he hit me again, then three times more, until I curled up on the floor at his feet, a quivering, quaking, blubbering mess. Then he dropped to his knees, kissed my bruised face and swore he’d never do it again.” I inhaled, my lungs so constricted my vision turned to stars. “That was the first time I believed his lies.”
The cool touch of Gideon’s hand warmed me. I didn’t need anyone, but it was nice to have someone all the same.
“How long did you stay?”
“It took me a year to realize that no matter how much he apologized and no matter how much I trusted, the Richard I knew in the beginning was never coming back.”
“Probably because he never existed.”
“I know that now. It just took me twelve months of stupidity to find out.”
“Not stupidity. Strength. It takes an amazing person to put up with that kind of crap. And an amazing person to realize she deserves more.” He squeezed my hand, and it was like he squeezed my heart. “Everyone deserves to trust without fear.”
Emotion welled in my throat, making it difficult to breathe, but I managed two words all the same. “Thank you.”
“What for?”
I swallowed. “For not asking why I stayed so long. For not telling me I should have left sooner.”
He shrugged, acting as if his blameless response were the norm. “Why would I judge? I wasn’t there.”
“That’s never stopped people in the past.”
“I’m not ‘people.’”
The more time I spent with Gideon, the more I had to agree. “No, you’re definitely not ‘people.’” Only dregs remained in my mug. I’d stayed way longer than I’d planned. “I should go.”
“Stay.”
My heartbeat stuttered. “For the ceremony?”
“No. For us.”
“You mean sex.”
“No. Just to be together and for whatever follows.”
I had no idea what that meant, but something in me softened at the suggestion. I didn’t want to be alone, not tonight.
Realization drifted in on the wings of hope. Because after the ceremony, I never had to be alone again.
*
We’d had sex, twice. Hot, heady, mountain-moving sex that had rocked not only my body, but every foundation that gave me strength.
If before it had moved mountains, this shattered me to the core.
Wrapped in one of Gideon’s shirts, I crawled into his bed and snuggled into his arms. My heart struck up a staccato beat, but my breathing escaped long and slow. Fresh, woodsy aromas filled my nostrils, earth and pine with a dash of citrus, and undertones of something deeper, something intrinsically male and undeniably Gideon.
I hadn’t actually slept with a man for three years. I’d fucked and left, but never stayed. Now I was staying without the preamble, and my brain had no idea what to do with that. I lay on my side, my head resting on his shoulder, my ear so close to his mouth I could feel every cool breath as it left his lips.
Much as he’d urged me to spoon I’d refused. I didn’t turn my back to any man in bed. Some habits were harder to surrender.
His hand twisted lazily in my hair. “Okay?”
Was I? Did I even know what okay entailed? I was comfortable. Calm. Drowsily horny, heat seeping through my body in a languorous, lethargic swirl. If that constituted okay, then I guess I had my answer. “Yes.”
“Good.”
Light crept in through the partially open door, allowing me to watch the flutter of his lashes as his eyes closed. His breathing deepened. The hand playing with my hair slackened, but not once did it let me go.
I watched the rise and fall of his chest. The play of shadows on his bedroom wall. Leaving the hall light on had been Gideon’s idea, motivated by his concern that I’d wake and feel disoriented. I knew he’d meant scared, and his concession had sparked a play of moisture to blur my vision.
I stroked his chest, the skin cold, devoid of blood’s warmth and the throb of a beating heart. Impossible to equate this Gideon with the notion of a vampire. If I hadn’t seen the change in his eyes, the baring of his fangs . . . I was sleeping with a vampire, promising a commitment that went deeper than any wedding ceremony I’d sworn to avoid.
Once upon a time, I’d have questioned the sense that saw me so willing to fall asleep in a man’s arms. Now I wondered if it was sense that had convinced me to stay.




Chapter 26
Gideon
Three hundred years, and I’d never slept as soundly as I did with Tiff wrapped in my arms.
I could have said I’d lain there for hours, listening to her breathing, marveling in the wonder of finally finding her. In reality, she’d rested her head in the crook of my arm, and within seconds I’d dozed off, spicy vanilla filling my nostrils, a feeling of peace filling my chest.
My lifetime of searching was finally over.
That didn’t stop me from waking with a raging hard-on and an insatiable need to sink balls-deep into her body. It’s possible this was sparked by the slide of her hand up and down my cock, although I imagine just her close proximity and wearing nothing but my shirt would have done the trick.
Her gaze glittered with carnal promise and not once did her hand stop its erotic glide. “You’re up nice and early.” She squeezed and my eyes all but rolled back in my head.
“Fffuck.” The word escaped in an oxygen-starved hiss.
“My thoughts exactly.” She dipped her head, her lips curving into a sassy, cock-tugging smile. “And if we can’t perform the actual act, I’m sure there are other activities we can enjoy equally.”
Fuck me if she didn’t slither down my body and draw my cock into her sweet, sultry mouth. I near bucked clear from the bed. My fangs descended as her lips closed tight over my shaft, working tip to balls, milking me towards bursting. Arousal—hers, mine—filled my nostrils, the tang of her thrumming blood taunting my taste buds. Her tongue did this swirly, skating thing up and down my length as she sucked and fucked me until I came deep in her throat.
She drank and swallowed every last drop, then licked her lips as if feasting on some decadent dessert.
When I found Tiff, I’d not only found salvation, I’d found heaven as well.
I dragged my mind back to the moment and retracted my fangs. She might know what I was, but she didn’t need the reality shoved in her face. And I didn’t need her rejection of my other self again. Not now.
She slithered up my body, a cat got the cream grin on her face. “That’s breakfast done.”
I brushed the hair back from her brow. “You’re wicked, woman.”
“I was hungry, I ate. What’s so wicked about that?”
“No complaints here. Any time you’re hungry, just say the word. I’ll be happy to oblige.” I lifted a knee, rolling her onto her back, wedging her body tight between my thighs. “I’ve just realized, I’m a little peckish myself.”
I scrunched up her shirt, then eased it off, baring her breasts, feasting first on one, then the other. She moaned, squeezing the plump, rounded flesh, peaking her nipples, so tight, so firm against my tongue.
Sweet, heady musk wafted up from between her thighs, and I wanted its taste on my tongue more than my next breath. Our mating would make this a reality. Its imminence filled my chest. But for now . . .
She parted her legs as I edged downwards. Her fingers cut through my hair, pushing my face deeper into her sweet, succulent flesh. I licked, ass to clit, and she mewled. I swirled my tongue round that tight knot of nerves and she shuddered. Then I slid my tongue into her pussy before sucking and swirling some more, and she screamed. I pressed one finger inside, then two, and her hips bucked up to meet me. I added another finger, stretching her, separating her labia, opening her further to the ministrations of my tongue. 
Her breath quickened, her racing heartbeat calling to my baser instincts.
I pumped and sucked and swirled, feeding on her frenzy, on her cries to fuck and suck and push her over the edge of sanity. Her body stretched, then stiffened, her pussy tumbling into contractions that pulled my fingers harder and deeper into her flesh.
I didn’t stop until her fumbling hands scrabbled at my hair, urging me up.
Good sex was great, but there was nothing as satisfying as a woman coming against your tongue. The scent, the tang, the texture far surpassed anything I’d encountered over my three-hundred plus years of life.
I crawled back up her body and covered her parted lips with mine. She kissed me, no holding back, the scent of my cum melding with the lingering scent of hers. I pulled back, gasping, and rolled off, collapsing semi-conscious beside her. “You taste better than any breakfast I’ve experienced.”
She turned her head and grinned, her chest still rapidly rising and falling, her cheeks dusted in red, her hair tousled and awry about her face. “That’s one helluva wake up call.”
“I aim to please.”
“That, you do.”
I turned onto my side, resting my head on one hand, running the fingers of the other across her warm, live skin. “How are you feeling this morning?”
“After that orgasm, pretty fucking awesome.”
I chuckled. “Good to hear. But that’s not quite what I meant.” I circled her nipple with my fingertips, watching it pucker and harden, my cock mimicking its action. One benefit of possessing superhuman strength—it wasn’t solely isolated to muscles above the waist. It wouldn’t take long for me to harden and want her again.
My breath hitched. Tiff was all about the sexual. Would my mortal self be as able as my vampire to satisfy her? I hadn’t considered what other changes would materialize with mortality. When I traded in my vampire fangs and appetite, would I lose other benefits I’d long since taken for granted?
Food for thought if I was to hold onto Tiff and keep her happy past our mating.
I walked my fingers over her ribs, down and around her belly button, reveling in her hitched breath and the tightening of muscles beneath my touch. “I know this whole ‘commit your life and save a vampire’ situation was pretty much thrust upon you. I just want to know that you’re okay with it all.”
Her body stiffened. “I think so.” She turned, dislodging my hand to mirror my position. “I’m still processing the implications, but with mornings like this, I think I’m more than okay.”
It was her protection mechanism—using sex as a diversion. Whether it be in conversation or in the act itself.
I had no clue how to sway her need to safeguard herself with me. The Prophesy spoke of “love and essence.” Whether the word love spoke to the act or the emotion, I hadn’t a clue. I sensed Tiff had moved from animosity to like, but was that enough to fulfil the requirements of our mating ritual?
Did she wonder at my reticence to bond? I could continue to let her believe I was allowing her the time she needed to adjust. In reality, my motives were less than altruistic. I delayed in the hope that her like would soon slide into love.
There were no issues on my side. I’d loved her since discovering the idea of her. And the reality of my soulmate far surpassed my imagination. Tiff was sexy and funny and saucy and sweet. She stirred my senses as well as my mind.
The idea of mating and sharing my life with anyone else was unimaginable.
I walked my fingers across the pillow, allowing the tips to brush the mark on her neck that made her mine. “Breakfast in bed has always been a favorite activity of mine.” I shot her a grin and took a leap of faith. “What do you have going on at work today?”
Her expression clouded. It had to be the memory of her douche ex and his gleeful announcement. Damn the bastard for slipping his smarmy existence into our bed.
I scraped my knuckles up over Tiff’s hips and down over her waist to distract her from her less than savory thoughts. “Let’s do something special today. Wanna be naughty and play hooky?”
In less than thirty seconds her hesitation turned to decision. “What do you have in mind?” She reached across, swirling her fingertips over my chest, grazing her nails back and forth over my nipple until I felt every scrape deep down in my balls.
She was distracting again, and fuck me, it was working.
I dragged my thoughts back to our conversation. “Tell me something you’ve always wanted to do but haven’t had the chance.”
“I’m glad you asked.” Her fingers grazed downwards, circling my stomach, then lower still to my already straining cock. “I have this fantasy. It involves chocolate caramel sauce, lots of skin, and lots and lots of licking.” She licked her palm, then returned it to my cock, wrapping her fingers round tight, squeezing until I was close to bursting.
My voice lodged halfway down my throat as her hand began to pump, but I managed a few strained words. “I was thinking activities outside the bedroom.”
“Honey, you can lick me anywhere you like.”
She was so fucking hot. And tempting. And freaking insatiable.
Her blood pumped double time through her veins, the pulse at her neck beckoning for me to taste.
Not yet.
It was too soon.
If she could like me, then there was the possibility she could love me. I had to believe it, not only for The Prophesy, but for me. Because living my one and only mortal life in love with a woman who didn’t love me back would be worse than living an eternity still searching.




Chapter 27
Tiffany
For three years I’d lived in a city dubbed the Sportsman’s Paradise, less than half an hour from Lake Pontchartrain, yet I’d never ventured onto the water.
Gideon changed that.
I clung to his leather-clad body, reveling in the glorious play of muscles beneath my palms as he maneuvered his motorcycle towards the lake. We crossed the causeway—another first. He parked, dragged a picnic basket from the bike’s saddle bag, then led me towards the marina and a pretty white houseboat with The Merry Molly inscribed on the side. “What do you think?”
“Your mother?”
He nodded.
“Molly’s Irish, isn’t it?”
Again he nodded, staring up at the pale blue lattice just below the roofline. “Her family fled Ulster in the early 1700s in search of a better life. She loved the water and wanted to settle in Maryland, but she ended up in Pennsylvania instead. Lucky for me, because that’s where she met and married Dad. They built a life there, worked, had kids, died. They’re buried there too, in a double grave.” He dropped his gaze. “She never did get to the water. I guess this is my way of giving her in death what she never achieved in life.”
Every word was like fluffy pink cotton candy, filling and feeding my heart. “That’s beautiful, Gideon. If she were here, I’m sure she’d be mega-proud of her son.”
He swallowed. “I like to think so.” He grabbed my hand. “Come. Let me show you around The Merry Molly.”
We stepped onto the wraparound veranda, immediately experiencing the roll of the water beneath. My body swayed and I fell against him. He grinned, dropping the basket, wrapping his arm around my waist, pulling me hard against his solid, powerful frame. “Got your sea legs?”
His breath fanned my cheek, his hand dipping lower to cup my ass.
Fuck.
Was it bad I wanted to straddle him like a thoroughbred racehorse and ride his cock till his knees buckled and my body liquefied into a lusty puddle at his feet? Gideon had become my new favorite obsession, and I doubted I’d ever get tired. Sammy had well and truly retired to the back of my underwear drawer. I doubted he’d ever see the light of day again.
I lifted a leg—thankful for my sensible slacks and top combo—wrapping it around his thighs, pressing hard against his erection.
Holy fuck. He was big and firm and oh, so thick. And he wielded his cock like a warrior wields his sword.
I rubbed my pant-covered pussy up his length. Wet heat flooded the swollen folds, ready for him to fill me and make me whole. I kissed his neck, then his ear, laving and sucking him towards submission. “Fuck me, Gideon.”
He groaned, dropping his forehead to mine, his breathing just as ragged, his body just as ready. “What about my surprise?”
“I can feel it, all nine inches.”
His laughter rumbled through my flesh and I wanted to bottle it and keep it to remind me how good life could be.
Slowly, reluctantly, he dropped me down. “You have no idea how hard this is.”
I reached between us and cupped him through his cargos. “I have some idea.”
“Hold onto that thought.” His gaze turned gold as he peeled my hand from his cock. “Today is about firsts. Believe me, when it’s time, you’ll be glad we didn’t do this now.” He dropped a kiss to the tip of my nose. “It’ll be great, I promise.”
I wasn’t so sure that was true, but I had to trust him.
My heart flip-flopped in my chest.
Trust.
Since when did I link that word with any man?
Yet, here I was, ready to trust Gideon. The circumstances weren’t earth-shattering or world-changing. This was about his word. But since his whole vampire-reveal, he’d given me no reason to question. And if we were bound by fate until death do we part, shouldn’t I at least give him the benefit of the doubt?
Now seemed as good a time as any. “Fine. But just know, I’m so, so wet. All I can think about right now is your cock sliding into my pussy, deep and hard and over and over until I shake and shudder and scream out your name.”
His body trembled and I couldn’t help but smile. He was as insatiable as I. We wanted with the same ferocity, and we fucked with the same fire.
It wasn’t difficult to believe the universe deemed us a pair.
Something clicked when I was with Gideon. We made sense, we made sparks and a multitude of orgasms, which were endless and always, always better than the last. 
He pulled back. “I haven’t got a cold shower but I have the next best thing.” He grinned as he led me into a large, open living space. He held up a wetsuit.
“We’re going swimming?”
“Nope. Water skiing.”
“And this is better than sex?”
“It’s the lead-up to sex. I won’t let you down.”
He hadn’t so far in that department. No reason to believe he’d do it now. “I’m holding you to that.”
His glorious lips twitched. “I wouldn’t have it any other way.”
I took the suit, not at all sure this day was going the way I’d planned. When he’d suggested we play hooky, I’d imagined sex, instead he was taking me skiing.
Ever tried to slip into a wetsuit when you’re horny as all hell? It’s about as difficult as squeezing a banana back into its unbroken skin. Gideon’s hands smoothed the rubber up and over my body—totally unhelpful. As was the glint in his eyes which said he was enjoying my discomfort way too much.
Then again, the wrap of wetsuit rubber around his groin said he was just as uncomfortable.
Next came the lessons.
First we practiced on the houseboat. I slipped into the skis, gripped an imaginary handle, squatted and braced. When he was convinced I’d mastered the technique, he unhooked a large cuddy cabin from behind The Merry Molly and we made for the middle of the lake.
It hadn’t seemed too hard back on solid—slightly swaying—ground.
Of course, that was before water resistance forced my legs to slide in opposite directions, planting my face flat in the path of the water spray.
Not. Much. Fun. If this was Gideon’s surprise, I was so not impressed.
It took thirteen tries before I skied for an entire six seconds without toppling head over ass. The triumph didn’t sway my relief when he announced it was time for lunch.
We moored just inside the mouth of Tchefuncte River, a peaceful, private setting that made me feel as if we were the last two people remaining in the world.
“Enjoy it?”
My thighs still ached and my knees still quivered. “Enjoy might be a stretch.”
He quirked a brow, placing container after container of food onto a rug on the floor of the cabin. First came mini muffulettas, each round sesame bread stuffed with olive salad and thick layers of cheeses and meats. “I thought you liked skiing.”
“Not without snow and a slope.”
He unpacked a small tray of beignets—their light, flaky pastry enticingly dusted with powdered sugar. Last came a selection of fresh fruits and nuts, some sodas and mineral water. “But you can water ski minus the cold.”
“Which just goes to show you can’t have everything.”
“Not quite true.”
The basket was empty but for one final container. He brandished it with a grin.
My heartbeat turned staccato, my body melting with mere thoughts of what Gideon had planned. “Caramel sauce?”
He waggled his brows. “With swirls of chocolate.”
“For me?”
“For both of us.”
“Would you be terribly upset if we skipped lunch and went straight to dessert?”
He flipped the lid and rich, decadent caramel filled my nostrils. “I thought you’d never ask.”
*
A little corner of my heart melted.
It wasn’t the drizzle of sauce over my skin. Or the play of Gideon’s tongue teasing my flesh towards ecstasy. It wasn’t the slow burn as he stoked the fire that roared through my blood as I climaxed not once, but thrice. It wasn’t even the reverence he bestowed while worshipping every quivering inch of my body.
No. It was none of that.
It was Gideon planning an entire day with the sole purpose of pleasing me.
The skiing—much as it involved water instead of snow—the picnic, the sauce. Gideon had heard—he’d listened—he’d taken note, and he’d acted. When had anyone gone to that much trouble, for me?
The ski boat—named The Dan, after his father—rolled and bucked with the waves. He pushed the food aside and lay me out on the rug like a feast he fully intended to ravage. I quivered at the thought. Damn, I hope so.
My body heated beneath his gaze, the sweep of a cool breeze tormenting my skin, plumping my breasts and peaking my nipples into tight, hungry buds.
Gideon kneeled beside me, his gaze a glittering gold. I now recognized the tight set of his jaw showed how much he fought the release of his vampire self.
My heart warmed with his care, even while part of me wanted his vampire to emerge, wanted his fangs to sink deep into my flesh, awakening the visions that had haunted and captivated me since that erotic, unforgettable night.
“The trick to creating the perfect dessert is all about design.” Gideon dipped his finger into the container, then brought the dripping sauce to his lips. My mouth watered.
He dipped again, this time rubbing the sauce along my lips until I opened my mouth and sucked away every last drop.
My gaze dropped to his cock, just inches from my face, the thick, hard tip tenting the fabric of his black board shorts. If I leaned over, I could open my mouth and take him inside, savoring the sweet and sour of his essence across my tongue.
“Placement is the key.” His hand hovered above me and thick, cool liquid drizzled from his fingertip. My breath hitched, my body thrummed. My gaze riveted to that finger, that dripping sauce, my body waiting, craving, anticipating each and every drop.
I trembled.
Sauce dripped onto my skin, oozing out over my breasts. They swelled, heavy, achy, my already tight nipples constricting towards pain. Another scoop, and the cool trickle rolled over my belly, seeping down towards the V between my thighs. I parted my legs, tilting my hips, exposing my throbbing flesh to the cool breeze and a third scoop of gooey gloriousness. My pussy clenched. Empty. Grasping. Needy.
I moaned.
The spill and slide of the sauce was incredible, but I wanted—needed—more.
“Gideon.”
His gaze latched to mine. “Command me.”
Fuck.
He scooped up one final dollop and dropped it between my parted lips. It drizzled over my chin, down my neck, joining the sauce still taunting my breasts.
I swallowed, then pushed up, sliding my hand behind his head, pulling him down to meet me. His kiss was one of submission, yet he possessed me as sure as if he’d cast me with some spell. He drank from my mouth, our lips taking, our tongues dancing, his taste as decadent as the chocolate caramel he’d used to slake my hunger.
He pulled back. “Tell me what you want.”
My heart smacked against my ribs. His gaze glinted iridescent, pulling me under whatever voodoo magic he wove, stealing my breath and every thought bar one. “Eat me.”
Without a word he dipped his mouth to my breast and sucked.
Holy fuck.
The wet of the sauce and the pull of his mouth dragged at my pussy, liquefying every inch of my body. Every lick, every suck, every pull dragged me deeper into mindlessness, over the edge of reason to a place from which I could never return.
His tongue circled my belly button, sucking and fucking it until the flesh between my thighs cried out with jealousy. My pussy pulsed, avaricious, needy.
I slipped my hand across my thigh only to have it purposefully removed.
“Tell me what you want.”
My dry throat crackled, but I managed three words. “Eat my pussy.”
With a grin, he dropped his head and followed my bidding. He nipped and swirled, nibbled and tugged, his fingers stroking spots A through to G until I came in a thunderous rush, my body arched, cries of pleasure bursting through my lips.
Two times more, he stoked, he stroked and brought me to pleasure. Each time more thunderous, more earthshattering than the last. As my body arched one final time, his arm slid up and around my waist, easing my quivering frame down onto the rug.
I collapsed. Shattered. Sticky. Thoroughly satisfied. “Holy fuck.”
“I take it you appreciated my surprise?”
I could hear the smile in his voice and it flip-flopped my heart, even as my body continued to float on the post-climactic swirl of fluffy, white clouds. On a long exhale, I murmured my response. “Any time you feel compelled to surprise me again, go ahead. I am now officially, totally, irrevocably in love with surprises.”
“Good to know.” Gideon’s deep rumble floated through a haze bordering on wakefulness.
The boat’s dip and roll lulled me into lethargy.
My eyelids fluttered, my breath rolling out from somewhere deep in my chest. A wet cloth swept in small, circular strokes over my skin. My head lifted, then slowly lowered onto something soft and springy, and velvety warmth wrapped deliciously around my body.
Light receded into dark, and I tumbled into slumber, my last thoughts filled with the man who’d given me hopes for a future beyond my wildest imagination.




Chapter 28
Gideon
The Dan’s engine rumbled beneath my feet.
If I’d had a live, beating heart, it would have been hammering double time. As it was, my body thrummed with what could have been mistaken for life.
Love.
She’d said the word. Not quite in the way I’d hoped, but she’d still said it. She loved what I’d done. Could I stretch that to mean she loved me doing what I’d done? That maybe she’d come to love me in time, too?
I held onto that hope.
I steered the hull into the marina, slowing to allow old Hal passage in his battered black and blue catamaran. He blared the horn and waved as he passed.
The body beneath the blanket stirred. Indigo perfect eyes fluttered open, her pale pink lips slipping easily into a smile. “Hey.”
“Hey.”
She yawned and stretched. “I can’t believe I fell asleep. How long was I out?” Her fingertips reached high over her head, her toe tips extending just shy of the stern. The blanket slipped allowing the tips of her nipples to play peek-a-boo with my libido.
I dragged my attention back to the marina and to maneuvering The Dan safely into its moorings behind The Molly. “Not long. About an hour.”
“You wore me out.” She pushed up onto her elbows and the blanket fell away.
My cock stirred. “Is that a complaint?”
“Absolutely not!”
I cut the engine, wrapped the blanket round her body and pulled her up into my arms. I kissed the tip of her nose and resisted moving my kisses to her neck and down over her delectable breasts. “We should get some clothes on you and head back. I want to show you something on the way.”
She dressed and I helped. Or maybe I hindered. The process spanned over an hour and a couple of shared orgasms, instead of a few minutes. When we finally mounted my bike, luminous pink-purple rays stretched out across the darkening sky.
We left the causeway and turned onto Route 10.
In less than half an hour we rode past the cast iron archway of the cemetery towards an entrance only few knew existed.
I grabbed the picnic basket in one hand and Tiff’s hand in the other, leading her through the gap in the fence. It took only five minutes of weaving amidst rows of crumbling stone and tombs the size of beach boxes, the sweet tang of swamp ferns and wild violets rising up to greet us. Then we came to the spot.
My spot.
For years I’d visited alone, watching the number of graves grow, contemplating my life, the shit I’d been handed, a wayward gene that had ripped me from my world. It seemed fitting that the first person to share my sanctuary was the one who could save me from the horrors I sought to escape.
“What is this place?”
I dropped her hand to spread a new, non-caramel covered rug out over the grass verge within the heritage wrought iron fencing. The tomb rose up before us, lit by a dull green light from its base, the words ‘Amor in vita et morte’ carved above the large, weather-worn headstone.
Love in life and death. Fitting in so many ways.
I began unpacking the remnants of our uneaten lunch. “The last resting place of the Williams family.”
“You knew them?”
“Only in death.”
She dropped onto the rug wearing an are you nuts expression. “What does that mean?”
I passed her a muffuletta, taking one for myself, only to drop it back into the container. The thought of food made my normally robust stomach churn. “When I first discovered what I was, I ran from my life. I thought if I ran hard enough, fast enough, I could outrun reality, find some sense of peace and acceptance somewhere in the world. Surely it existed?” I glanced down at the white of my knuckles and forced my hand to unclench. “It took me over a century before I realized I couldn’t run from my fate. I returned to the US, and soon after I stumbled on the cemetery. I was still angry at the world, at fate, at the circumstances that had ended my life. Then I stumbled on this plot.”
Tiff devoured her sandwich without once shifting her gaze from me. She licked her lips and grabbed a beignet, digging in with unrestrained relish. Not surprising. She hadn’t eaten since breakfast. The last time I’d finished a meal with even a smidge of her satisfaction was too long in the past to recall how it felt. That I might experience the feeling once again—and soon—made my head spin.
My gaze roamed, scanning the crumbling remains of nearby tombs, weeds and flowers alike, scrabbling for life amongst the paved pathways and centuries-worn cement. Time and the elements had been less than kind.
I grabbed a mineral water and chugged back the greater portion. “Back then there were fewer graves and even fewer visitors. The cemetery wasn’t the cash cow it is now.” I stared at the half empty bottle, watching the bubbles rise, scrabbling to escape their confinement. “The tomb was new, less than a week old. When I read the inscription, their tragedy spoke to mine. But where my family had been torn apart, they’d remained together, in both life and death, sharing their fate. The youngest, little Johnny, was six weeks old when the yellow fever took him. He’d barely lived before he died.”
“How sad.”
I nodded, a familiar weight slumping heavily in my chest. “I often sit here and pretend I’m a regular person, living a regular life, visiting my family’s grave. Not a vampire whose parents died centuries ago.”
It felt good to finally share a part of my existence I’d fearfully hidden from the world for so long.
Her hand covered mine with a warmth no fire could replicate. “I can’t imagine what that must be like. Never ageing. Outliving the people you love.”
I wrapped my fingers tightly around hers. “After a while, it was easier to shut off from the world rather than let others in. I’d only lose them in the end. It wasn’t as if I could explain why I didn’t wrinkle and gray over the years at the same rate they did.”
Her grip on my hand tightened. “Soon that part of your life will be over.”
“I’ve waited so long. Now the moment’s almost here, I can’t imagine what life will be like.”
“Don’t the visions tell you?”
I shook my head. “I’ve never had visions.”
“Never? Not even when you bit me and voodooed a vision into my brain?”
I grinned. “I didn’t ‘voodoo’ anything, and I definitely never had any visions.” She’d previously mentioned visions, but I’d never taken much notice before now. Partners pre-Tiff had never mentioned them. Then again, partners pre-Tiff weren’t part of The Prophesy and my soon-to-be mortal future. “What did you see?”
She scrunched her nose. It looked so goddam cute that I leaned over and kissed it.
She pulled back. “What was that for?”
“Nothing more than I wanted to kiss you.”
She leaned over and kissed me right back, this time on the lips.
“What was that for?”
“Ditto.”
“Ditto?”
“Yeah.” She grinned.
I grinned back. If mating meant trading countless immortal lifetimes for just one lifetime of this, I was in.
But I’d born the weight of The Change for so long, how would it feel to live without the fear of when and where? To feel free. 
I brushed my thumb back and forth across the knuckles of the woman responsible for lifting that weight. “What did you see?”
“Nothing . . . concrete. More impressions, really. Emotions, even. The vision seemed so real at the time, but if I try and put what I saw into words, it makes little sense.”
“I’d really like to know.”
Again she scrunched her nose. “It was like . . . rainbows. An entire row of them. All bright but broken and dark in places. Yet the end of each one shone with light that felt like happiness. Fulfillment. A life I’d wanted as a child but stopped believing in long since I’d become an adult.”
“What kind of life?”
She froze and snaked her hand free, snagging a beignet. Did that whole bubble-blowing, mouth opening and closing fish thing, which said she didn’t know whether to speak or remain silent.
I grabbed a handful of pecans to avoid saying something stupid and swaying her either way. Sharing had to be her decision.
She inhaled. Long. Slow. Then met my gaze. “A home. A family. Someone who loves me. Kids who depend on me.” Her hands clenched so tight in her lap, crumbling the pastry, turning her knuckles waxen and white. “All of us living a life, safe and secure, never knowing the wrong end of a fist or words meant to cut you to a mere fragment of your original self.”




Chapter 29
Tiffany
I’d said too much.
I heard it in the awkward silence following my outburst. I saw it in Gideon’s expression. I felt it as the old hurts reared up and stabbed at my already aching heart.
Would I ever leave that part of my life behind?
The sharp lines in Gideon’s expression softened. “This is about more than just Richard, isn’t it?”
I shivered, cold in my blood far out-chilling the absence of the sun’s rays. “I’d rather not talk about it.”
“I get that.” He raised a palm to stall me from further comment. “I won’t push you to share.”
I hadn’t realized my hand was so tightly clenched until it loosened, releasing pastry crumbs and powdered sugar all over my lap. The last thing I’d expected was acceptance.
I nodded, my “thank you” caught somewhere in the back of my throat.
“Saying that, after disclosing certain facts about myself to a certain person . . .” His grin whittled away at some of the chill. “I’ve learned that sharing has the potential to strip pain of its powers. If whatever occurred in the past is still influencing your present, it may help to find someone you trust and talk about it.” He shot me a half-smile when I didn’t react. “It doesn’t have to be me.”
I nodded and tried to look like I was considering his suggestion. What else could I do? Family skeletons belonged six-feet under, dead and buried, left to rot in the ground, not in my goddam head. And not in my new goddam life.
A hand gently unfurled my fist. “Come here.” Gideon edged over and beckoned me to do the same. I shuffled around and backwards, reclining between his legs, his hard, sculpted stomach contracting against my spine, his cock resting deliciously between my butt cheeks. He wrapped me in his arms and I hugged them to my chest. 
His cool breath ruffled my hair.
Birdsong floated on the wings of the breeze. Leaves rustled, the wind sighed and my heart thudded loudly in my chest.
Stars sprinkled the sky above.
Time rolled by. Seconds. Minutes. Each breath, each heartbeat marking passing moments that held little or no meaning while I basked in Gideon’s arms.
Tours had long since finished in the other, less private sections of the cemetery. But for some animal rustling through the undergrowth, perhaps a raccoon or mole, we were completely and utterly alone.
Safe.
I sighed, comfortable. Comforted. If only I could bottle up the entire day and keep it secure, somewhere Richard and the other bruises of my world couldn’t reach.
Winter’s chill finally cut through the warmth from my less than adequate clothes and I shivered. He dropped a kiss to my head. “We should go.”
Much as I wanted to stay here, away from the rest of the world, in his arms forever, the cold won the battle.
I nodded and stood, pulling him up.
We packed up the picnic, then headed for home. His home. Was it soon-to-be ours? We hadn’t spoken of semantics and I wasn’t sure it mattered where we lived, only that we would live together. That the peace and openness we’d shared over the course of the day would continue. And maybe Gideon’s show of honesty would go some ways to healing a heart still smarting from the lies of the past.
*
The day had been long, and the night ahead didn’t seem long enough.
The sex was unrushed, the aftermath unchecked. We collapsed in each other’s arms, and when he turned me, wrapping his arms around me from behind, plastering his body to the back of mine, I ignored the skittery beat of my heart and snuggled in.
As my body slowly returned to earth, reality began to set in. Our day of hooky was nearly at an end.
Tomorrow we’d return to work. So much had changed since I’d last entered the pristine buildings of Hagen Pharmaceuticals.
Richard, for one. I’d uploaded my resume on more than one job search site, and already sent out a couple of tentative enquiries. I’d heard nothing back, but it was still early days.
“I’ve been thinking.”
My lips curved. “An exceedingly dangerous occupation.”
He tweaked my nipple.
“Ouch!”
“Behave.”
“Or what?”
His hand slid south. “Or not. I happen to enjoy it when you don’t behave.” He smiled into my neck, stopping just shy of my tummy. “However, I wanted to say . . . I’ve been thinking about your position at Hagen.”
Serenity spilled from my body as if it were river waters tumbling over a fall.
“Would you consider staying on and applying for Mannie’s position?”
“No.” The word escaped without thought.
“Wow, that was fast.”
“I don’t need time to think. Richard is toxic, and I’ve suffered enough toxicity in my life to fill a whole damn dumpsite. Anywhere he is, I don’t want to be.”
“I get that.” He brushed across my belly button in cyclic, barely-there strokes. “Have you considered that the reason Richard still has power over you is because you feed it? Maybe if you stop running and face your fears, you’ll cut short not only his chase, but also whatever sick pleasure he derives from seeing you scared. You’ll win and he’ll lose, and eventually he’ll skulk off to whatever hole he crawled out from to lick his wounds.”
The idea wasn’t new. It wasn’t as if I hadn’t already realized that I handed Richard opportunity to strike me down every time I showed him my fear. Of course, knowing was one thing. Having the strength to do something about it was entirely different.
“Think about it. If you continue not to face him, you’ll spend the rest of your life running.” His palm stroked my tummy in slow, circular caresses. “And don’t forget, this time will be different, because I’m here for you.”
Warm and fuzzy weren’t emotions I’d ever indulged, until now. Gideon’s presence shouldn’t have factored—I’d learned the hard way to rely on no one outside of myself.
But he made it all sound so simple, so easy. And dammit, he was right. The more I ran, the more pleasure Richard derived from intimidating me. His sneering face rose up in my mind. My heart raced, but with less vigor than before. Even the stupid bitch spilling from his lips rang with less angst.
Perhaps I could do this.
I’d have been lying if I said working with Gideon, as well as playing with Gideon, didn’t sway me. Amazing what great sex and even greater company did for the soul.
I didn’t need to make a decision now, but what I could do is make a decision to think on it. It was a start, and one step in a direction I’d never imagined taking before now.
He stroked my waist, my hip, my thigh. “So, what do you say?”
“You want to work with me?”
He paused. “Very much so.”
“You won’t get bored?”
“Why would I?”
Because every other man I’ve allowed past first date status has done exactly that.
I had to slap that thought, hard. Gideon wasn’t Richard. He’d proven time and time again he outstripped him in every way imaginable.
That included the slow, seductive sweep of his palm back over my hip.
I allowed the sensation to lull me into lethargy, the cocoon of Gideon’s body at my back, his hand doing delicious things to my front.
His mouth stroked sensation over the curve of my shoulder. “Tiff? Will you give it a try?”
I closed my eyes and imagined another life. The life of my vision.
My heart tugged and my mind had no choice but to follow. “Yes.”
*

“What’s this?”
I lowered my book to watch Gideon stride into the bedroom, skin still slicked from his shower, a blue towel slung low on his hips. Hot fucking hell. He was gorgeous. My mouth watered automatically. And that wasn’t the wettest place on my body.
I dropped my gaze from the wicked glint in his eye to Sammy, wrapped firmly in his very large, very skillful hand. I’d moved him from my underwear drawer to the bathroom cabinet, assuming he’d be safer. I’d been wrong.
“Not what. Who.” I crossed my legs—bare but for Gideon’s tee resting mid-thigh—and leaned further back against the headboard, trading wicked glint for wicked glint as I rolled my hand through the air. “Gideon, Sammy. Sammy, Gideon.”
“It has a name?” He quirked a brow.
I quirked one back. “Of course. Don’t all boyfriends?”
“You’re kidding.”
“Absolutely not. I never kid about sex.”
He stared at my old flame—the large, thick shaft, the wide, swollen head, the rabbit-eared stimulator—then flicked the switch. Motorized beads rolled up and down the aqua blue length while the stimulators pulsed and shuddered.
Heat swamped my core, not from the familiar whirr of the motor, or the memory of thick, vibrating silicone sliding into my quivering flesh. Sammy had long been relegated to the shelf, and not once had he been missed.
It was this big, beautiful man, holding my silicone pleasure machine in his hand, making me hotter than an Arizona heatwave.
His nostrils flared in a way that said he’d caught the scent of my arousal, and the slow curve of his lips said he liked it. “Should I be jealous?”
“Only if you doubt your prowess.”
He moved closer, the throbbing, rotating shaft still clutched in his hand. “I think my prowess is perfectly intact, considering your screams this morning—was it four times?”
Five, actually. But who’s counting?
He glanced from Sammy to me, a teasing tilt to his lips. “Did you love him?”
I shrugged. “He was reliable, dependable and always willing. I wasn’t after anything more.”
“So, lust then?” He twirled him in his hands, then held him out for me to take. “Show me.”
Holy fuckoly.
“You want to watch?”
“I can’t think of anything hotter.”
My gaze slid down from his hand to the tent in his towel. I grabbed Sammy and edged the hem of my tee upwards. “Lose the towel.”
With one flick, it dropped to the floor.
He was glorious. A god. Making me want to drop to my knees and worship every amazing inch.
I knew his texture. His taste. I licked my lips, splayed my legs and eased Sammy between my thighs. Gideon’s gaze turned golden.
“Closer.”
Two steps and his cock was within reach, fresh from the shower, radiating pine, fresh grass and potent male arousal.
I was so fucking wet. So fucking ready. With slow, steady pressure, I eased Sammy inside, watching the twitch of Gideon’s cock, the seep of precum escaping his tip.
“Closer.”
One more step and he towered over me. I pushed Sammy deep, his stimulators massaging my clit as I flicked my tongue at Gideon’s cock, swirled his head, sucked the tip.
He growled.
I panted, releasing Sammy, then pressing him deep again. In, out, in perfect rhythm with my play on Gideon’s cock. One hand still moving Sammy, I reached up with the other and stroked him, hard, heavy muscle encased in satin-soft skin.
A smorgasbord offered up for my hedonistic pleasure.
He groaned, bucked his hips, hands carving through my hair, mad for me. He tasted so fucking good, felt so fucking good.
I caught the onslaught of my spiral, mind and body taking flight.
Gideon shuddered, and I knew I wanted more. More than Sammy. More than this space between us.
“Stop.”
A big, strong hand wrapped around his cock and I dropped Sammy beside me.
My gaze clashed with his. “I want you.”
He didn’t need asking twice. With one swift move he was sheathed, on the bed and into my body.
Bliss.
He growled into my ear. “You’re so fucking sexy.”
“Ditto.”
He grinned. I wrapped my legs around his hips and rode the wave of sensation as his cock pushed me up and over the edge of no return. Fast. Furious. Fucking insane. My flesh pulsed hungrily around him as he thrust one last time, filling my body, feeding my soul.
What had started out as fun had become fan-fucking-tastic. Gideon did that. He made every day different, every time as fresh as the first.
Anticipation skittered through my sex-slaked body. The future opened up, blank pages in my personal biography just waiting to be written. I had a lifetime of firsts to look forward to, starting now.
*
Gideon made it easy to fall into happiness.
Stolen kisses peppered the following days at work, while my nights were heated and hedonistic, Gideon filling my body and feeding my soul, whittling away at the barricades surrounding my heart.
Work in the lab took on a new light. Graeme requested I apply for Mannie’s soon-to-be available position. It seemed both Mannie and Gideon were on board with the idea, and that was good enough for him. I bit back the irritation over his willingness to listen to two Y-chromosomes over one pair of X.
Did it really matter how I secured the position? I’d more than earned it. And now, finally, the promotion was within reach. All it had needed was the belief of one person.
I found myself smiling at the simplest things. Breakfast in bed. A soy latte and choc-berry muffin mysteriously appearing on my desk. Chocolate hearts sprinkled over my pillow. Post-it messages pinned to the refrigerator.
A man’s arms around me as I tumbled into sleep, and a firm body cocooning me as I awoke. And sex . . . body-melting, mind-blowing, orgasmic moments that awakened my body and threw every preconceived notion clear out of the water.
So many little things to enrich my world. So easy to become accustomed, to forget what life was like before Gideon.
“Hey.”
I looked up from my computer screen and test results the clock told me I’d been staring at blankly for the past fifteen minutes. “Hey.” The smile started in my chest before it spread to my lips.
“I was thinking . . .” He leaned in and brushed a curl back from my forehead.
I shivered. “Again? This is becoming a habit.”
He moved closer, deliciously filling my space, and all I could smell was pine and Gideon.
“I thought I’d cook dinner tonight. How does paella sound?”
“Fucking fabulous.”
“Oh, and I cleared out a drawer.” His gaze hooked mine. “Just so you have somewhere to leave your stuff when you stay over.”
I froze. It was all happening so fast. A drawer. The permanence of those words coiled through my brain.
His brows dipped, his expression etched with concern. “Is one enough? Or do you need two?”
He was so goddam cute, how could I allow my fears to ruin everything we’d built the past few days? I pressed my lips into what I hoped resembled a smile. “One is fine.”
“Good.” He ducked and dropped a kiss on my nose.
This time the smile was genuine. I swatted him away. “Gideon!”
“What? Who’s going to say something?” He swept the hair from my neck.
I closed my eyes, his touch playing havoc with the sensitive band of skin beneath my hairline. “It’s not what they say, it’s what they think. I need to appear professional if I want to be considered for the CDC Head Scientist role.”
“Oh, they’ll more than consider you if I have anything to do with it.”
Emotion thickened in my throat. “Thank you.”
“You deserve this, Tiff. You’re the best choice for the job.”
“That’s never mattered before. But this time there’s a difference. You.”
“This is all on you.” The flutter of his fingertips slipped beneath the neckline of my top, sending shivers to the tips of my toes. “But if you insist on thanking me, I can think of a dozen ways.”
Heat swamped the flesh between my thighs. “And I can think of a dozen more.”
He perched on the edge of my desk, the same desk where he’d delivered that first unforgettable orgasm. Not the disappointment I’d once anticipated.
In fact, nothing about Gideon disappointed.
I scraped my fingernail up the outside of his leg, my blood heating at the glorious way his cock filled his pants.
Fuck.
I’d stopped waiting for that moment. For the bubble to burst and for my spirits to free-fall and crash to the ground. He’d given me no reason to believe he was anything but committed, to me, to us, to the whole Prophesy hoo-ha and spending the rest of our mortal lives together.
The idea wasn’t as alarming as it had been in the past. A lifetime with Gideon.
It was kinda warming. Kinda cool. Kinda fucking incredible.




Chapter 30
Gideon
It was time.
Tiff’s body curved perfectly into mine. She fit, so right, so good. I’d woken up, hard as a rock, wanting to sink myself into her heat and leave the world and all its burdens behind.
Then vibrations echoed from my bedside table and I glanced at my cell. Damon. His chiseled, taciturn face filled the screen and I knew.
I tamped down my hunger. Time enough to satisfy it when the day was done. Tiff would be in my bed tonight, and every night hereafter. It was destined. The Prophesy didn’t lie.
Slowly easing my arm out from under her body, I edged backwards until I met the edge of the bed and slid out from under the covers. A chill hit me with a rush I’d never experienced before now. Or was it the familiarity of Tiff’s warmth that made everything feel like ice in comparison?
Dawn was still a couple of hours away, the perfect time to execute our plan undetected.
I dressed, then removed her keycard from her jacket pocket. If the action niggled, I ignored it. I’d be done and back in bed before she stirred, none the wiser. Not that this made my actions any less deplorable. But as I’d been lectured so many times before, the needs of the many . . . blah-di-blah-di-blah.
Stealth is what I do best, so I made it out the front door with barely a sound. Tiff was still sound asleep, but I walked the bike down half a block before I started the engine just to be sure.
My first stop was Mannie’s duplex. I’d long since cut a key after my initial visit, so I entered through the side door. I logged into his computer and tweaked the formula, using the specs Damon had sent across. Then, part one completed, I left the same way I’d entered, ready for part two. I made for the lab.
I was in and out in less than fifteen minutes. On schedule. Twenty minutes more and I’d be home, in bed, losing myself in Tiffany’s heat.
Black sky was already transforming to blue and a chorus of trilling woodpeckers heralded the new day. I texted Damon confirmation that the first stage was complete then glanced up from my screen.
My bike was the only vehicle in the far parking lot, but it wasn’t alone.
I slipped the keycard into my pocket and tried to look as if I wasn’t caught red-handed with my dick swinging in the breeze.
I swallowed, my throat rubbing as dry as the gravel path underfoot. “Tiff.”
She stepped forward, arms crossed, shoulders squared, gaze narrowed and fiery, a viper poised and ready to strike. “Two questions, Gideon, and your answers had better be fan-fucking-tastic.” The deepening red on her cheeks screamed one fuse short of an explosion. “Why are you using my keycard to enter a restricted area? And is that the reason you fucked me five ways to Sunday before convincing me to stay on at Hagen?”




Chapter 31
Tiffany
Old habits die a hard and painful death.
For as long as I could remember, I’d been cursed with light sleeping—no good could come from forgetting one’s surroundings. Self-preservation had made it so.
My inability to sleep through any disturbance, no matter how unobtrusive, had seen me wake the moment Gideon had left the bed. I’d initially assumed he’d return, but when the minutes ran into tens, and his movements seemed more clandestine than considerate, suspicion set in.
Still, even then, I’d chided myself with paranoia.
I’d followed him out the front door in time to watch his motorcycle taillights disappear into the darkness. My investigative activities would have ended there but for one salient fact. He’d taken my keycard.
Only one reason for that.
He wanted access to the lab’s restricted areas. Why, I hadn’t a clue. All I knew was my blood thundered through my veins and my heart broke a little with each treacherous thought.
Thank fuck for Uber. I called, booked and was on my way to Hagen in less than ten minutes. I arrived first, without a clue where he’d gone on the way, or even if my deduction had been correct. I waited, half hoping I was wrong about him using me to access the lab, the other half wondering where he’d gone instead. Another woman?
I wasn’t sure which scenario cut less.
Both were a betrayal, and both demonstrated I’d been duped yet again.
Stupid bitch.
This time the words were mine, not Richard’s.
*
“What the fuck, Gideon?”
He stood, palms open, my frigging stolen keycard in his jacket pocket. “I can explain.”
“It better be fucking good.” His sudden blink and the shutter in his expression made me add, “And it better be fucking true.”
He strode forwards, reaching out for my arm. I wrenched back. I didn’t want his touch. I wasn’t sure I’d ever want it again.
Something in my heart splintered. The one piece the past few days had managed to make whole again.
He scrubbed the back of his neck and I didn’t want to notice the play of muscles beneath his tee. Muscles I’d owned and enjoyed, thinking I’d own and enjoy them through years beyond now.
“Let’s go somewhere private.”
“Let’s not.” I stepped back, just in case he thought me standing there was an invitation for him to join me. “Tell me what’s so goddam important you had to screw me and spurn all that ‘truth and honor abound’ bullshit.”
He scanned the area, all Jason Bourne and conspiracy theory like. “I can’t do this here. It’s not secure.” His gaze looked so destroyed, as if he were the one who’d been betrayed.
What the fuck?
“Give me one good reason why I should trust anything you say.”
“Because what I’m doing is so damned important I’d risk my mortality and even my life.”
A ten ton boulder slammed me full in the chest.
Heartstrings that had seen me blunder in the past pulled me back under their spell. Why did I find it so impossible to harden my heart against this man? How did I know, even now, if the words spilling from his lips were true?
Short answer—I didn’t.
But I had to trust something. Perhaps the past few days and the feelings he’d stirred up inside me, feelings he’d seemed to return. Unless they were all lies, too.
My head spun, belief and doubt swirling with equal confusion about my brain. Whatever the outcome, I had to know.
I shrugged, as if this whole situation wasn’t devastating the world he’d made me believe was possible. “Fine.”
The absence of that cocky, all-knowing smile was enough to hint my tentative trust may not be unfounded.
He sidestepped past, handing me my helmet before putting on his. The irony hit me. “Why do you wear a helmet?”
“It’s the law.”
Of course. It wasn’t as if the colored polycarbonate and foam could save him. Only I could do that.
Was even that true?
Something deep inside me said it was. Perhaps it was the vision, or a connection between us I seemed unable to shake. But when he said we were fated to be together, everything else in my life made sense.
Until he’d lied and used me, that is.
Just a small fucking wrench in the works.
Much as the last thing I wanted was to be plastered against the lying bastard, I followed him onto his bike, steeling myself as I wrapped my arms around his torso. I pulled his betrayal front-center to my thoughts and held it there, a barrier between him and my body’s need to sink into him.
That whole prophesy hoo-ha wielded some strong voodoo shit, because my mind screamed even while my heart twisted and hammered at our close proximity.
I’d been so deep in my thoughts, I didn’t realize where he’d taken me until the large white sign appeared before us.
No fucking way.
By the time my mind computed, he’d already stopped and was engaging the Harley’s kickstand. I jumped off and away from the memories, sudden cold slicing deep into my bones. He’d forever ruined my sanctuary and I resented the crap out of him for it.
The brook bubbled in the distance, failing to provide its usual sense of peace. Even the birdsong welcoming dawn failed to chip at the tension in my spine. I waved my hand in his direction, trying to stem a shivering that cut me deep to the core. “Talk.”
He nodded, still astride his monster of a machine. “Promise you won’t breathe a word to anyone.”
Was he fucking kidding?
“I’m not promising shit. Not when I have no fucking idea what that promise means.”




Chapter 32
Gideon
I was a stick of gum stretched one tug shy of snapping.
What the fuck was I supposed to do?
Come clean and put the lives of my coven, my entire kind, at risk? Or maintain my silence and lose my one chance for a normal life, and worse, my chance for love.
Time froze. My thoughts spiraling backwards two hundred years past and a decision that forever marked me. I’d trusted a woman, and others had suffered for my mistake. I’d vowed never to risk that kind of trust again.
Our mission, modifying the antidote, hurt no one and saved more lives than any one man could count. It was bigger than me, than Tiff, than our fated futures.
I had to believe that.
I left the bike to breach the distance between us. “I can’t tell you what I was doing or why, but I can tell you it’s for the better good.”
“What the hell is that supposed to mean?”
“I need you to trust me.”
She laughed then. An empty, mirthless laugh that fell far short of her heart. “You ask me for trust but won’t trust me back.”
“I . . .” I scrubbed the back of my neck, doing nothing to unravel the kinks. “I can’t.”
“You want something for nothing. That’s not how the world works, Gideon. You, of all people, should know that.”
“This isn’t my secret to tell.”
“Then whose is it?”
I wanted to give her something, but how could I? Impossible to know where safety ended and consequences began.
“Things are going to happen in the next few days, and they’re going to seem bad. I need you to know that what I’ve done is for the good of more than just vamps. It benefits you too.”
“But you can’t tell me what.”
“No.”
“Yet you want me to trust you. Blindly.”
“Yes.”
“You’re so full of bull.” I almost growled. “Trust you, my ass. Take me back.”
“We should talk about this.”
“That’s your answer to everything, isn’t it? You talk, I listen, you convince, I foolishly believe. That’s not the way this goes from now on.” Her teeth gritted so tight I could hear the grind of enamel against enamel. “Take. Me. Back.”
I stepped forward, nostrils flaring. She wrapped her arms around her torso and stumbled back, shivering as if the cold in my blood had invaded hers.
The sight made me want to yell and rage and curse a world that seemed determined to destroy me.
I returned to the motorcycle, holding out the helmet for her to take. She snatched it from my hands, then stepped away, as if I were poison. Then she carefully mounted. Her stiff, detached hold around my waist chilled my already cold blood. So different from the previous, warm wrap of her arms.
I took her straight home. She was quite clear about that. And in terms of her drawer and its contents back at my place, she was unequivocal—toss them into a box and drop them into her office at work, preferably when she wasn’t around.
Subtext—if I see your ass any time this millennium, it’ll be too soon.
I walked her safely to her front door, despite her protests, then watched her disappear, the sharp turn of her lock severing the final link between us. Slashing my last hopes of mortality and escaping what my very mission sought to prevent.
*
The lab was in chaos.
The mission had gone as planned. Damon had already called to voice his pleasure and inform me that global destruction of the serum antidote had been a success. The cold storage failure had done its job.
The only remaining original antidote was stored under lock and key, back at the coven’s lab.
I hadn’t shared that I’d been caught in the act by Tiff. I know what his next order would have been and I wasn’t about to eliminate a threat I didn’t believe existed.
Graeme paced the corridor, angst oozing out from his shoulders and his blistering glower. He railed at Mannie, who in turn railed at anyone who would listen. The room had been serviced only a month previously. What could possibly have caused it and the generator backup to fail? And not only fail—the room had heated to the point of denaturation, rendering every sample inside useless. A short circuit in the security system made it impossible to determine whose keycard had last accessed the room. It had to be human error.
Close, but not close enough.
“A fucking mess.” Graeme waved a pudgy arm towards Mannie. “Call WHO and beg off some of their serum.” With a huff, he stormed off in the direction of his office, leaving a bunch of lab techs to dispose of the spoiled samples.
I felt no guilt. Perhaps heads would roll, but more likely—once they discovered the global destruction—blame would fall as it had in the past. Peace of Nature was the perfect foil. The group had protested vigorously against the antidote’s airborne release, arguing the potential for unforeseen side effects on wildlife, as well as the environment as a whole.
They weren’t far wrong.
Despite the bedlam overtaking the lab, it was Tiff’s gaze I sought.
Her glare hurled daggers and they hit their mark, straight through the place where my beating heart would have been.
She had to suspect the cold storage malfunction was my work, yet she hadn’t shared her intel. Not yet. I had to hope she’d continue her silence.
What I did discover, through another of Graeme’s rants, was she’d withdrawn her application for Head Scientist. I was thankful she hadn’t tendered her resignation at the same time.
Maybe that was more about timing than her desire to stay on in a laboratory with me.
I tried a grin, which probably translated as a sort of a twist, and tossed her a light “Hi.”
She nodded then turned her back. She may as well have whacked me with a baseball bat. Her cheeks were flushed, her gaze glossy, as if she tottered on the brink of tears. I did that, and every fiber of my being wanted to take it back.
There were too many all-seeing eyes around for me to say more. And in reality, what could I say? The only way out of this animosity was to tell her the truth, and that was something I couldn’t do. Not while there was still room for the mission to crash.
I trudged back to Mannie’s office and prepared to further my deception with offers of help and support.
For decades I’d maintained a distance from those around me. Detachment was easier than suffering the wrench each time I left with no word, no trace. I’d believed I was prepared for all this mission entailed, but time had dulled the memories, and the consequence of getting too close. Of using and hurting people I’d come to call friends.
I may not brandish a live, beating heart, but I still hurt as readily as any normal living man.




Chapter 33
Tiffany
So much for an invigorating bike ride to clear my head.
The heavens had waited until I was halfway home before they opened up and unleashed. Too far from the lab to turn back. Too far from home to escape the downpour. I was so wet, it was useless to even think about stopping to don my jacket.
I ducked my head—at least that way the rain dripped off my helmet and onto my handlebars—and peddled faster. A two mile ride and I was only one mile from warmth and dry clothes.
The road was quiet, only a trickle of traffic slicing through puddles and spraying water up my legs, soaking my thighs.
Wet is wet. You can’t get any wetter, right?
A perfect end to a perfect day.
Gideon fucking Fang. Trouble since the day he’d waltzed into our frigging strategy meeting, then just as easily waltzed into my heart.
Yeah, his betrayal sucked. He’d made me care, then cut at emotions I’d previously kept buried beneath a veneer of control.
I knew he’d tampered with not only the cold storage, but the backup generator as well. And he’d used my keycard to do it. I just didn’t know why.
And until I knew the answer to that question, how could I come clean? I was complicit—I’d fucking slept with the guy, giving him free and easy access to my keycard, to any and every avenue of access I had to the lab.
Somewhere in the far recesses of my heart, I hoped whatever his reasons, he hadn’t been lying. That his actions were, as he’d promised, for the greater good. Although how allowing the spread of a virus that threatened pandemic proportions could be termed “good” escaped me.
Another vehicle approached, and I swerved as close to the berm of the road as I dared. Wet or not, at least it would lessen the spray.
The surrounding road glistened gold with headlights that seemed determined to remain abreast rather than passing. An engine gunned.
“Tiff!”
Even with the roar of wind and rain in my ears, I heard the voice. Warmth fluttered deep in my gut, fanning out until my blood burned. Ridiculous when my skin was like ice and I was still fucking furious at the deceitful bastard. It seemed my body was still to come to the “I’d been burned again” party, instead of remaining under Gideon’s orgasmic frigging spell.
Freaking typical.
I ducked my head, lower still. Maybe if I ignored him long enough, he’d give up and go away.
“Tiff!”
Fat chance. The man made mules look meek. Since when had he ever given up? Particularly when it came to me and saving his firm, fucking ass.
I waved my hand in an unequivocal “piss off” gesture and kept peddling. I obviously needed my head examined if I thought he’d take the hint.
“Don’t be ridiculous, Tiff. Pull over.”
The motorcycle pulled up beside me. He wasn’t going away, and I couldn’t concentrate with him right there, legs spread-eagled across that great machine. I hit the brakes. The tires squealed, wheels skidding over the loose gravel. The bike flipped, tossing my body like a frigging cannonball, up and over the handlebars. For a few glorious, heart-stopping moments I flew through the air, weightless, free, then the road and my body met with an almighty slam.
Fuck.
The world swam, but that didn’t stop his voice from permeating the cloud and dancing on the edge of consciousness. I wanted him gone, and I told him so, in mutters that were totally incomprehensible to anyone but me.
I felt his hands on my body, methodically checking for injury. I knew enough to know the pain I felt wasn’t from broken bones. My entire right side would be black with bruises in the morning. I’d have a whopper of a headache, and sharp pain every time I put one foot in front of the other.
Then there was my heart . . .
He released the straps on my helmet and eased it off.
The shivers that had slowly deepened over the past few days, intensified.
“Moja láska, I’ve got you.” He wrapped me in his arms and lifted me as if he were lifting feathers. Warmth spilled around me, combating the cold biting through my skin. I should have pulled away—if I’d been sensible, that’s exactly what I would have done—but something dragged me in. I pushed my face into the wool of his sweater and blocked out the world and everything that said he and I were wrong.
Right now, this feeling, me in his arms, it didn’t feel wrong. It felt . . . warm.
And I was. So. So. Cold.
Tired.
He eased me onto the bike, my legs either side, my body pressed tightly against his as he wrapped his arms around me once more. “Let’s get you home, moja láska.”
Again, those words. I had no clue of their meaning, but they sounded as warm as his sweater and as comforting as his large, muscular frame shielding me from the storm.
That he’d lied to me and used me seemed to register less than my need for warmth.
The engine gunned, and the bike lurched forward. His grip tightened and cold air rushed past, so fast, as if the world raced by us with lightning speed. Of course, it wasn’t possible. But through the fuzziness engulfing my brain, that’s how it felt.
My body began to shiver. It wouldn’t stop, no matter how much I willed it. I scrunched my eyes closed and let my body meld into his. Wishing I could go back in time, to those moments when I thought my visions formed part of The Prophesy instead of a plan to taunt me with what I could never, would never, have.




Chapter 34
Gideon
I’d fucked up royally and now Tiff was suffering the consequences.
Clammy skin. Face flushed red. Feverish and barely conscious. My medical training kicked in as I perched on the edge of her bed and assessed her temperature before checking the responsiveness of her pupils.
Over three hundred years I’d gathered multiple professions, general medicine being just one. You never knew when you’d need to call on that knowledge. Like now.
The force of her reaction wasn’t from the fall. This was something else. A virus, maybe?
A chill washed my body. Not the virus?
I tucked the blankets tighter round her shivering torso and daubed a damp cloth across her brow. Her head rolled to one side, then the next, a trail of nonsensible gibberish unleashing from her lips.
“Shhh.” I brushed my lips to hers. Perhaps the contact would stem the flow and settle her restlessness somehow.
The ramblings intensified. Then nonsense mumblings transformed into clear, panicked cries. “No!”
I brushed back a clump of sweat-soaked hair and this time kissed her brow. “Shhh.”
She shrank away from my touch. “Stop.
Please stop.” She wrestled with the blankets, slamming a wild fist into my chin when I leaned in to help. I rolled my jaw, tasted blood. Mine.
Again her head rolled to the side. Her nostrils quivered. She whimpered, her voice barely discernable, but I heard all the same. “So much blood.”
She shuddered, then turned onto her side, curling up into a tight, trembling ball.
I wanted to kill that bastard Richard, with every fiber of my being.
She barely registered when I straightened the covers this time. Jerky breaths wrenched sharp and shallow through her pale lips, and with each one my mouth dried a little more. How could the virus have hit so fast?
Not that the how made any difference. I couldn’t keep her in my home when she needed full medical treatment that only a hospital could provide. I called 911, even while my mind spun with the knowledge that if needed, production of the new serum was still days away.
I could only hope that my hunch was way off and she’d suffered from no more than a knock to the head and a simple, everyday Rhinovirus-based common cold.
*
I’ve always hated the cloying of disinfectant at the back of my throat almost as much as I hated a hospital’s sterile, white-washed walls and the resonant disharmony of heart monitors.
Two days had passed since Tiff flew off her bike and into a fever-induced haze. My fears had been founded the moment her blood test results came back—Influenza A H3N2v4, the variant flu virus for which the serum had been designed to stop.
No other known cure existed once the infection took hold.
Tiff had no next of kin in Louisiana, and I hadn’t realized the extent of Richard’s alienation tactics till I’d seen the consequences for myself. No friends had contacted the lab or called her cell since she’d been admitted.
No one seemed to care whether she lived or died.
Bar one. I alternated between vigils at her bedside and visiting the lab, helping Graeme restock and reinstate all the necessary samples for Hagen to function. All the while I waited for my next contact from Damon, bracing each time my cell pealed.
I heard the soft swish of the formidable Nurse Wright’s scrubs long before she entered the room and spoke. “Still here?”
I nodded and spared her a smile. “Still here.”
Where else would I go? It wasn’t as if I needed the sleep craved by mortals. I would have looked fresh, as if just arrived from the required eight hours, if not for the crumple of my days old shirt and jeans.
She took it all in, mistaking my tired attire for fatigue. “You should get some rest.”
“I will when she’s out of danger.”
Deep, weather-beaten lines cut deeper still into her face. I hated the pity I saw there as much as I hated the pain it wielded.
“Ahh, Doctor.”
We both turned as Doc Huang walked through the door in his signature pristine white coat and black jeans. He made for the head of the bed, grabbed the clipboard and flipped through the top few pages.
I saw the same look of puzzlement I’d seen in Nurse Wright every time she checked Tiff’s vitals. The same defeat.
“Her temperature’s up again. Keep pushing the fluids and let’s up the antivirals.” He nudged back his black-rimmed glasses, then scrawled on the top page before returning the board to the bed.
I unclasped Tiff’s clammy hand and stood up. “What’s the prognosis, Doc?”
He scrutinized me through his circular lenses the way he’d scrutinized me every time I’d asked that same question over the past two days. “At the moment, we’re working to break her fever.”
“What about killing the virus?”
“For that we need the antidote. Not sure if you’ve been following the media, but worldwide stocks have been destroyed. We’re waiting for the new batch, but that’s still days off.”
Not news to me. I’d never felt so goddam helpless. “Will she be okay until then?” I asked the question all the while knowing the answer. That I hoped for something different was just plain fucking stupid.
“Her rising temperature is a concern. If we can stabilize it, she’ll have a chance.”
“And if not?”
“I’d suggest you contact any family and friends. It might pay for them to visit sooner rather than later.”
He didn’t need to add that the visit was for farewells and not for support.
“What if she had access to the antidote today?”
“There’s never any guarantee, but her chances would be greatly increased.” His look lacked the nurse’s pity, that whole reserved medical bedside manner firmly back in its place. “Unfortunately, that’s not an option here.”
Maybe as far as the doc was concerned, but I knew different.
*
I’d known Damon for as long as I’d been a vamp. We’d been friends once. The best of. Then I’d fucked up and things had splintered between us, transforming our relationship into less than friends, more than acquaintances.
Once upon a time, I’d have laid all my cards on the table and Damon would have picked them up without batting an eye. Those days were long gone, which meant if I wanted to save Tiff, I was about to betray my oldest once-upon-a-time friend.
I pushed through the front door of Uncle Sam’s Souvenirs and headed for the kid behind the counter.
“Hey, Marco. Is he in?”
He raised his brown-black gaze from the flashing screen in his hand—no doubt the latest video game craze sweeping the teen population—and shook his head. “Nah, he’s out for lunch.”
“Aaron?”
“With him.”
“I need to check on something. Let me through?”
He barely blinked. I’d always come and gone as I pleased. There was no reason for Marco to believe today was any different than those countless other occasions.
I entered the four digit passcode into the keypad to the right of the counter, then pushed through the blue painted door. I passed the rows of shelving and stock to reach the innocuous door at the far end. This time a six digit code released the lock.
I pushed inside and entered the bright-lit corridor. The offices were to my right, the labs to my left. It took me less than five minutes to enter and leave the lab with just one vial of the antidote secreted in my jacket pocket.
“Gideon.”
I looked up to see the two people I’d hoped to avoid. Damon stopped, barring my exit, and puppy dog Aaron followed suit.
I dredged up a smile. “Hey, guys.”
Damon’s scrutiny swept from head to toe and I knew he’d registered every detail in that one foul look. “What brings you here?”
“Wanted to see if you were free for lunch.”
His steely grey gaze narrowed. “We’ve just been.”
“Damn. Maybe next time then?” I made to pass.
“Doesn’t mean we can’t catch up.” He nodded to Aaron, who faded into the background like the good little PA he was. “Come into my office.”
Come into my parlor . . .
Yeah, I wasn’t stupid. Damon’s invitation had nothing to do with an innocent catch up. We hadn’t “caught up” as friends since 1735.
I didn’t need this shit. Time was ticking and Tiff needed the antidote, fast. I resisted the urge to check my pocket. Good old Eagle Eyes would notice immediately.
We climbed a set of narrow stairs and then entered the large, light room that was our coven leader’s office. He bypassed the couches and made for the impressive ergonomic throne behind three thousand pounds of nineteenth century Victorian mahogany.
Arms resting on his prize desk, he waved towards the upright chair opposite, and it would have been churlish—and foolish—for me not to take it. “Nice lunch?”
He continued to stare until unease turned to apprehension. What the fuck did he know?
Elbows perched on the rests either side of my chair, I tented my fingers in the center and waited, returning his gaze to show I had nothing to hide.
Finally, he relaxed back, his scrutiny no less severe. “How’s it all going?”
“As planned.”
“Not the mission. You.”
He was starting to wangle into my nerves. Biting the bullet seemed better than being bitten myself. “We know you don’t give a shit how I am, so cut the bull and tell me what this is really about.”
I might just as well have slapped the superiority from his supercilious face. It was the first time either one of us had voiced what lurked beneath the pretext of our old and over friendship.
“Is there anything I should know that could compromise the mission at this point?”
I looked him right in the eyes. “No.”
“So, that girl, Tiffany, sick and in hospital isn’t a problem?”
“Not for the mission.”
“But it is for you?”
“Well, yeah. I’d kinda like it if she didn’t die.” The words may have sounded casual, but they cut like a stake through my soul.
“What does she mean to you?”
“I care what happens.”
“And that’s all?”
“What more could there be?”
Again that squint. Again the scrutiny.
Fuck if it wasn’t making me squirm.
“So, we’re not staring at another Annaline episode?”
I shook my head. A woman I’d loved had screwed me and betrayed the coven, and the entire situation had been relegated to an episode. Like forty minutes of some lame TV soap opera.
I bit my tongue and every angry word that would push Damon more offside. It happened over two hundred years ago for fuck’s sake. I’d been wrong, he’d been right, end of story. Why couldn’t the bastard forget and move on?
“Do I need to remind you that people died the last time you followed your dick.”
“It seems you do, every chance you get.”
“Don’t be an ass.”
“My thoughts exactly.” I pushed forward. “If there’s nothing else? Much as this meander down memory lane has been a blast, I have a job to get back to.”
“Of course.” He sighed, scrubbing his hand through stubby, dark blond hair. “You know I only want what’s best for all of us. The coven, you, me. Sometimes that means making the hard choices.”
“I didn’t deliberately fall for the wrong girl. Just like I didn’t deliberately trust the wrong guy.”
“I saved our people. It wouldn’t kill you to be grateful once in a while.”
“Oh, I am. Because hanging me out to dry was a necessary part of your whole superhero saving the world production, right?”
“I can’t talk to you like this, Gideon.”
“At last, something we agree on.” I slapped my palm on the over-polished desktop. “Are we done?”
“Yeah.”
Finally. I was out of my chair and at the door before one second had ticked over to the next.
“Before you go.”
I turned, so close I could feel the brush of freedom beyond the solid wood.
“Turn out your pockets.”
My hand dropped from the doorknob. “What?”
“Turn. Out. Your. Pockets.”
“Why?” I measured the distance between us. I wouldn’t make it. He was always faster than I. Faster. Stronger. Better.
Until Annaline.
He stood and skirted the desk. “Do you really want to do this?”
“Do what? Leave?” I clenched and unclenched my fist. What I’d do to deck the bastard. “Is it so goddam hard for you to trust me, Damon? Fuck man. It was two fucking centuries ago. What the hell have I done since to earn the constant cynicism?”
“When were you going to tell me this Tiffany is your soulmate?”
The room began to spin like one of those playground roundabouts. My throat rasped. “How’d you guess?”
“The mark is on her neck, for chrissake.” If I thought he still cared an ounce for me, I would have believed the break in his voice for hurt. It had to be anger. Deep, dark, centuries-old. Unforgiving. Anger.
It suddenly clicked. “Nurse Wright.”
“You know we have people everywhere.”
It was true. But usually I was in the know. That I wasn’t this time was just another slash to our already dead and buried friendship.
“Thanks for the faith, old friend.”
He barely flinched. The taciturn in his expression deepened frown-lines that seemed to come hand-in-hand with his span of leadership. “It’s not about faith, and it’s not personal. It’s about ensuring the mission. Saving our people and saving everyone around us. That includes your Tiffany.”
“I’m all for the mission and saving the world.”
“So empty your pockets, then you can get back to it.”
I considered running, or whipping his holier-than-thou ass. His finger poised over a button under his desk. One press and Aaron would come running with a whole host of others.
No way out of this corner.
I slipped my hand into my pocket and my fingertips encountered the smooth vial still cold from storage. I placed it carefully on the desk in front of him. “Happy?”
I didn’t wait for an answer. I didn’t particularly care.
I’d failed. Tiffany was lying in that god-awful hospital, fighting for her life, and I couldn’t do a goddam thing about it.




Chapter 35
Tiffany
Hazy fog thickened my world.
Shallow breaths wheezed thinly out from my lungs, thick and dense with the slump of wet cement. My throat burned.
I struggled to unplaster my eyelids. So damned heavy. It hurt. Even the smallest movement seemed impossible.
Instead, I lay beneath something over-starched and scratchy, and listened. I was in a hospital room. The rhythmic beep of a heart monitor and the residual reek of overcooked fat and mashed potatoes was a dead giveaway.
How long had I been here?
My entire body blazed, sticky, sweaty. All but my left hand. I centered my thoughts there, where it felt cool and comfortable. I dragged open one eyelid, enough to see Gideon slumped in a chair beside me, his hand tightly wrapped in mine.
Strange. I’d floated in and out of consciousness over the past however long, and each time he’d featured in what I’d believed to be visions. His hand in mine didn’t feel like a vision, it felt solid, real, reliable.
My brain was a rambling, roiling tumult—a snow globe filled with words and ideas that had been shaken nonsensically.
I tried to focus on how I felt about Gideon, how I felt about his lies. The anger wouldn’t come. All I felt was relief that he was here, for me.
I’d never experienced that kind of dependability, not since Mom died. I relied on no one—me, myself and I formed my whole world. Things had worked just fine, until I glimpsed what it was to have someone in my corner.
No longer did I have to go it alone. It felt good. Even if the feeling had been fleeting. Time with Gideon was filled with so much good, surely it wasn’t all lies?
“Tiff.”
His cool breath fanned my cheek and it felt amazing.
I stirred and managed to crank open a second eye. Another breath shuddered through my lips. So dry.
I tried to speak. No sound.
Cool and wet brushed my lips. A cloth. Then it swept my brow. I recalled vague memories of the same sensation, many times over. Was that too Gideon?
He stroked my brow. “You need to fight this, Tiff. I don’t want to lose you.”
Of course he didn’t. Because that meant he’d lose his mortality.
I hated that my mind went there, but much as I craved the life his bite and the visions promised, I had to hold what was real at the forefront of my mind. If I lost myself in a dream that turned to dust, how would I drag my way back from the disappointment?
Something caught in my throat. I tried to breathe. Tried to cough past the boulder blocking oxygen to my body.
He propped me up, rubbing my back, whispering words I couldn’t quite comprehend. The words I’d heard over and over through the interminable fog.
“Moja láska.”
Somehow they gave me comfort, when my thoughts would see me drown.
The coughing subsided, leaving my body weak, my breathing a mere whisper of what it was. That same cool, wet cloth returned, moistening my lips, releasing drops of refreshing liquid that softened the sandpaper lining my throat.
The cloth swept down my neck, down one arm, the next, momentarily stifling the burn. Ease seeped into my body. A sea, soft rolling waves lulling me into peace.
The cloth stiffened. Stopped. “What the fuck are you doing here, Damon?” The frost in Gideon’s voice cut through my haze.
“Much as you seem determined to believe it, I don’t hate you, Gideon.”
“Give the man an Oscar, because you sure hide it well.”
A sigh. Not Gideon’s. “I came to see if you need anything.”
“Other than the antidote, no.”
Another sigh. “I wish we could move past this crap.” A pause. “I hate that Annaline used you and betrayed us, that she carved up our friendship and spat it out like sour milk. And even more, I hate that she’s still here, still weaving her spells and shitting all over whatever we have left.”
“This is nothing like what happened with Annaline.”
“Maybe. But you’re making life-altering decisions over a girl you barely know.”
“I’m not the green adolescent I was back then. I know enough.”
The exchange washed over me, turbulent, unsettling.
My eyes fluttered open just seconds before nausea hit. But I’d seen enough. A tall, grim-faced man stepped further into the room, black clothing, light hair, dark, angry eyes.
“If I were to hand over the antidote, have you thought about what happens once the serum enters her blood? You can never bond. You can never be mortal. If her blood ever enters yours, it’ll be no different from the disaster we’ve just prevented. The antidote will spark The Change and we’ll be forced to hunt you down.” A sigh, the scrape of a hand through hair. “You may save her, Gideon, but by doing so, your one chance for mortality, or any remaining immortality, will be gone. How can I call myself a friend if I stand by and let you throw your entire existence away?”
The silence following that little IED stretched for the longest time.
I’d thought the pain in my body unbearable, the rasp of every breath interminable, but nothing matched the puncture of those words to my heart. At first I’d agreed to bond with Gideon to save him, and somehow save myself. But somewhere along the way, something had changed. I’d clutched onto the image of our shared future, and thoughts of it disappearing made my already ragged breath catch.
“I love her, Damon.”
All doubts left me with the crack in Gideon’s voice and those four wondrous words as they wrenched from his throat.
Fuck.
“Fuck.” The other voice—Gideon’s frenemy—his reaction mirroring mine.
“I was afraid you’d say that.” Rustling. Then frenemy’s voice again. “Here. We destroyed the other vials, but I couldn’t destroy them all knowing I’d lose you altogether.”
A sharp breath. A step. “What’s the catch?”
“No catch. I just want my old friend back.” A pause. “Save her Gideon.”
Silence. Then the swish of fabric. A hug? Backslapping.
Cool hands freed my arm from the covers and ice-cold swabbed the inside of my elbow.
The reality of what Gideon was about to do hit me square in the chest.
No!
I pulled away, trying to free my arm. “Stop.” The word hissed through my parched lips. I shook my head, setting off a spinning that refused to let up.
“Tiff.” His cool palm brushed my brow. Cold until I could make it warm. “I have the antidote. You need to hold still.”
“No.” I dragged in a shallow breath. “You won’t . . . be mortal.”
“That doesn’t matter.”
“Do it now.” He raised the syringe and I shrunk back. “Not . . . that. The mating.”
Horror filled his expression. “No way. It’s too risky. You’re too weak. You need this Tiff. Trust me.”
Funny thing was, I finally did. Too fucking late to matter.
“My blood . . . poison . . . you.” Even as I said the words, bile scoured my burning throat. Coughing wracked my body. He raised me again, rubbing my back, caring for me in a way I’d never been cared for before.
How could I lose him? Not when I’d only now discovered the truth.
Love was more than manipulation. It was sacrifice.
I tried to tell him. To let him know he should take me before it was too late. But the fog had thickened. The sandpaper in my throat swelled. I gulped, drowning, gasping for breath that totally evaded me. My mouth opened, but dark talons dragged me under. 
This wasn’t the end. It wasn’t the vision. We were meant for each other. Two marks make one, two hearts made whole.
How could he not see?
Life would be meaningless if I had to live it without him.




Chapter 36
Gideon
“Damon!”
My old friend moved in. He checked Tiff’s pulse, pulled back her lids to check her pupils. “She’s still alive.”
Barely.
I readied the syringe. “Hold her arm.”
“Are you sure?”
I glanced at him then. “What would you do?”
He barely hesitated. His long lean fingers wrapped the tourniquet firmly around Tiff’s bicep and tugged it tight.
“Wait.” He closed the door, wedging a chair beneath the handle, then grabbed a pair of gloves from the dispenser and dropped them onto the bed. “Put them on.”
I didn’t argue. There wasn’t time. I slid them on, then tapped for a vein, feeling the weak throb of Tiff’s blood beneath my fingertip, the barely there flow drying the back of my throat. I inserted the needle then caught the vein, releasing the tourniquet, holding steady as I slowly injected the serum.
The antidote was meant to be fast acting, but I had no idea what that meant in terms of time and Tiff’s situation. Surely fate wouldn’t fuck me over this. I couldn’t be too late.
I withdrew the needle, stemming the blood with cotton wool and tape, tossing my gloves and the empty syringe into the bright yellow bin.
I nudged Damon aside, dropping into a chair, gripping Tiff’s hand, rubbing her knuckles. Maybe if I rubbed hard enough, I could rub the life back into her blood.
An age passed, nothing changed. The rhythmic tick of a clock raced the turmoil of my thoughts. My thumb continued its play over her knuckles.
Surely this wasn’t it.
Her eyes shot open.
My grip tightened.
She gasped, her skin suddenly cooler, less clammy. Rosy, not feverish red.
The fever had broken.
Thank God.
Another gasp. Mine. My hand dropped.
Fuck!
My chest constricted.
Tiff inhaled, each breath sucking air from my lungs as if through a straw. I staggered up from my seat, a twisting, burning, splintering in my chest. Like a stake, piercing the place that should have housed my heart. A heart that would never beat, never live, never love.
But Tiff was saved. Alive. That was all that mattered.
“Gideon.” Damon. Shock filled his expression. “Fuck!”
I lurched. He grabbed my arms, my legs crumpled. Droning sirens battered against my eardrums. My head spun.
Tiff screamed. Another pierce to my chest. I tried to speak. No sound. No breath. No words.
My eyes rolled back in my head, darkness drowning my world. Stealing my last breath before I was no more.




Chapter 37
Tiffany
Noooo!
Pain ripped through my chest.
I pushed up in time to see Gideon crumple to the floor.
“What have you done?” I looked from Frenemy to Gideon, then to the hole in my arm where the antidote had entered.
I couldn’t save him now. Nobody could save him.
But he should still have been alive. Immortal. Or had I robbed him of that too?
No-no no-no no-no noooo.
I slid off the bed, shaky, shivering, dropping to my knees. My fingers fluttered across his face, his chest, wrapping his hands in mine, bringing them to my lips.
So very cold. The way he’d been in life.
Would he warm now that he was no longer?
Tears spilled from my face, wetting his cheeks, spotting the crumpled gray of his shirt. His eyes were open but empty. His chest still. Silent.
“Gideon.”
I rubbed his hands, holding them to my heart, as if the beat in mine could somehow inject a beat into his.
Stupid. So stupid.
I should have told him. I should have known. Through all my mistakes, this was the one I’d never forgive.
I pressed my lips to his. A fairytale kiss. All I needed was a fairytale ending. The vision I’d wanted with all my heart that would never, could never, come true. Not now. Not ever.
“Gideon.”
I kissed his face, his chin. His beautiful, strong neck. Then I returned to his lips.
“Don’t die. Please don’t die.” I kissed him again. If only I could breathe life into his lungs. “Don’t die. Not now. Not when you have so much to live for.” I kissed his lips, salty tears mingling with a taste I would never forget. “Not when I love you.”
Sharp pain zapped my palms.
I pulled back.
Another zap, shooting up my arms as if I’d touched electric wire.
I dropped his hands.
He gasped.
I scrambled backwards as his body arched up on heels and head, suspending his torso clear off the floor like some frigging supernatural possession shit.
Fuck!
He collapsed on another gasp. A dry, desperate, oxygen-starved drag for air.
I crawled back, grabbing his hands once more. Warm. Yielding.
His eyes shot open. Beautiful twin forests that latched onto mine.
My heart stuttered. “Gideon!”
His lips parted and I kissed them, so warm, so alive.
He kissed me back, his hands raking my hair, devouring me as if I were his life source.
I wanted that so much.
We broke for air and he pushed up. I straddled his hips and cupped his magnificent face. “I thought I’d lost you.”
“I needed you to live.” He covered my hands and warmth flooded them.
“Not without you.” I shook my head, tears spilling freely over my nose, my chin. “I was stupid.”
“You were justified.”
“I love you.”
He grinned his glorious, heart-stopping grin. “That’s the best thing I’ve heard all day.”
I kissed him then. With all my heart. With all my soul.
I had my dream and nothing else mattered.
A-hem.
We broke free. Turned. Frenemy.
“Damon.”
Frenemy moved in then, when before he’d given us space. “That was one fucking A-rated display you put on, bro.”
Gideon grinned again, and it was the most beautiful sight I’d ever seen. “It’s been an age since you called me that.”
Frenemy rubbed his chin and grinned back. “It’s been an age since I was sure it wouldn’t trigger another crack to the jaw.”
A look passed between them. A look that had to span centuries.
Gideon swallowed. “Thanks, bro.”
“Anytime.” Frenemy tilted his head towards the door. “Think we should let them in?”
It was only then I heard the banging and bellowing of voices outside.
I clambered off Gideon and Frenemy helped him up. The men hugged, backslapped, did all that macho man-bonding that men do, then Gideon took my hand and squeezed. “Ready?”
I looked up into his face, beautiful and flushed red with the flow of life through his veins. “Always.”
Then Frenemy opened the door.




Chapter 38
Tiffany
“Best. Meal. Ever.” I dropped my fork onto my empty plate, not a speck remaining of the feast Gideon had painstakingly prepared for my welcome home—roasted lime chicken breast with a fresh salsa of cherry and avocado in a lime and olive oil dressing. I licked my oil-coated lips.
His gaze tracked my tongue’s path, eyes darkening to brilliant, deep-ocean green—the glowing vampire gold forever relegated to the past.
I loved his reaction. Loved that his hunger for me hadn’t waned with his newly found mortality. If anything, it had grown.
I swirled the pale pink cider in my glass then sipped. A medley of apple, cranberry and basil tripped across my tongue. “I’ve been thinking.”
His gorgeous lips dipped into the lethal slide of a grin. “A dangerous preoccupation.”
I tipped my head. “Touché.”
I returned my glass to the table and snagged a cherry and chunk of avocado from Gideon’s plate. “I think I’ve figured out how your mortal transformation occurred without The Prophesy’s whole love and essence combine scenario.”
He dropped his elbows to the table and leaned in. “I’m all ears.”
He was more than that, but for once I didn’t feel the need to avoid conversation or our connection with sex. This moment, talking and sharing, filled my soul in a way fucking never had. That didn’t mean sex was relegated to the shelf, only that it was sidelined. For now.
“Surrender heart, body and soul. That’s sacrifice, right? You willingly sacrificed it all. Your mortality. For me. Maybe that’s how you were saved.”
“Maybe.” He thoughtfully knocked back a mouthful of lager, contemplating the gold and black label as he swallowed. “It doesn’t explain one thing, though.”
I sipped my wine, wracking my brains. We’d discussed Gideon’s change in detail on the way home, after, all through his preparation of dinner, agreeing that what had taken place back in the hospital made sense but for one salient factor—we’d never performed the whole exchange essence and bite ritual. As it turned out, sacrifice trumped sex. But everything else added up, so… “What did we miss?”
He grinned, eyes glinting. “How does Sammy fit into all of this?”
Laughter burst from my lips, along with a generous serving of wine. I grabbed a napkin and mopped up my plate. “He’s an old friend.”
“So, he’ll come out and play on occasion?” He discarded his lager and leaned in, bracing both hands either side of his plate. “As long as he knows where he stands in this relationship.”
“Absolutely.” I reached across the table and wrapped my hand around his. I caught his gaze and butterfly flutters filled my chest. “I gave Sammy my body, but you’ll always have my heart.”
He squeezed, stroking his beautiful lithe fingers along my knuckles and across the underside of my wrist. “Ditto.”
Funny. I’d never believed it possible—this incredible, all-encompassing love for one man. The more I discovered, the deeper he burrowed into my heart—a thought that no longer made me want to run and hide. It just made me want to know more.
I took another sip of wine. “Tell me about you and Frenemy.”
“Frenemy?”
I shot him a grin. “Your recently rediscovered buddy. Damon. You know. You were once friends, then enemies. Frenemies.”
“O-kay.”
“So, what’s the story?”
“Not terribly interesting.” He sighed. “Boy meets girl. Boy trusts girl with coven secrets, thinking girl will save him from immortality. Girl screws boy then passes coven secrets onto their enemies. People die. Girl disappears. Coven leader is furious. Friendship is ruined. Boy is forever marred by his stupidity.”
“Fuck. That totally sucks.”
“Yeah, especially for those who lost their lives.”
The cut, the deep hurt and guilt were ingrained in his expression, and my heart ached with his pain. “I get why you didn’t share your plan to switch the serum and save the world.”
“If it’s any consolation, I felt like shit for keeping it from you.”
I knew that now. Knew so many things that had eluded me in the midst of my post-Richard bleeding. Not only had Gideon unlocked my emotions, he’d opened my awareness. “What happened to her?”
“Who?”
“The girl. What was her name?”
“Annaline.” His beautiful lips twisted. “I don’t know. We never saw her again.”
“Did you love her?”
“I thought I did. But that was before I met you.”
Rollicking warmth filled my chest. “But when we met, you were all about fulfilling The Prophesy. Your feelings were for your soulmate, not for me personally.”
“At first, yes. Then I got to know you, Tiffany, the person, and mortality took on even more importance, because it meant spending the rest of my life with you.”
“You say the nicest things.” I pushed back my chair. Show and tell had outworn its welcome. Time now for more serious exploits.
I skirted the table and straddled his thighs. “You also do the nicest things.” I rubbed my wet center against the ridge of his erection. His breath hitched, his gaze deepening to rich, forest green. “Speaking of prophesies . . . I’m thinking about the mates of body and soul part right now.”
His palms cupped my butt, his touch so hot, so alive.
His mouth found my neck, his hot tongue laving the mark made complete by his love. My eyes fluttered closed and I shuddered, with the thought, his attention.
Yes. Our half hearts were now whole and I’d stopped questioning the verity of The Prophesy and the possibility of what other legends walked the earth outside of the books that made them renowned.
I could accept everything, endure anything, with this man by my side. Even Richard had been relegated from nuisance to nothing but an annoying blip in my past. Gideon promised a future and the nightmares of the past no longer wielded their power.
His mouth trailed down my throat, his tongue flicking between my breasts.
My breath hitched as he pulled back.
His fingers smoothed the lines either side of my mouth. “A kiss for your thoughts.”
I opened my eyes. “A kiss?”
Devastating lips slid into a devastating smile. “Better than a penny.”
I winked. “Depends on the kiss.”
He quirked a brow. “That sounds like a challenge.”
“If it walks like a duck.” I grinned.
“Then a challenge, it is.” He tangled his hands through my hair, twisted a curl around a finger, tugging me closer. So close, until his breath stroked my lips, his taste tantalized my tongue. “That means you go first. For a kiss.”
*
He imagined my thoughts to be good. And they were, mostly. But for undercurrents, which had faded over the past weeks.
So much had changed, so many fantasies fulfilled. Through mutual trust and honesty. Going forward, if I wanted to share the rest of my life with this man, the least I could do was share it wholly. That meant my skeletons, long burnt and buried, were about to be unearthed.
“You asked me once why I chose Louisiana as my home.” I closed my eyes, bracing against the darkness and memories I could never quite shake. “Aside from the added benefit of being as far as possible from Richard, it’s one place my father always said he would never, ever set foot.”
His brows bounded skyward. “Your father? I thought he was dead.”
A familiar burn roiled through my chest. “That would have been preferable.”
“Why?” His fingers continued to tangle in my hair. Calming. Comforting. Filling me with strength to share what I’d never shared before.
“Because he killed my mother and, if I hadn’t run that night, he would have killed me too.”
“Fuck, Tiff. I’m so sorry.” His hand left my hair to cup my jaw, his thumb lightly smoothing away the lines of my frown. “What happened?”
I shook my head. “I don’t know much, and I never found out why he snapped when he did.” I inhaled, fresh, soul-calming oxygen fueling my strength to continue. “My earliest childhood memories are peppered with minor bruises and cutting words. Mom threatened to leave more than once, and maybe that night she decided to follow through. Or maybe he’d had enough of playing cat and mouse. Whatever the reason, he grabbed a knife from the counter and stabbed her seventeen times.”
“Hell.” He looked like he wanted to hit someone. Preferably the man who’d stolen my mother and forever changed my life. “Where were you when all this happened?”
“At a party with friends. Maybe if I’d been home . . .” I swallowed, pushing back the familiar guilt, the familiar fear. “The last time I saw my father, he was kneeling over my mother, covered head-to-toe in her blood. He looked up as I walked in, blood-red eyes cold, callous, devoid of emotion. He’d always been cruel, but that day something made me turn and run, and I never, ever looked back.”
“Damn. Where is he now?” He shook his head, as if unable to believe it.
There were times I felt the same, until I recalled the metallic smack of blood hitting the back of my throat, and the burn of muscles as I ran faster and further than I’d ever run before.
“I don’t know. I ran to a friend’s and called the police, but before they could pick me up, I ran again. I kept running for two years, working odd jobs for cash until I’d saved enough to leave the country for good. I first moved to Washington, and you know how that worked out. The only good thing to come out of that fiasco was my citizenship. I couldn’t stay, so I closed my eyes and pointed, and picked Louisiana.”
His palms skimmed my shoulders to cup my biceps, massaging up and down as if to rub away the chill of my past. “Do you believe in fate?”
Eyes of ocean green dragged me deeper into his soul, and I followed, willingly. “I do now.”
“Me, too.” His thumb brushed my lips. “It wasn’t chance that saw your finger find Louisiana.”
I grinned. “It was your voodoo magic.”
His brow arched, all sexy and seductive. “I thought you liked my voodoo magic.”
“Just one of your many talents.” I walked my fingertips down his chest, freeing his shirt buttons from their confines. “Think I’ve earned that kiss?”
He waggled his brows. “With interest.”
I pushed aside the fabric and smoothed my palms over hot, healthy, live skin. “Ooh, I like the sound of interest.”
“One thing you should know about me and my debts.” He grinned. “I always, always pay up.”
“I kinda hoped you’d say that.”
His lips crushed mine. Or maybe it happened in reverse. All I know is that our mouths melded, our tongues tangling in a battle for more.
I wanted more.
I pushed back his shirt the same time he struggled to rid me of my top. His mouth found my neck. “Mmm.” The vibrations rocked me to my core.
He tilted his hips and the friction increased.
Fuck.
His palms found my midriff, spanning higher, caressing and cupping my breasts. I was slowly getting used to the heat of his touch. The heat of his cock as it stroked me towards mindlessness. And I wanted to feel it now. Later. Forever.
I never wanted it to stop.




Chapter 39
Gideon
Three hundred and forty-seven years had passed and my heart finally beat like it was twenty-nine.
Frost clung to the air like icicles cling to snow-kissed trees and it was a wonder to feel its bite. I raised the covers up over my shoulders and moved closer to the warm, wonderful body spooned into my front.
I felt the heated rush of blood through my veins. The heavy throb of live, pulsing flesh, still so new.
Day two of mortality.
The Prophesy had fucked up.
Was that even possible?
Not that I was questioning or complaining. I was alive. Mortal. It didn’t matter that the antidote flowed through Tiff’s blood, it could no longer harm me.
I swept my hand up over her stomach, spreading my fingers out, pressing my palm against the beat of her heart. Two hearts made whole. It got that part right.
The body in my arms shifted. Stretched.
A soft, contented mewl escaped her lips. I kissed the curve of her shoulder and her breath caught.
I loved that sound. All of her sounds—the happy sighs when we kissed, the contented purrs as I stroked her skin, the passionate screams as I entered her, the fervent pleas just moments before she came.
She captured my hand and inched it upwards to cup her breast. “I could get used to this.”
I grinned into her neck. “That’s the plan.”
I teased her nipple into a taut, tantalizing bud then moved to the next. My cock nudged her ass, and she curved back, deliciously cupping it more.
She twisted, just enough to capture my mouth in a kiss. Then she spread her legs and reached between them to grasp my shaft in her hand. Slowly, fucking magically, she began to stroke. Fire flooded my balls, filling my cock, making me burn and so fucking ready.
That’s when she shifted her ass, stroking the precum from my head before easing the tip through her folds and into her heat.
Nerve endings fired like Fourth of July fireworks. I slowly bucked my hips, entering and leaving her in a delicious slide that saw me fighting for breath.
“Gideon.”
I ran my fingers down her tummy, through the strip of tight curls to her clit. “Tell me what you want.”
She gasped. “You.”
One word and my heart skipped a beat, then galloped like a horse in its first ever race. “I’m yours.”
“I want to see you.”
I withdrew and she turned to face me. I kissed the tip of her nose, the upward bow of her lips, the curve of her jaw. Pushing up over her body, I pressed my cock into her flesh and lost myself in her sultry heat.
“Gideon.”
My name on her lips was like birdsong on a sun-drenched summer morning. I slid deeper still, then stopped. “Tell me what you want.”
“This.” She splayed her hands over my hips, skimming them across my chest, up and over my shoulders. “Your body, heart and soul. Forever.”
“You have them.” I kissed her lips. “And now?”
Her gaze locked mine, oceans of blue dragging me in and drowning me in their hazy depths. “Love me, Gideon.”
“With all my beating heart.”
I slid in, balls deep, then withdrew, my gaze never once leaving hers. I watched as my love dragged her deeper into passion, her lips parted, emitting short, breathless pants as she rose then fell into climax.
Her flesh pulsed, dragging me deeper still, milking my cock into my own, mind-wrenching orgasm. She consumed me, body and soul, promising a life that spanned mortality and beyond happiness.
“Every time I think it can’t get better, it does.” She stroked my ego as readily as she stroked my soul.
“I aim to please.” I rolled off and onto my back.
She curved into my side, one arm resting beneath her ear, the other sketching circles over my chest. “And you do that very, very well.”
Her eyes fluttered closed, a cat-got-the-cream smile playing on her lips, her hand circling my ribs, dancing across the steady d-dum coming from deep within my chest. “Your heart. It’s beating.”
I grinned, easing her over again, sliding inside, her life and mine forever combining as one. “Only for you.”




Epilogue
Damon
3 months later . . .
Rip out one gray and they say two will grow back.
Not that I’d know. I hadn’t sprouted a single gray hair in the past five hundred years, and didn’t expect any to appear anytime soon.
I pushed out of the comfort of my chair and moved to the window, to the billow of gray churning across the once blue sky. I rolled my shoulders in an effort to iron out the kinks. No go. The restlessness after Gideon’s pairing grew greater by the day. Not that I wasn’t happy for my friend. I was. Happy he’d found his soulmate. Happier still, he’d found mortality and escaped The Change.
Vamps might no longer be human, but our residual weaknesses still plague our souls. Not jealousy so much as a twinge of “what about me?”
Half a millennium and I was still no closer to salvation. With the responsibility of a coven to protect, and the current shit-storm on the horizon, it seemed unlikely the situation would change anytime soon.
A moment’s peace would have been welcome. But I’d learned pretty early in my leadership that wasn’t how the shit rolled. It slammed against your soul and stuck fast. No sooner had we diverted the whole flu antidote issue, but we’d landed face-first in a whole dung-heap of danger.
The air shifted and I bit back a sigh. “What is it, Aaron?” I turned to find my PA shuffling his feet in my doorway.
The swish of his almost silent tread from halfway down the corridor had alerted me to his approach. Plus, he’d started slathering himself with that god-awful aftershave shit. Waste of time. Smelling like the sunshine rose out of your ass wouldn’t attract your soulmate into your circle any faster.
Nothing would.
“Terillian wants to meet.” His voice rang thick with an Australian drawl despite the fact he’d left his distant home for the States just over two centuries ago. Every time he opened his mouth, I cringed. But he was blood. And blood ran thicker than any friendship I knew. Bar one.
“Terillian can go fuck himself.”
“He says we’re sheltering one of his clan and he wants her back.”
“Are we?”
“Not to my knowledge.”
“So this is another power play?”
Aaron shrugged, the action echoing my thoughts. Terillian was a badass prick solely responsible for the rift between our two circles, and it was impossible for any rational, level-minded being to speculate on his plans. One thing I did know—the fact that he’d returned after a two hundred year sabbatical didn’t bode well for either of our sides.
I didn’t need Margherite’s prowess at fortune-telling to know that bloodshed loomed in both our futures. What I did need, was the foresight to stop it and end Terillian’s reign once and for all. Something we’d tried and failed at two centuries ago.
The memory still slumped heavy in my chest.
I sighed. “Call a meeting of the elders.”
Aaron hesitated, although this time he’d breached the doorway to stand three steps shy of my desk.
I didn’t even bother to hide the exasperation from my voice. “What?”
“Are you sure? Claudius is in the Maldives and you know how he’ll get if we end his holiday for no reason.”
No reason. What the fuck did that mean?
I’d refrained from calling on the council when the Flu A antidote threatened our mortality, our entire existence. I’d made the hard decisions, and run a successful mission with only their nod of approval from the sidelines. But this . . . this was different. It was Terillian. Akin to the devil absconding from the depths of hell, wielding his vengeance and waging terror on earth.
“I’m not sure a war is no reason.” I felt the descent of my fangs, the roar of a hurricane rising up from my chest. One day, he’d question me one too many times. “Call them.”
Aaron bowed, more a nod than a full-on bob, and I turned back to the thick sheet of rain masking my view.
Things were about to get nasty for the coven, with no guarantee we’d all get out alive.
I inhaled, bracing against the window ledge, as cold as the blood that bolted through my veins.
There was one thing I hated more than the threat of The Change. Werewolves.
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CHAPTER ONE
Amy Evans flung open the double wooden doors to paradise. “Stunning.” A warm breeze ruffled her long hair, flattened her sun dress against her thighs. Her skin tingled from the excitement racing through her veins. A few steps down the wooden patio and her sandals sank into the warm, white sand.
“I’m finally here.” Blue, sparkling water hugged the curved beach to her right and left, disappearing into the distance. White, foamy waves crashed rhythmically onto the shore, soothing her.
She closed her eyes, lifting her face to the sun. “Time for fun.” A kaleidoscope of images flashed through her mind—blackish-grey films delivering bad news, pain-laced breaths as she lay under pristine hospital bedding. Long needles fixed deep into her weak arms, pumping in chemicals to save her life.
Enough. Amy shook her head, wiping the memories away. Forget the past. She inhaled a salt-tinged, sun-warmed breath. This is home for the next week.
“There you are.”
Olivia, her friend and partner-in–fun came out of the bungalow. “I’ve been knocking for ages. I thought you’d fallen asleep.”
“Not a chance, even with the long flight and boat trip.”
Olivia clutched her stomach. “Don’t remind me. My stomach’s still not settled.” She hugged Amy. “Isn’t this place amazing?”
“I still can’t believe it.”
“What a fabulous view.” Olivia grinned. “I thought I had the perfect bungalow with my own rock pool.”
Cold shivers swam through Amy. “Seems too good to be true.”
“That’s what I thought when I heard about ‘Isle Ambroise’ from Pam at work. She raved about it and would love to come back if they permitted it.”
Amy frowned. “Yeah, that’s a strange rule.”
Her friend shrugged. “Maybe it’s the demand and the long waiting list. I still can’t believe how cheap this holiday is compared to other places.”
“How do they do it?  Amy looked around. “Maybe we’ll find the facilities below standard or the food disgusting.”
“I doubt it. Not from the five star on-line reviews.” Olivia’s squeal of pleasure filled the air. “How lucky are we to get chosen?”
“You sure you didn’t bribe someone?”
“Nope.” Olivia giggled. “I didn’t expect us to get picked so soon.” She jiggled her hips in a happy dance. “Three months. Pam waited two years.”
“Luck was on our side.” A whirlwind of excitement swirled inside Amy. Time to have some fun.
“Come on, enough talking. We have some playing to do.”
Olivia inspected Amy’s bungalow, her eyes and mouth going round at the bedroom and ensuite bathroom. “Oh, you definitely have a nicer place than mine.” She winked. “But my bed’s bigger—extra space for more fun.”
She opened Amy’s suitcase on the bed. “What says I’m ready, so come take me?” She lifted a sundress. “Yep, this one.” She wiggled her brows. “You’re going to knock those guys’ socks off.” She winked. “Make sure you’ll leave some for me.”
Amy laughed. “I think you’ve got that wrong.”
Olivia’s smile faded. “How many times do I have to tell you?” She raised a hand to stop Amy speaking. “You’re as gorgeous as you were before.” She pointed to Amy’s chest. “Just with a few changes.”
“And you’re cheeky as always.”
Olivia placed the russet-red sundress against Amy’s front. “Nice.” She dropped the garment on the bed and headed to the door. “Get ready and I’ll be back in half an hour.” Olivia opened the door. “We’re at an exclusive singles resort for the next seven days. There’s a hundred bungalows scattered over the island, so I’m assuming that half will have males.” She winked at Amy. “Let’s get exploring and find some hunky men.”
The path curved through well-kept gardens of lush, green leaf and colourful flowered tropical plants. The fading light sparkled through overhead palm fronds. A symphony of bird calls, waves crashing on the nearby beach and faint voices and laughter surrounded them.
“Still think the resort is sub-standard?”
“Maybe I’m wrong.” Amy paused. “Wasn’t it strange how every staff member reminded us to stay away from the island’s northern end?”
“No. It could have staff quarters or operational buildings. Isn’t what we’ve seen enough for you?”
Amy pointed to the mountain peaks overshadowing the palms in the distance. “I would have liked to trek up there.”
“Since when do you like hiking or mountain climbing?” Olivia chuckled. “Didn’t the concierge give you enough options when he went through the ‘welcome’ pack?”
“I don’t know.” Something’s strange about this place.
“Then there’s the night-time activities everyone’s really here for.”
Amy shook her head. “I know, but…”
“Stop. You’re here to brush away the cobwebs.” Two male staff walked past. “Otherwise we could have gone anywhere local.” One guy winked. “Fifty-five.”
“Olivia, stop doing that.”
“Why? What’s wrong with keeping a tally of possible ‘fun’ partners?” Olivia nodded at Amy. “You should start your own tally.”
Maybe I will. Amy touched the dark russet sundress. The light material hugged her hips then fell free around her knees. The halter-neck style cupped her breasts but left her tattoo visible. It’s been a long time since I felt this good.
Circular tables filled the large dining area and surrounded a crescent-shaped stage. They sat at a table near
the raised platform and waved at guests they’d met on the boat trip to the island.
The sky darkened and lighting placed around the stylishly decorated area came alive. Amy sat back. Lovely.
Olivia inspected the over loaded banquet tables. “I’m starving.” She turned her attention to the diners and the staff. “And there are so many choices.”
“Behave.” Amy chuckled. “At least for the next hour.” There were different sizes, ages, ethnicity and sexual orientations in attendance. Two men at a nearby table sat close, heads bowed in deep conversation. Two women at another table were doing the same. They’ve already found their fun partners.
All young, healthy people. She scrunched her fingers into her sundress. As I am now. She took a deep breath and forced the old memories away. Far, far away. No more cancer, no more pity. No more letting life pass me by.
A handsome male a few tables away smiled, then stood as if to come to them.
“Score one for Amy.”
“Shhh.”
Olivia grimaced. “Oh, no. Scratch that.”
A waitress appeared at the guy’s side and spoke close to his ear. He sat and she handed him the drink menu then trailed her fingers across his arm. A wide, dazed smile took over his face.
What a strange reaction. He seems hypnotized.
The woman leant forward and dropped her hand under the table. The man tensed and closed his eyes in bliss as the woman’s hand moved back and forth.
Is she doing what I think she’s doing? Shock filtered through Amy, tinged with envy and lust.
“Seems he’s found someone more entertaining.”
Amy glanced between her friend and the male guest enjoying the woman’s special treatment.
“Do you think people are only here for the sun? He’s getting an early start.” She gestured to the buffet tables. “At least there’s lots of good food.” She stood. “Come on.”
Amy filled her plate with yummy morsels. I’ll have to increase my daily run. The overloaded dessert section called to her. I’m going to get fat. Guests wandered around the food tables, filling their plates, interacting with many eager staff ready to assist them. The guests were clearly lapping up the attention as well as the good food.
A mocha-skinned chef approached Amy, his wide smile showing gleaming white, long teeth. “Good evening, lovely lady.”
“Hello.” His rough voice tightened her stomach muscles and quickened her breath. And not in a good way. She pointed to the food. “This is amazing.”
“I’m glad it meets with your satisfaction.” He took her hand. “If you need anything, I’m here to answer your every request.” He caressed her skin. “To give you any pleasure.”
Amy pulled away. “Thank you.”
The man radiated confusion.
Maybe he’s never been rejected before. Tough. “I should get back to my friend.”
“As you wish.”
Amy returned to their table and sat down. “That was weird.”
“What?” Olivia stuffed her mouth again. “Oh, yum.”
She flicked her head to the buffet tables and the chef that still watched her. “He came on to me.”
“And that’s a problem?”
“No, but…” The many wait staff hovered around guests both seated and around the buffet. “They’re all doing it.”
“What?”
“The staff. They’re all offering more than food and drink services.” Amy blinked as the gay men she’s seen earlier stood and left the dining area together, along with two other males. They divided into pairs as they disappeared down the path, each male staff member with a guest, their hands caressing each other, their destination easily determined. Is this the staff perk for working at a singles resort?
“I hope so. I’d do most of the guys here. Probably the women, too.” Olivia grinned. “That’d be a first, even for me.”
Heavy, hot air surrounded them, tinged with salty ocean brine and an easily defined musky aroma. It was lust, wafting from both guests and staff.
“You’re going to keep your promise?” Olivia leant forward. “No worrying, no explanations, no repercussions.” She nodded. “With protection, of course.”
“Yes.” I will, even if this place seems strange. Too perfect, too accommodating.
More guests and staff became very comfortable with each other. This is probably why everyone raves about this place—not for the first-class facilities and fabulous food, but the special night time staff benefits that no one talks about.
“Seventy-five.”
Amy chuckled. “I think you’ll need more than seven days to get through that many.”
“I’ll make the most of it.” She popped a strawberry into her mouth. “Will probably lose count but what can you do?” Their laughter filled the air.
I’d be happy with one. And I will find him. Someone to have a fling, to make memories I can reminisce on when I’m older.
Olivia moaned. “I want him.”
“Who?” Amy followed her friend’s gaze to a man standing at the dining area edge, surveying the guests and staff. Is he the night manager?
“He’s the top of my list.” Rapid breaths puffed from her open mouth. “I want him now.” She moaned again.
The man spun his head and grinned at Olivia, as if he’d heard her.
“Damn, I’ve never felt like this.” Her chest lifted with a deep inhale. “I’m burning up.” Her hand shook as she lifted her glass. “Can you feel it?” She took several sips.
Amy stared at Olivia’s flushed face and shaking body. At the other diners seemingly under the same erotic spell. Her stomach clenched. I feel nothing.
A band appeared on the stage and started rhythmic drumming.
Olivia hunched her shoulders. “I hate floor shows, especially the ones on cruise ships. So damn boring.” She gestured to the man. “I’d rather be with him.”
A group of dancers filled the large platform, their colourful, scant costumes highlighting their toned, striking bodies.
“You might like this one.”
The men and women told a story through dance, gymnastics and sound. Rhythmic, sexy, and totally arousing.
Pulsing waves of heat and lust floated around them. The dance movements were hypnotic. Moans filled the air and staff honed in on guests, rubbing shoulders, sitting on laps. Body moving against body, hands caressing, mouths touching.
Amy clenched shaking hands in her lap. I want someone. I want to be touched, be surrounded by strong arms. Held against a hard, hot body. Loved until we both melt.
Men approached her. Gorgeous men—eager to please, wanting her—but she refused all. Their disappointment and confusion was clear on their faces as they headed to others.
The dancers spread into the dining area, their bodies brushed against the selected, their hands caressed. Their voices hypnotized—the guests swayed in their seats, fixated on the entertainers.
Amy’s body erupted in heat. A deep ache vibrated inside and set off a ravenous hunger. I need. She waited for the man who’d set her senses alight. No, not here.
She cocked her head, hearing something. She glanced towards the beach. There.
“What’s up?”
The whisper came again, stronger, more heart-wrenching than before. He’s in so much pain. “You must have heard it that time?”
“Yes. And see it.” Olivia pointed to the gyrating bodies. “Feel it, too.” She watched the man in the shadows. “Oh, I’m feeling it.”
One by one, the dancers pulled the selected from their seats, lured them away and disappeared into the night.
The band left the stage to thunderous applause. Guests coupled with each other or interested staff, and the dining area cleared.
Olivia gasped and licked her lips. “Yes.”
He marched towards Olivia. Straight hair tied back in a ponytail, handsome despite the puckered scar that ran from brow to jaw. His eyes—piercing, cold. Slightly scary.
“Good evening, ladies.” He raised their hands to kiss them. “How are you enjoying our island home?”
He lives here? “It’s lovely.”
“It’s great.” Olivia moved closer. “I’m Olivia.”
“It is my pleasure to meet you, Olivia. I am Thierry.” The man focused on Amy. “And you are?”
“Amy.”
Thierry seemed to study her for a moment. “Amy, a lovely name. Did you enjoy the show?”
“Yes, it was great.”
“Please enjoy the rest of your night. Everyone here can assist you, should you wish anything.”
Olivia blew out a breath. “She wants to head to the beach. Said she could hear voices. How, with the music, I don’t know.”
Thierry turned to the palms that hid the beach.  “You never know what you might find on our shores.”
Olivia cuddled against him. “Will you show me around?”
“I’d be delighted to.”
Olivia jiggled in apparent excitement, her mouth wide with a grin.
“Have fun.”
“Oh, we will.” Thierry caressed Olivia’s cheek. “Amy, don’t swim too far out. You don’t want the sharks taking a bite of your lovely self.”
“I won’t.”
He glanced towards the beach. “Leave the biting to someone else.” Thierry led Olivia away.
“Night, Amy.” Olivia waved and crossed her fingers in her direction.
“Night.”
Olivia disappeared into the darkness, her hands all over Thierry as he whispered into her ear.
Amy frowned. What did he mean by that comment?




CHAPTER TWO
Amy headed along the beach, away from the resort, the noise and activity fading with each step. I wonder what Olivia’s getting up to? Her mind replayed Olivia’s fixation with Thierry. Probably the same as the other guests are most likely doing.
Her skin tingled and her fingers twitched. Her body was on alert, excited, ready for something. A deep breath escaped from her lips. For what?
Calm silence wrapped around her, slowly ebbing the tension from her body. Waves lazily rolled into the shore and her toes sank in the wet, cool sand. The water called to her, the blue depths disappearing into the distance highlighted by the full moon. Maybe I do need a swim.
She waded in until the cool water lapped at her calves. What about the sharks? She ran fingers through the waves, her sundress weighed down by the water. I can’t. She trudged back to the dry shore. I’m not sure topless bathing is allowed, even at this time of night.
The overhead moon shimmer sparkled onto the waves and sand, lighting a clear path towards the island’s northern end. Her heart skipped against her ribcage. Should I? One step and her body hummed, the sounds around her intensifying. She paused, her limbs stiffened, in readiness for an unknown danger. An atmospheric change pulsed against her skin. She spun around, studying the empty beach. What am I searching for? 
The whisper filtered through the night air, echoing in her ears. Where are you? She took one step, then another, pulled toward the mountain. The whisper sounded again. Her heartbeat thumped heavy. I can’t understand. Her skin prickled with shivers despite the warm night air. Who are you?
Amy’s feet led her toward the off-limits area, her heartbeat racing with every step, the unexplained urgency increasing with each breath.
The beach ended at the base of cliffs punching from the sea into the dark, star-filled sky. Palm fronds and rotting coconuts littered the sand. Amy frowned. This can’t be part of the resort. Thick, tall vegetation formed a wall between sand and jungle. The staff can’t live here. There were no buildings, paths, nothing man made.
A cloud of heavy, deep sorrow swamped her. She stumbled, her head thrown back. Amy gasped. What the—? She headed toward the cliffs and the tall figure pacing the craggy top. The man wore jeans like a second skin, his upper body naked. Muscles in his broad shoulders and wide torso moved fluidly under his bronzed skin bathed by the moonlight. What’s he doing there?
The man edged closer to the drop and stared at the ocean. His fisted hands clenched and released, as if fighting an internal battle. He lifted his face to the moon.
Amy stopped breathing. His face was stunningly handsome even from a distance. Who is he? The man dropped his head forward and stood for several moments. What’s he doing?
“Don’t.” The word echoed into the night air. He turned and studied her with a fierce intensity. Heat spiked inside her. He shook his head—as if questioning his sight—and retreated from the cliff’s edge.
A burst of air exploded from Amy’s lips and a wave of relief slowed her galloping heart. He’s safe. In the next instant, the man spun around and threw himself into the dark sky.
“No!” Amy’s vision wavered as tears filled her eyes. The man’s body suspended mid-air before he dropped into the dark, deep ocean.
Amy raced to the water’s edge. He’s killed himself. She paced back and forth, searching. Her gut churned and her throat spasmed, sobs bubbling up. Time slowed as waves continued to break on the shore. Where is he?
His body erupted from the choppy sea to float—no movement other than bobbing, pushed one way, then the other by the ocean waves.
Is he on his back? Or face down? Blood pumped through her body. Is he injured? Do something. The beach was empty, no one around to help. Is he dead? Dread punched into her gut. No, he can’t be. I won’t let it. She ran into the sea, pushing against the battering waves, his body her target. Please be alive.
Amy plunged in and swam against the strong current to reach him. The man floated on his back, his arms outstretched, his eyes closed. Amy floated beside him and touched his face. Cold skin, too cold. No.
She placed her fingers on his full lips, but no breath warmed her. I’m too late. Waves battered against them as she held his body. She touched his chest, hoping, praying. No heartbeat. She bowed her head for a moment, pressing her lips together as tears threatened. When she raised her head, cool, grey, unblinking eyes watched her.
“You…you’re alive.”
He said nothing, his gaze trekking over her face, down her neck to her sundress floating around her in the water.
“Who are you?” She estimated how far away they were from the shore. “Can you move?”
“Yes.”
His gravelly, slightly accented voice stroked across her skin. “Let’s get back to shore.”
“If we must.”
Amy wrapped her arm around his upper body and pulled him towards the beach, aided by the man’s strong leg kicks. He stumbled onto the wet sand and dropped on his back, his eyes closed, his face serene.
Amy slumped beside him, her legs shaking with fatigue.  Damn, I thought I had my strength back. His body was large, hard and glistened with sea droplets. Actually, I did well considering I was lugging someone like him.
“Don’t worry, I’ll get help.” She placed a hand on his chest. He’s not breathing again.
Amy knelt, tilted back his head and breathed sharp bursts of air into his mouth. She applied regular pressure to his chest then listened. Don’t do this to me. She tried to get her bearings. I need to find someone. Which way is the resort?
A large hand clasped her arm. “Don’t leave.”
Amy gasped. The man’s grey-flint gaze speared her, the breath catching in her lungs.
He tilted his torso and supported his head on his bent arm. His face came alive with a small smile. “Do you greet all men with such a kiss?”
Amy slumped into the sand, her limbs weak from relief, shock, and outrage. “I was trying to save your life.” She fisted trembling hands by her side. “I wasn’t kissing you.”
“True. If we were kissing, we wouldn’t be talking now.” He winked. “We’d be doing more enjoyable things.”
His sexy, French accent sent tingles through her. She shivered. You’re cold or in shock. “What were you thinking, jumping into the ocean like that?”
He shrugged. “Why not? I enjoy a midnight swim.”
Churning waves crashed into the cliff face and matched her pounding heart. “You should be dead.”
The man sat up, his face a dark mask. “Maybe I am.”
What a strange response. “Are you hurt?”
“No.” He stood, brushing the sand from his body. “Who are you?” He offered his hand and pulled her to her feet, stepped closer and brushed a strand of damp hair from her face.
His cool fingers sparked shivers. “Amy.” Her voice shook. “I’m staying at the resort.”
“Weren’t you told this area was off-limits?”
Amy nodded.
“Ah, oui. A rule breaker.” He closed the distance between them, caressing her face and neck.
“Not usually.” Shivers of bliss forced her eyes to close for a moment. Don’t stop. “I should go back.” I don’t know his name. She leant into his electrifying touch. “That’s if you’re feeling better.”
“I’m fine.”
He is. Damn fine. Moonlight covered wide shoulders and muscled arms. Hold me. His chest was strong, smooth-skinned with a sprinkling of black hair. A wide, puckered scar covered his left pec, close to his heart. I want to touch him.
The man slowly lowered his head and his grey, piercing gaze held hers.
Yes, kiss me. He pressed his nose against her skin and a deep groan escaped from his mouth. Is he smelling me? He swayed, his legs buckling, and she grabbed his waist. “Are you okay?”
He nodded, licking his lips. Swayed again.
“If you’re going to faint, sit down.”
He braced his legs and stood tall. Amy supported him, a hand going to his chest. Hard, cool. What the hell? No heartbeat.
His plump lips curved upwards. “I like you touching me.”
Damn, that accent. “S…sorry.” Amy raised her hand. He splayed his own hand over hers and returned it to his chest. She flexed her fingers over the bronzed skin, tight over healthy, static muscles. He’s not breathing.
“Never apologise for taking what you want.” He traced a finger over her mouth. “I never do.”
Amy opened her mouth to ask him what he meant, but he slowly shook his head. His hands clasped the back of her neck, and he covered his mouth with hers.
His soft lips grazed her mouth. I want more. Her hands moved over his skin. Everywhere she touched, he did the same to her, his kisses deep, his tongue dancing with hers. I need more. So much more.
Amy gasped for breath, her mind fuzzy, her blood buzzing through her body. He placed his mouth on her neck, groaned, and slowly released her. He traced her lips with a slightly shaky finger. His face radiated satisfaction.
“Nice. Very nice.”
“Yes, it was.” His mouth. Her breathing sounded loud between them. I want… His short, black hair, damp from the sea, capped his skull. His jaw was dusted with dark stubble. Gorgeous. His tanned smooth skin and sharp cheekbones made her hungry. I want to taste him, lick the salt from his skin. Heat flared inside.
“I want more too.”
Did he read my mind? “Maybe.” She stepped away, trailing her fingers down his chest to his flat stomach. His scent—salt-tinged and something she couldn’t identify—set off pleasure arrows inside her. Why can’t I? Her nails caught on the edge of his wet jeans. I want to see him naked. She tugged at the material. All of him.
“The night is still young.” He lifted his face to the dark sky. “We have a few hours until sunrise.”
So tempting. “Who are you?”
“Etienne.”
A sexy, French name. But no surname. “Do you work at the resort?”
He grinned. “Sometimes.” He pulled her closer. “No more talking.”
Etienne clasped her arse and slammed their bodies together. He kissed her again and again, his lips pressing, caressing. His tongue licking, his teeth nipping. She couldn’t breathe and didn’t want to.
She gasped as he kissed her neck, first one side then the other. His groans filled her ears, fuelling her own desires and moans.
Etienne palmed her breast through her wet sundress and squeezed. Jolts of pleasure shot through, bowing her torso against his, trapping his hand between them. He flexed his fingers over her flesh, punched his hips forward and ground his cock into her.
Don’t stop. Amy grabbed his hip with one hand, his head with the other and wrapped herself around him. I’m going to explode. She danced her body against his. I’ve never felt this way before. Etienne returned his lips to hers, his tongue with hers. I’ve never wanted to be touched so much. She groaned as he teased her nipple. Not even with Simon before my surgery. And he didn’t want me after.
Etienne’s fingers traced her sundress strap from her shoulder, down her arm. The cool air on her upper breast shocked her away from his hand. His arm at her back stopped her retreat. “Let me see you.”
He waited until she nodded, then tugged the wet triangle of burgundy material to reveal her breast to the moonlight. To him. “Beautiful.” He cupped her, squeezed and caressed.
Amy’s body arched as he played with her body. His intense gaze watched her as he flicked her nipple, her skin shivering in response.
His mouth opened, his tongue licking his lips. “So beautiful.” He lowered his head and took her into his mouth.
Amy’s legs folded. He caught her and held her close.
His mouth sucked. He twirled his tongue around her nipple, over the scar-puckered flesh. He groaned, the vibration setting her aflame, yet bringing sanity to her clouded mind.
Amy cupped his face and pushed him away.
He released her breast—his gaze hot, impatient, confused. “Don’t you like it?” He fingered her wet, rippled skin, tracing the tattoo covering it. “Lovely.”
“Yes, but—”
Etienne cupped her breast and squeezed, clasped the back of her neck and brought her mouth to his. His kiss made her toes curl into the sand. She gasped for air when he finally lifted his mouth away.
“Your lips are made for kissing.” He squeezed her breast and pushed her body into his. “Your body is made for loving,” he growled. “I want to do both. Many, many times.”
“Yes.” He wants me. I hunger for him. Alarms bells sounded in her head. This is too fast. Amy stepped back on shaky legs. “But not tonight.” Why did I say that? Isn’t that why I’m here?
He released her. “As you wish.”
Enough. “Yes.” Stop thinking about the past. Simon wasn’t worth the years you gave him.
“I will take you back.” They walked in silence until the resort lights came into view. Etienne kissed her lips. “Don’t keep me waiting.”
Amy nodded. “I’ll see you tomorrow?”
“Yes, after dark. I prefer the night.” He brushed his mouth on her brow. “Bonsoir, my lovely Amy.”
Amy headed towards the resort. Silly woman, letting your hang-ups stop you from having amazing sex. She couldn’t see Etienne but she knew he was there, in the darkness. Watching her. Her body tingled from an overload of adrenalin and lust-filled hormones. I’ve only just met the guy and I don’t think I’ll ever be the same.
She stepped onto the resort’s gravel pathway. I feel like I’ve known Etienne all my life. She shook her head. This is crazy. We barely spoke. Her body spasmed, primed for an orgasm. She’d have to rectify that situation when back in her room. Damn, he’s a good kisser. And everything else.
Amy headed to her bungalow. I wanted fun. Well, I found it. She sucked in a deep breath. I’m about to have the time of my life with a very seductive, slightly secretive, and totally hunky guy.




CHAPTER THREE
Amy yawned again, then blinked several times to keep her eyes open. She headed towards the dining area, past several bungalows with windows closed and silence from the occupants. Not like last night. She massaged her tender neck. They’re probably sleeping off the fun they had. When she’d gone back to her bungalow—all flustered and annoyed with herself—hearing the obvious and loud sounds of sexual revelry didn’t help her own frustration. They didn’t say no. I can’t believe I rejected Etienne.
She shook her head. Serves me right not sleeping a wink last night, thinking about Etienne. Even after a cold shower and giving myself an orgasm.
She entered the dining area and sat at an empty table—one of many. Tonight, I won’t hold back. Tonight, I will say yes to Etienne. If he still wants me. She shuffled in her seat, tingles of heat prickling throughout her body. It was centred on a place too long empty, needing what only he could give. Don’t think about his thick, hard cock. Don’t remember how good he’d thrust and rocked into me, even with clothes between us.
Amy went to the buffet, filled a glass with cold juice and pressed it to her cheek. How am I going to survive the day? She searched for a handsome face. I’m ready to go now and he’s not around. Her mind replayed last night, time and time again. His face and body, his skilful hands and mouth. Stop it. “Excuse me.”
A waitress cleaned a nearby table. “Can I help you?”
“Yes, I’m looking for a staff member.”
“We have many. What can I get you?”
“Nothing. I met him last night and wanted to catch up with him today.”
The tray of dirty glassware in the woman’s hands tinkled as she hurried to clear the table. “Sorry, I don’t know the night staff.”
“No problem.” Amy frowned. Strange. “I’ll ask around. His name is Etienne.”
The woman backed away. “We have a lot of staff. I don’t know him.”
I think you do. Amy sipped her juice. Why doesn’t she want to talk? She filled her plate and returned to the table. Damn, I have to wait another twelve hours to have him.
The staff bustled around, serving the few guests awake and needing food to recharge. Offering to help in any way they could. Amy grinned. Not sure they’re offering the same services the night staff did.
Amy emptied her plate. I definitely need to do more exercise this week. Two women stood at the buffet, their whispering loud. Amy’s brow rose as each described the night they’d had. One giggled and gestured to her patch of red skin on her neck. The other leant closer, pointed to her inner thigh and whispered about her partner’s mouth and teeth.
The women then moved to a table, their heads bowed as they continued their x-rated conversation. Amy sat back, sipping her juice.  Yep, everyone had sex last night except me.
Bird song filled the air and sunlight peeked through the overhead palm fronds, bathing the area with golden rays. A soft warm breeze fluttered across her skin, bringing with it the scent of damp jungle and salt water. I could get used to this. She closed her eyes, lifted her face to the warm sunshine and breathed deep.
“Hi, how are you?”
Amy blinked, sheltering her eyes from the sunlight. She recognised the man from the charter boat. “Hello. I’m good. And you?”
“Great. I’m Roger.” He sat beside her.
“I’m Amy.”
“Isn’t this place something?”
“Yes, it is.”
“And last night. Wow.”
Amy nodded. Another one who had sex last night and he wants to brag about it.
“I’m going to do an article on the resort.”
“That’s great.”
“Yeah.” He shuffled in his seat. “I want to find out what’s special about this place that people rave about it, yet can’t specifically say why it’s better than other places they’ve visited. And why people can’t come back.”
“Sounds interesting.”
“I hope so.” He leant closer. “I’ve heard a few guests never left.”
She angled her body away from his. “Can you blame them for wanting to stay in this tropical paradise?” I’d stay here. Especially if it meant I could see Etienne. Amy’s throat seized up. Only six days left. Don’t think about leaving.
“Where’s your friend?”
“Probably sleeping in. Like many other guests.”
“Yeah. Can I interview you?”
Amy tensed. “Excuse me?”
“For my article. I’d love to hear your thoughts on your stay here.”
“I’m not—”
“No need to make a decision yet.” He stood. “Your friend is here. I’m starving.” He headed to the buffet.
Amy shook her head. The man filled a plate and spoke to staff and other guests as he made his way to a table. He’s a bit weird.
“What’s with the face?” Olivia dropped into a chair.
“Nothing. A guest is doing an article on the resort and wants to interview me.”
“Another conquest already?”
“Hell, no.” Amy shook her head. “There’s something odd about him.”
“It wouldn’t hurt to participate. Give the place a good rating and you might be allowed to come back.” She sighed. “Me, I’d love to stay here forever.” She glanced toward the buffet. “I’m so hungry, I’m going to have a bit of everything.”
Olivia returned with a heaping plate and attacked her food. “This is good.” She winked. “But not as good as last night.”
Amy chuckled. “I assume you’re going to tell me all about it.”
“Yes. It was mind-blowing.” Olivia fanned herself with her hand. “Thierry was…”
Amy laughed. “Olivia lost for words. That’s a first.”
She nodded. “You know I’ve not been shy with my sex life, but what Thierry did was beyond any other man I’ve ever had.”
“Spare me the details. Please.”
“If I must.” Olivia grinned. “He didn’t say much, but damn… what he did with his mouth.” She twitched in her seat and raised a hand to her neck. “I have a love bite.” Olivia turned her head, revealing the small, bruised area on her neck.
Like the other woman. Amy leant forward. What the—? Her brows creased. “That’s not a love bite. There’s two points in the middle, more like an insect bite.”
Olivia sat up straight. “I can tell the difference between a mozzie bite and Thierry sucking my skin.” She grinned again. “I can’t wait to see him again tonight.”
“Where is he now?”
Olivia shrugged. “No idea. He prefers to work nights.”
“Yeah.” Strange how all the hunky men are night owls.
“What did you get up to?”
“I went for a walk on the beach.”
“And.” Olivia’s eyes opened wide. “You found someone to clear those cobwebs?”
“Maybe.”
“Tell me about it. Did you have sex?”
Amy shook her head.
“Why the hell not?” She scowled. “Was he ugly? Can’t he kiss?”
Amy’s body heated, her skin tingled remembering Etienne’s hands and mouth. No problem there. A puff of air escaped her lips. “Oh, he can kiss.”
“Please don’t tell me you let the past interfere with having fun.”
Amy shrugged. Her hand moved, splaying between her collarbone and left breast.
Olivia followed the movement. “What did he do? Did he say something?”
“Nothing bad.” She shook her head. “He touched and kissed me.” She gestured to her breast. “Even here. Said I was beautiful.”
Olivia smiled. “I like him already.” She sat back and drank her juice. “He’s not like Simon, who wasn’t man enough to cope with a scar or two. I told you, he was an arsehole even before your surgery.”
Amy laughed. “True.”
“Tell me more about your mystery man. How did you meet? What’s his name?”
She won’t believe this. “Etienne threw himself off a cliff and I rescued him.”
“Ha, ha.” Disbelief clouded Olivia’s face. “Now, give me the real story.” She sipped from her glass.
“It’s true.”
Olivia choked on her juice. “What?” She coughed for a few minutes.
Amy patted her friend’s back. “Yeah, it was an interesting night.”
“Do tell. What else did you do?”
“Not enough.” She sighed. “I’m still kicking myself for not inviting him back to my bungalow.”
“Are you seeing him today?”
“No, tonight.”
Olivia frowned. “What’s with these men only working nights?”
“My exact thought.” They both chuckled. “Come on, let’s get more food. Must keep up our stamina.”
“Amy, promise me you won’t back out tonight.”
“Promise.” I can’t keep Etienne from my mind and my body is aching for him. No way will I reject him a second time. Tonight is the night.
Etienne reclined in an armchair and sipped the red fluid in his wine glass. Comfortable couches and side tables dotted the cavernous room as the two enormous screens at each end transmitted the tropical landscape of his island home in all its breathtaking, sunlit glory. The area resembled an elegant, French sitting room. The other rooms leading from this one were also furnished in the same style. An ancestral French mansion situated deep underground in the island’s mountain range.
He clicked a remote towards a wall covered by large monitors, bringing them to life. Images flickered through a never-ending sequence from discreet cameras set up around the island. He focused on one screen—the dining area—and two women enjoying the feast provided. Amy.
Etienne hit another button on the remote and the camera zoomed closer, until the display was filled with Amy’s face, laughing with her friend. Beautiful, both day and night.
He massaged his brow. I can’t stop thinking about her.
Her smell, her heat. He clenched a shaking hand on his thigh. Her curves, a perfect fit for me. His mouth salivated, the spear of hunger hitting again, shocking him as it had done last night. I haven’t wanted to bite for centuries, yet I want to now. I want to devour her until she explodes with pleasure and screams my name.
A woman entered and bowed. “My Lord, I’ve finished the cleaning.” Her glance landed on his wine glass, then skittered away. “Do you need me for anything else?”
“No. Thank you Linda.”
She bowed again.
Thierry entered the room. “Linda, how are you?” His right brow lifted.
“Good.” Her head moved in a quick side-to-side motion. “See you soon.”
Thierry grimaced and stood with fisted hands on his hips. “You didn’t rest again, did you?”
“I’m fine.”
“No, you’re not. You haven’t been for a long time.”
“Don’t start.” Etienne frowned. “Anything you have to tell me?”
Thierry dropped onto a couch. “I thought you didn’t want to know what I did with the guests. If you want to know—this lady is quite delectable and very adventurous.” Thierry paused. “What’s wrong?”
“I met her.”
“Good. She didn’t accept any other advances.” He studied Etienne. “She seemed more interested in going to the beach. I’d hoped…”
Etienne stiffened. “For what?”
“That the one she was searching for was you.”
“Impossible.” Etienne raised the glass and savoured the liquid coursing down his throat and into every cell of his ages-old body.
He placed the glass on a side table and speared Thierry with a fiery glare. “Who authorised her entry?” He gestured to a nearby computer screen. “Her medical records clearly outlined her history and her unsuitability.”
“For others, maybe. Not for you.” Thierry sat up straight. “I authorised it.”
Etienne’s jaw clenched. “Explain yourself.”
“You’re the strongest. You can handle anything, even her tainted blood.”
He shook his head. “You wasted an opportunity for the others, to procure someone only for me.”
“Yes, I’m worried about you. You live like a hermit.”
“I’m hardly slumming it. And I’m busy.”
“You’re always busy. When we were a few, we did whatever was required to survive. And we did survive—and flourish—thanks to you. Now, the family has grown and we have staff to help with the resort. Use them.”
“I do.”
“Bullshit.” Thierry growled. “You’re not feeding enough.”
“I don’t starve.” He raised the nearly empty wine glass.
“Really? You don’t partake in the resort guests.” Thierry stood and paced the room. “Or even the human staff. Why do you think Linda was here—to dust the furniture?”
“Yes.” Etienne shrugged. Years ago, he fed from the guests or staff his family procured for him. It was done quickly and without appetite or physical involvement. Now, he didn’t bother.
“How long do you think we can smuggle in blood supplies from the mainland? What if Tom’s work at the blood bank is discovered?” Thierry shuddered. “It’s not even fresh or warm.”
“It’s enough for me.”
“You need more.” Thierry turned to the monitor and Amy’s image. “You deserve better.”
“We’ve had this discussion before. If you’re worried about Tom, get the necessary equipment for the island hospital. Get Linda and the other donors offered to me to instead fill blood bags.” Etienne stood and marched around. “They perform the task they want, I get what I need, and the threat of discovery is removed. And Andy gets to do something other than dealing with over-indulgent guests or minor accidents.” He paused. “Thank you for your concern.”
“That’s the woman I’m sampling. Her friend, Olivia.” On the screen, Amy left the dining area with Olivia, both disappearing from view down the path, only to reappear on another monitor.
He glanced at Etienne, then back at the screen. “Amy looks like Marie.”
“Don’t.” Fury flared within Etienne. He fisted his hands. “Leave me.”
Thierry bowed his head. “I’m sorry if I’ve offended you, my Lord.”
He glared. “I told you not to call me that the day I sired you. You know how much it pisses me off.”
“I apologise, my friend—for my questions and my actions in bringing the woman, Amy, here.”
“Don’t worry.” Etienne shrugged. “I’ll deal with her.” And how she makes me feel.
“I’ll always worry. It’s by my stupidity that your life was ruined and you lost her.” Thierry pointed to his damaged face. “I deserved this. It reminds me every day of my guilt.”
“Guilt?” Etienne frowned. “For what?”
“For bringing the mob back to your chateau.”
“Thierry, that wasn’t your fault. They’d been observing us for weeks because of her actions. If Marie had been more careful—but that wasn’t her. For all her beauty, she had faults. Greed, pride—and that’s what led to our downfall and her death.”
He moved to Thierry. “I thank each day that you saved my life and tried to save Marie.”
“I failed. The fire was too great, and the house was falling in around us.”
Etienne rubbed his skull. “I have the scar from the beam that knocked me unconscious.” He clasped Thierry’s shoulder. “After all this time, you tell me this. You are my brother, my right hand man. You show your loyalty every day to me. Wear that scar with pride, not guilt.” He gently shook his friend’s shoulder. “I’ll not hear anything more about the past.”
“If you say so.” Thierry exited the room.
I should be working. Etienne dropped into his chair. Or resting. He found Amy on the screen. Is she thinking about me as I am about her?
“Amy.” A beautiful name for a beautiful woman. Her face appeared in his mind. His body tightened. Her touch, her smell, her taste as he kissed her swamped his memory. Will I see her tonight? He groaned. Will she let me into her bed?
Etienne’s hands shook. He stood and paced the room. I’ll go insane if I don’t have her tonight.
He stopped at the computer screen with her open file. All guests chosen by special ballot were screened thoroughly before selection. Health, background, scandals—any possible repercussions that could affect the resort and his family—were all carefully investigated.
Those permitted on the island spent their days enjoying the various luxuries provided, and their nights providing sustenance and sexual gratification for his family. A good trade of services between human and vampire—the sole reason for the island’s existence. To the outside world, it was an exclusive singles resort.
A blackout on all technology and vampire amnesia-mind-manipulation during the last night sexual feast, kept their secret safe. For now, and hopefully for many more centuries to come.
Etienne traced the photo on the screen. She does resemble Marie. Is that why I’ve reacted this way? He paced the room. I can’t lose control, let my hunger loose. Like I’d done before. Like Marie.
His mind flashed back to Paris in the late eighteenth century. To the hundreds of bodies littering the streets, the screams of the dying. The humans had called it the ‘plague,’ spread by rodents. Not far from the truth. They were the vermin that hunted mankind for food, discarding the blood-drained, puncture-scarred bodies without concern or care. Marie’s frenzied feeding had woken him to their cruelty, but it had been too late. They’d been discovered and justice had been meted out for their crimes.
Etienne rubbed his eyes and focused on one of the screens. Amy exited her bungalow in running gear and set off on a run, weaving through the resort paths. A tempting woman marooned on his island for the next six days.
She’s not Marie. Amy seemed unsure, timid—was it because of her health—until he kissed her. Then her fiery hunger revealed itself. Is she like Marie? Hiding her true self, beguiling him until it was too late?
I can’t stay away from her. Etienne rubbed his brow. I want. I hunger. He instantly found Amy on the screen. I won’t bite her. I can’t let that happen—for both our sakes.
He clenched his fists to his side. I won’t let history repeat itself.




CHAPTER FOUR
Amy sat in the dining area, the usually delicious food tasting like bland porridge—she hated porridge. And I hate waiting. Many staff entered the area or walked past on the resort paths. None were the man she wanted.
Where is he? She’d spent the day hoping, but somehow knowing she wouldn’t find Etienne. Now it was night and he still hadn’t appeared. Where did he work at the resort? Was he working tonight? Why isn’t he here?
“I’m sure he’ll be here soon.”
Olivia fidgeted in her seat, her dinner plate still full. She’s feeling it too. “Is Thierry coming tonight?”
“Maybe.” She shrugged, her over-bright smile fading. “I hope he will. I don’t want to be with anyone else.” She dropped her hands to her lap. “What if he’s moved on to another woman?”
Amy held her friend’s hand. “He wouldn’t dare.”
“I don’t know what I’ll do if he has.” Olivia bit her lip. “Crazy, isn’t it. I’m usually the love-em-and-leave-em type.” She sighed. “One night with him and I’m a goner.”
“He’ll be here soon. And so will Etienne.”
Music filled the air and the show began. The same band played different music than the previous evening. The dancers were new—more vibrant and energetic—with the same trance-like, sexual haze radiating from them to envelop the audience. People partnered up as they did the night before—most with different partners. Everyone appeared to have sex on their minds.
Has Etienne chosen someone else? Amy’s throat closed up.
“He’s here.” Relief and happiness filled Olivia’s face. “Thierry.”
Amy smiled. I’m happy for her.
Thierry marched through the crowded dining area, his intense focus on Olivia.
Etienne wasn’t coming. Her heart sank. I’ll be alone tonight.
“Ladies, good evening.” He lifted Olivia’s hand to his lips. “Olivia, will you spend the night with me?”
“Yes.” Olivia jumped to her feet. “Amy, remember your promise.”
“I will.” If he turns up.
“Don’t hurt him.” Thierry looked towards the beach then glared at her. “Or you’ll deal with me.”
Amy blinked, shock coursing through her. I’m hallucinating. For a moment, Thierry’s face had transformed into something horrifying. Something not human. “I won’t.”
He nodded. Thierry aimed a rakish grin at Olivia “Shall we go?” He led Olivia away.
Amy left the dining area and ran to the beach. She sucked in deep breaths and squinted through the darkness. Where is he? The zing pinging through her body fizzed away. He doesn’t want me.
The mountain range reared up above the canopy of palm trees. Is he there? A despair shroud covered her and her shoulders slumped. No, Thierry thought he’d be here. Tears filled her eyes. Face it, you missed your opportunity. She brushed a tear away. You have no one else to blame.
Amy sighed. It’s too late. She turned away from the mountains—from the memories of how they’d met—and plodded towards her bungalow. One foot in front of the other, the tropical night’s sounds enveloping her. Mocking her. Alone, always alone.
He was there, standing in the shadows.
Amy trembled, flooded by waves of relief. “H…hello.”
The moonlight beamed onto Etienne’s intense face. He closed the distance between them, lifted a hand to caress her cheek and covered her mouth with his. His lips first gentle, then firm. His hands touching, teasing, pulling her close until their bodies melted into one.
Her blood sizzled, her body ached with want as he rocked against her. Don’t stop.
Etienne slowly lifted his head, his grey fiery gaze roaming her face as if seeing her for the first time. His plump, wet lips lifted into a wide, sexy smile. “Hello.”
A puff of breath escaped her. “That’s one hell of a greeting.”
“I’m glad you liked it.”
Amy caressed his jaw, her fingers scratched by the dark stubble covering his skin. He’s like a pirate. A dark, sexy French prince. And he’s mine—for tonight, at least. “I didn’t think you’d come.”
“My apologies.” He kissed her brow. “I got caught up with work and didn’t realise the time.”
His lips branded her. I want his mouth all over me. “What do you do?”
Etienne hesitated a moment. “Any job required.”
“You’re the handy-man?”
“Something like that.” He cuddled her close and faced them to the sea. Dark blue waves trimmed with silvery white foam crashed onto the shore, the night sky filled with a multitude of sparkling stars around the full moon. “I love the night.” The symphony of rhythmic crashing waves and the cool breeze rustling palm fronds surrounded them.
“It’s wonderful.” Amy sighed, not for the tropical setting but the man behind her. She snuggled in his arms, against his cool, hard body. Bliss.
“It’s better from the cliffs.”
“Where you threw yourself off?”
He chuckled, the sound tugging deep inside her.
“Do you go there often?”
“I live nearby.”
“How long have you been here?”
“Forever.” He pushed her head to one side and kissed her neck. Licked it. “You taste…” He pressed firm, sucked. “I should stop.” His teeth scrapped across her skin. “Tell me to stop.”
“No.” Amy couldn’t breathe. Her legs buckled. “I want…”
“Tell me.” His gravelly voice near her ear zinged shivers from her breasts to her pussy.
“I want you.” She spun around and traced a finger over his lips. “Come to my bungalow.”
Etienne smiled. “Lead the way.”
They ran to the bungalow and stopped on the deck. Amy’s heart raced, her breathing loud. Etienne stood, watching her chest rise with every breath, his hands fisted by his side. Amy opened the doors and entered.
He stopped on the threshold, his brow furrowed. “Are you going to invite me in?” His mouth hitched up on one side. “What do they say, for a drink?”
“Please, come in.” Amy’s heart thumped against her rib cage. “But I don’t drink.” She pulled him through the door. “Make love to me.”
“No.”
Cold piercing shock coursed through her veins. “What?”
“We won’t make love.” His hard body slammed into hers. “I’ll take you until you can’t tell where your body ends and mine begins.” His fingers clasped her hips, then trailed to her backside. “I’ll possess you until you’re begging for release.” He grabbed her arse and pushed her into his hard cock. “Then in the next breath, you’ll be begging for more.”
Amy’s choppy breathing sounded between them. “You’re very confident, aren’t you?”
“Yes.” He caressed her cheek. “When I know what I want.” He danced his hips against hers, his cock nestling against her stomach and mound.
Fireworks exploded inside her. “And that is?”
“You.”
He pushed her backwards until she was sandwiched between a wall and his hard, aroused body.
“We’re going to fuck until your body cries for me. Until you’re screaming my name and begging for more.”
She gasped. “Yes.”
His kiss was whisper-soft, yet demanding. “You won’t care that I’m not ‘loving’ you.”
His lips traced a line from her lips, across her jaw and to her neck. He licked her skin, nipped at her flesh with his teeth.
“Yes.” The pain ricocheted down to her wet pussy needing to be filled by his cock. “I want you to fuck me into tomorrow.”
“Strong words for such a delicate flower.”
“I’m not delicate. Not anymore.” She unbuttoned his shirt and spread her hands over his chest. “I have an insatiable desire—for you.”
“Bien.” Etienne took her mouth time and time again. His fingers kneaded her backside, pushed her against his heavy cock. “I’m going to have you many ways before dawn arrives.”
Amy led him to stand beside the bed. “Let’s get started.” She pushed the shirt from his shoulders and traced her hands over his muscles. I want this so much. Tweaked his nipples and kissed his skin. Traced his scar with her tongue. I want him.
Etienne raised his hands. She shook her head and pushed him down on the bed. “Let me touch you.” Amy straddled his hips and paused. “Are you okay with this?”
He moved his head to view his prone state. “Probably a bit late to ask now.” His wide smile showed white, long teeth. “Oui, I like your touch. Watching you while you do it.” He held her hand and shifted it lower.
Amy slid her hand down his torso to his jeans, cupped his hard, long cock through the material. Etienne’s stomach muscles visibly trembled and his hands fisted into the bedcovers.
She slowly unzipped the pants to reveal dark, hair-covered skin. She wrapped her hand around his warm cock. Her breath quickened in time with her exploring fingers.
Etienne groaned. “Oui.” He rocked in her hand and closed his eyes as he lifted his hips off the bed. “Don’t stop.” His lids opened, his usual grey eyes now fire red-orange, scorching her.
Amy gasped and snatched her hand back. He blinked and his eyes were again grey. Did I imagine that?
“Are you all right?” The ferocious intensity in his face sent shivers through her.
“Y…yes.” Amy tapped his hips. “Lift up.” She removed his jeans, clasped his cock again and stroked the smooth flesh, watching Etienne’s body spasm.
Amy bowed her head, licked her lips and took him into her mouth. Etienne jack-knifed off the mattress and she placed a hand on his chest and pushed him back.
Etienne rested his elbows on the bed, gazing at his cock moving in and out of her mouth. He moaned. “I’ve never…” He flexed his hips, placed a hand on her head and guided her. “Yes.”
Amy licked and sucked, her body heating as Etienne’s face darkened. His teeth clenched and his body shook.
“Enough.” He pushed Amy’s hair from her face as she sat up. “A few seconds and I’d…” He flipped her on the bed, covered her with his cool-skinned, hard body. “Thank you. My mouth will return the favour later.”
His fingers kneaded her breasts. “Now I need to sink deep inside you.” He unhooked the buttons down the front of her sundress and parted the material. “Beautiful.” He traced the colourful tattoo covering her left reconstructed breast. “Stunning.” He lowered his head and took her nipple into his mouth, circling his tongue around the bud.
Amy ran fingers through his hair. His teeth grazed her flesh and sent sparks flying. “Eti.”
He froze and lifted his head. “What did you say?”
“I’m sorry, it just came out.” She frowned. “I won’t do it again.”
Etienne rested his cheek on her breast. “Say it again.”
“Eti.” She trembled as Etienne tongued her tattoo.
“It’s been a long time.” He lifted his head. “You can call me that when we’re alone.” He lowered his hand under her panties, playing his fingers on her. “You’re so wet.”
“Oh, yes.” Amy lifted her hips to his fingers. “Don’t stop.”
“Never.” Etienne tugged off her panties and pumped his fingers into her. “You’re so tight.” He reached inside the bedside table-top drawer for the small box.
“Let me.” Amy rolled the condom on Etienne’s cock. “Fill me.”
“As you wish.” Etienne pistoned his hips, entering her body in one full, deep thrust.
“Yes.” Amy grasped his hips. “Harder, faster.”
Etienne groaned, lifted her hips off the bed and slammed  his cock deeper.
Amy couldn’t breathe, her vision clouding as heat flowed through every cell. Her entire focus centred on Etienne’s cock thrusting deep inside, stroking her inner walls, creating exquisite building pleasure. She cupped his face and kissed him in a tangle of wet lips, twisting tongues, nipping teeth. Her breaths came out as loud gasps, yet he was silent. He’s not breathing.
The thought evaporated as Etienne angled his thrusts. She opened her legs wider, his hard cock driving deeper and hitting a spot that sparked the flash point. She screamed, the orgasm arching her body off the mattress.
Etienne thrust one final time and moaned, his dark face thrown back, his mouth open with clenched teeth. He slumped on her and rested his face against her neck. He continued to slowly move inside her, stroking her still-spasming flesh.
Amy gulped deep lungfuls of air. “Eti.” She flexed her hips, grabbed his arse with both hands and ground his semi-hard cock into her wet pussy.
He groaned. “I need a moment.”
She blew out a breath. “You’ve got to do that again. Please.”
Etienne raised his head and nipped at her lips. “I’m here to please.” He disposed the condom in a bedside bin and cuddled her, lowering his head to kiss her brow. “Thank you.”
Amy splayed her hands on his chest and played with his nipples. “I love touching you.”
“And I, you. Your skin is so soft.” He licked her shoulder and neck.
That mouth. Amy shivered. “Your skin is cool.” She flexed her fingers into his muscles. “Why can’t I feel your heart?”
“A family trait. Low heart beat and thick chest muscle walls.” He chuckled. “Don’t worry, I’m not a weakling.”
“There’s no doubt about that after the last few minutes.”
Etienne touched her mouth. “You were on my mind all day. What I wanted to do to you.”
“Why didn’t you come earlier?”
He glanced through a window to the dark, star-filled sky. “I couldn’t.” He paused. “I’m here now. And I’m not leaving unless you tell me to go.”
“Never.”
Etienne brushed her hair away from her face. “You stun me with your beauty.”
Amy closed her eyes. “You probably say that to all the resort guests.”
He cupped her face and was silent until she opened her eyes. “No.”
“I don’t mind. You’re here with me now.”
“Amy.” He paused, his face solemn. “I’m not like the others.” He leant into her. “I haven’t had sex with anyone in a long time.”
“Really?” At his nod, she hesitated. “Same here. Over five years.” She tensed, waiting for his response.
“I beat you by a few years. Quite a few.”
Amy frowned. “No. A gorgeous man like you?”
He waved a hand to his body. “This is a façade. It doesn’t show the real me.” He studied her. “Can I ask why you didn’t have someone in your bed?”
“My last boyfriend wasn’t the best—both in and out of the bedroom. He left when I got sick.”
Etienne stiffened. “What?”
“Yeah, he said he didn’t want the burden.” Amy inhaled deeply, her mouth compressing into a thin line. “I was diagnosed with breast cancer five years ago. Went through a lot—surgery, chemotherapy and radiation, then reconstruction of my left breast. Now, I’m on long-term drugs.” She raised a hand and crossed two fingers. “Four years in remission and counting.”
“I’m sorry you went through that.” Etienne cupped her breast and traced the tattoo of a phoenix surrounded by flames. “And this?”
“A reward.” His fingers danced across her skin and her breath quickened. She blinked a few times. What was I saying? “It’s a reminder—I fought and survived. I was reborn from the ashes, like a phoenix, and that I can conquer whatever the future brings.”
Etienne brushed his lips to hers in a gentle kiss. “Beautiful and courageous.”
“Thanks.” She paused. “And courageous, not always. It’s hard sometimes, being constantly reminded of the past—life’s fragility, how people react when they know you’ve been ill. That you’re different, altered. Scarred.”
Etienne took her hand to his chest, tracing her fingers over the large circular scar on his left pectoral. “You’ve seen my scar. Am I different to you, imperfect?”
Amy shook her head. “No. Can I ask what happened?”
“A battle, a long time ago.”
Battle? What a strange thing to say. “But—”
Etienne shook his head. “Why can’t you think the same of yourself?” He kissed the scar beneath the tattoo.
“Things happened that brought the negative thoughts back.”
“You fought and won.” He hugged her close. “Wear your scar with pride. Don’t let anyone take away what you’ve achieved.”
Amy’s vision blurred. She blinked the tears away. “Thank you.”
“They—he—are all fools. And best out of your life.”
She nodded. “He is.”
“Good.” Etienne trailed his hand downwards, his talented fingers finding their target. “Enough talking.” He rolled on a condom, pushed her legs apart and thrust into her. “I have promises to fulfil.”




CHAPTER FIVE
Amy sat in the lounge chair on her deck, the waves crashing on the deserted beach before her. She slouched into the comfortable pillows, resting her elbows on the chair arms and toasted the tropics with a non-alcoholic mocktail. She only needed Etienne to make this night perfect.
I can’t wait. Her mouth curved up and her body tingled. Last night was wonderful.
What he did with his body was amazing. She sighed. His kind words and gestures were a comfort to her soul. Amy’s heart thudded against her ribcage. I could get used to being with him every night. She sipped her drink. Only a few more nights before I leave—forever.
Amy pressed a hand to her aching chest. I’ll never see Etienne again. She took deep breaths. Appreciate the time left. The deserted beach deepened the ache. I will, when he gets here.
She sipped the mocktail. I wonder how Olivia’s doing? She hadn’t seen her friend since earlier that morning. She’d gone to Olivia’s bungalow to get her for breakfast—she’d only answered her door after frantic knocks and yelling—and shocked Amy with her appearance. Pale skin, grey bags under her eyes. Jittery fingers and swaying on her feet. What had happened last night? Olivia wouldn’t let her into her bungalow or call the doctor, saying she needed sleep.
Amy had reluctantly left her alone and hoped she’d come to dinner refreshed. When she’d gone to the bungalow again, Olivia said she’d ordered room service and would catch up later. What’s wrong with her?
“Hey.”
A sigh of relief escaped her lips. “Hi. How are you feeling?”
Olivia walked onto the deck and dropped into a chair, her tanned complexion restored yet her eyes still vague. “A bit tired.” She rubbed her creased brow. “Weren’t we supposed to go snorkelling today?”
Amy sat upright. “Yes, we were.” She placed her drink on a side table. “After you said you wanted to rest, I went alone.”
“Did I?” Her friend shook her head. “I must have needed it because I can’t remember.”
Amy held Olivia’s hand. “Olivia, do you need to see a doctor?”
“No, I’m fine. Probably having too much fun.”
“I need to ask this. Have you been drinking too much?” Amy stopped. “Or taking something you’ve not had before?” At Olivia’s head shake, she took a deep breath. “Olivia, are you doing drugs? Did Thierry give you something?”
“No.” Olivia tugged her hand away. “He’s not like that.” Her hands shook. “He treats me well.” She groaned. “And damn, he’s a good lover.”
“I’m happy for you, but still worried.”
Olivia jumped up and paced the deck. “When I’m with him, the world seems to fade away. I don’t know where I am, only what he’s doing to me, how he makes me feel.” She fisted a hand to her chest. “I can’t stop thinking about him.” Her eyes widened. “Am I going crazy?”
Amy’s heart sank. She jumped up to hug her friend. “How can I help you? Do we need to see the resort management? Do you want to leave?”
“No.” Olivia pushed her away. “I don’t want to leave Thierry.” She took deep breaths. “I don’t want to think about going home in a few days.”
Olivia dropped back into the chair. She rubbed her hands over her arms, as if chilled despite the balmy night air. “I’m staying.”
A dark bruise covered Olivia’s right wrist, matching the one under her ear. What—there’s another one on her other wrist. Amy pointed to the marks. “Olivia, what’s that?”
“I don’t know.” She lifted a wrist closer. “No idea.” She blinked several times. “Maybe it’s another love bite from Thierry.” She shivered in her seat. “He’s an amazing lover. What he does…” Her face clouded over.
“What?”
“I’m imagining it.” Olivia rubbed her brow. “I love being with Thierry, but something wasn’t right last night.” She paused. “I think we were being watched.” Her voice was a shaky, soft whisper.
“What?”
“I remember cold, hungry eyes—not Thierry—and it felt like there were more hands on me than his.” Her hands shook. “Ignore me. Maybe it’s my subconscious sexual fantasy, being serviced by many men.” She laughed, the sound flat. “I’ve never orgasmed that many times in one night.”
“Olivia, don’t see Thierry tonight. Or any other night.”
“Why?”
“Something’s going on and I’m worried about you.”
Olivia jumped to her feet, her hands fisted to her side. “Worried or jealous?”
“Don’t say that.”
Her friend marched to the end of the deck. “Just because you’re too afraid to get some, doesn’t mean I have to restrict myself.”
Amy slumped in her chair, dismay churning the mocktail in her stomach. Olivia stood like a cold statue, her eyes fevered and lids constantly blinking. What’s happening to you? Olivia had been her support, her rock over the years and their sexual partners—or lack of in her case—had never before come between their friendship. “I’m worried about you because I love you.” She paused. “I’m glad you’re having fun with Thierry—that’s why we came here. It doesn’t mean you can’t be careful.”
Olivia’s face fell. “I know.”
“As I am with Etienne. He makes me…”
Olivia’s face crumbled. “Oh, Amy. I’m sorry.” She covered her eyes with her hands. “I don’t know what’s come over me. All I can think of is Thierry and how much I want him.” She raced over and hugged Amy. “I’m a bit scared at how I’m reacting and your concern set me off.” She clasped her hand. “I’ll be careful.”
“Good.” I’m still worried about you.
Olivia sat back in the chair, her limbs shaky. “You like Etienne?”
“Yes.” Amy sighed. “He does things to me that…” She shook her head.
“Sounds like we’re both hooked on our men.” Olivia stood. “I’m happy for you.” Her face flushed red and her body visibly shivered. “I need to find Thierry.”
“Be happy and safe.”
Olivia nodded and disappeared down a path.
Amy picked up her drink with a shaky hand and sipped the fruity liquid. We came here for fun, to create memories to last a lifetime. I hope it’s not a decision Olivia regrets. She placed the glass on the table and rested her head against the chair back. I won’t regret coming here, even knowing it will be hard to leave. The tropical surroundings called to her, felt like home after only a few days. I’m relaxed, recharged, stronger. And a large part of that was due to Etienne.
She closed her eyes and lifted her face to catch the warm breeze flitting past. Only a few days to go and I’m going to have fun. Still a stranger, but Etienne’s appreciation and worship of her body and positive affirmation made a huge difference. Things will work out for the best. Time to make some memories.
“Hello, Sleeping Beauty.”
Amy opened her eyes to Etienne walking up the deck. “Hello, Eti.”
A rakish grin lit up his face. He stopped before her, bent down and cupped his hands around her head. Pressed his lips to hers, tasting, nipping. Longer, deeper.
“How was your day?”
“Good.” Her swollen, wet mouth lifted up as bliss bubbled up inside her. “It’s better, now.”
“I’m glad.” He placed his hands on her legs, spread them and dropped to his knees. He fit his hard body against hers, brushed his fingers through her hair, and took her mouth again. His tongue played with hers, he ground his hard cock against her pussy.
Etienne lifted his mouth from her, licking her upper lip. “I’m hungry.”
Amy blinked. “What?” A huff of breath escaped her mouth. How can he kiss like that one second and think about food the next? She blinked to clear her hazy vision. “Okay, let’s head to the dining area.”
Etienne’s grin widened. “That’s not what I need.” His hands clasped her knees, then trailed upwards. His fingers tickled her skin and pushed her sundress up to bunch around her waist.
“What are you doing?”
“Wait.” His fingers tugged her panties until she raised her backside from the chair. He pulled them off and threw them aside.
“No, don’t—” She gasped as Etienne lifted a leg, kissed the calf and placed it over the deck chair arm. He did the same with her other leg. “Eti, I’m naked.” She twisted in the chair, the warm night air playing on her pussy.
“Yes, you’re the feast for my hunger.” He lowered his head and kissed his way up her leg, splaying a hand on her stomach as she squirmed. He played his fingers over her wet sex. “I’ve found what I need.” Etienne bowed his head and devoured her.
Amy ran fingers through his hair. Heat flashed through her, centred on her pussy, where his tongue and mouth played, licked, consumed.
His eyes closed as he groaned against her skin. “Yes.”
The vibration trembled up to her breasts. Her loud moan filled the air. “People will see us.” She sucked in a breath. “H..hear me.”
“Let them. You’re a magnificent sight.” He sucked on her swollen nub. “They will envy me.” He played with her nether lips, dipped his fingers into her wet pussy. “Beautiful.” He licked her up and down. “All mine.” He flicked the swollen hood. “Look at me.” When she did, he sucked on her again and again. “Let me hear your scream.” He pressed hard.
Amy opened her legs wider, offering up her pussy to his talented mouth and tongue. She jerked from the sharp pinch on her outer lip. “What was that?”
Etienne lifted his face. “A nip.” He lowered his head, white teeth gleaming in the moonlight and bit her again, his hot gaze setting her aflame.
Amy jerked in the chair, screaming as an orgasm washed over her. He squeezed her legs as she convulsed, lapping as her body wept.
Etienne rocked back on his legs. “Exquisite.” He licked his lips. “I’d heard others talk about this.” He traced fingers over her flesh. “They were right. Once is never enough.”
He leant forward. “Thank you for sharing your body with me.” He kissed her, his lips soft against hers. He rubbed his hands up and down her legs still over the deck chair arms, fingers getting closer to her pussy that was wet and wanting to be filled.
Amy fidgeted in her seat, prickles of heat sparking from below and flickering up. “Eti, I want…”
“I know what you want.” He thrust fingers into her, pumping in and out. Amy’s body bowed against his hand.
With his other hand, Etienne unzipped his jeans and dropped them to his knees. He fumbled in a pocket to get a condom, ripped it open with his teeth and covered himself. He removed his fingers and thrust his cock into her. “I want it too.”
“Yes.” Amy rubbed her hands all over him. Waves of tingling heat coursed through her. “Don’t stop.”
“I’ll always remember this.” He thrust faster, deeper. He rubbed up and down her legs, pushed her dress down from her breasts and sucked on her nipples. He traced her tattoo with his lips and grazed it with his teeth, all while he pumped harder into her. He lifted her ankles higher, opening her more for his thrusts. “Come for me.”
Fireworks ignited inside Amy. She screamed through her orgasm. Etienne thrust a final time and moaned through his climax, then collapsed onto her.
Amy sucked in deep breaths, rubbing a shaking hand over his slick hair and strong muscular back. “Wow.”
Etienne slowly lifted his head and kissed her. “Double wow.” He pulled out and stared at her naked body. “I’d love to keep you like this forever.” He gently took down her legs. “Such a shame to hide this wonderful body.”
He helped Amy stand up on unsteady legs and tidied her clothing. “I’ll be back.” Etienne removed the condom and headed inside, tucking his cock inside his jeans.
Amy sighed. I can’t believe we did that. Her body shivered with weakness, yet her lust-filled blood zinged through her body. I want to do it again. Now.
Etienne returned and wrapped his arms around her. His hard chest warmed her back. “Are you tired?”
“No.” She laughed. “Do you want to go inside and have some more fun?”
He took her lips in a quick, hard kiss. “Don’t tempt me.” He led her towards a path. “Come on.”
“Where are we going?”
He winked. “I’m going to show you around my island home.”
“I can’t believe how amazing this resort is.”
“Yes, it is.” Etienne smiled. “I wouldn’t live anywhere else.”
They walked past the tennis courts filled with guests and staff. The area was brightly lit as if midday, and not closer to midnight. “You have solar-panel lighting everywhere?”
He nodded. “We have some generators for emergencies or bad weather. Otherwise, we’re totally off the grid. It’s the only option, considering the island is far in the Indian Ocean.”
“Well, whoever came up with this resort idea needs a medal.”
Etienne stopped. “Why?”
“I’ve been to many resorts and their focus sometimes is on profit and not the environment. Here, there are great facilities, yet the tropical surroundings are protected.”
“True. It would be stupid to ruin nature that people pay to enjoy.”
“Not all people think like you.”
Two staff members bobbed their heads towards Etienne as they passed. One whispered, “My Lord.”
Third time that’s happened. Amy studied the mysterious man beside her. “You maintain the guest bungalows, all the facilities, and the staff quarters?”
“Yes. With some help.” Etienne headed towards the reception building. “I need to do something first, then I’m taking you to a special place.”
“Sure.”
They entered the building, which was well-furnished and full of bustling staff, some of whom she’d seen over the past days. Others were new faces.
A tall woman came toward them. Amy tried not to stare. Sandy-coloured hair cut pixie-style close to her skull and piercing, clear blue eyes with long lashes and full lips made her totally gorgeous.
Amy brushed hands down her rumpled sundress and fought the compulsion to check her possibly sex-mussed hair. Etienne brushed against her and she shivered. I may look rumpled but I’m very satisfied.
“Etienne.” The woman turned to Amy. “Hello, I’m Chantelle. Nice to meet you.”
“Hi, I’m Amy.”
“Chantelle is the night manager. I couldn’t survive without her.”
Prickly, jealous rage flamed up Amy’s body at Etienne’s words, despite the crisp, cool breeze from the several air conditioners dotted around the room. No need for jealousy. Remember what he was doing to you a few minutes ago.
“You’re too kind.” Chantelle lifted a file and handed it to him. “I’m sorry to interrupt your evening. This needs your urgent review.” She flipped to a tagged page.
“Amy, I won’t be long.”
“Sure.” She moved towards the large stone pool set up in the building’s corner. How lovely. Surrounded by large ferns and palms, water cascaded down rocks to plunge onto the pool surface and the many bobbling heads and open mouths of multi-coloured fish. I must bring my camera here tomorrow.
“Please accept my apologies for taking Etienne away from you.”
“No problem.” He leant on the reception desk, reading the file. He then stopped and called to Thierry, who’d entered the building.
Chantelle stared, her brow furrowed.
“What are you doing?”
“Trying to work out what’s special about you.”
What? “Excuse me?”
“Something about you is different. I’ve never seen Etienne with anyone—guest or staff.”
Warmth unfurled inside Amy. “I’m not special, just enjoying my time with him.”
Etienne pointed to the file and spoke to Thierry.
“Have you been here long?”
“Over ten years. Thierry brought me over from France especially to work with Etienne.”
“And I’m sure he’s pleased with your work.”
“Yes, he is. We knew each other in the past.” Chantelle paused. “Where are you from?”
Annoyance rose up. What’s with the personal questions? “Melbourne, Australia.”
“You resemble someone I’d met in France.” She shrugged. “I wondered if you were related.”
“Who?”
“Etienne’s wife.”
Piercing pain slammed into her stomach. “He’s married?” He lied to me? I’ve been having sex with a married man?
“He didn’t tell you. I thought…” Chantelle fidgeted. “No, she died many years ago.”
He was married and I look like her. The men stood beside each other, heads bent in discussion. Etienne turned and smiled at her. Is that why he wants me—because I resemble her? Amy’s stomach churned. Do I want to be with him if I’m a poor substitute? “He didn’t tell me.” She took a deep breath. “And there was no reason to. I’m only a friend, and I’ll be gone in a few days.”
“I apologise. I shouldn’t have mentioned it.” Worry and fear filled Chantelle’s eyes. “Don’t say anything.” She shuddered, her focus on Thierry. “Please.”
She’s terrified of Thierry. “What does Thierry do here? Is he a handyman like Etienne?”
“Handyman? Etienne?” Chantelle’s mouth pursed. “Who dared say this?”
“He did. I thought it strange that you’d be seeking approval from a handyman.”
“He created this—our home, our haven.”
“Then—”
Chantelle’s eyes widened. “I’ve said too much. Please excuse me.” She hurried away.
Amy stood alone. Why didn’t Etienne tell me the truth? Does he think I’d treat him differently knowing he’s rich?
Or were his lies self-preservation?
“Amy?”
“Hi.” The man seemed vaguely familiar. “How are you?”
“Good. Do you remember me? Roger.”
The guy who wanted to interview her. “Yes, I do. Are you enjoying your stay?”
“It’s been interesting.” He shuffled his feet. “Are you well?”
He’s strange. “Yes, fine.”
“Good.” Roger stared at her neck then picked up one wrist then the other and scanned her skin. He released a deep breath and rubbed the fading bruise on his own left wrist. “I need to talk to you.” He glared at Etienne and Thierry. “Things are not what they seem.”
Amy stepped back. “For the article?”
“Yes.” Roger blinked several times and his jaw twitched. “What I’ve found is beyond belief.” He grabbed her hand. “Promise you’ll stay safe. Stay away from him.”
“Roger, what are you talking about?” Amy tugged her hand away. “I don’t understand.”
Roger flinched. Etienne and Thierry walked towards them. “You will. I’ll find you later.” He fled through a side door.
Etienne stopped beside her, his brow furrowed. “Who is that man?”
I don’t really know. “Another guest. He’s doing an article on the resort and wants to interview me.”
“What?”
“You didn’t know about it?”
“No. Thierry, I’ll leave you to handle this.”
“Yes.”
Amy’s gut jumped. “Where’s Olivia?”
“Resting.” Thierry paused. “Don’t worry, she’s in good hands.”
Something isn’t right. “Thierry, remember what you told me a few days ago?” He waited. “I’ll say the same to you. Don’t hurt her—or you’ll have to deal with me.”
Thierry’s jaw tightened.
She faced Etienne. “Etienne, let’s go.”
Amy’s mind swirled with questions as they left the reception building. Is Olivia safe? What was Roger talking about? “You’re not a handyman, are you?
His brow rose. “Maybe I am.”
She stopped. “No, you’re more important than you make yourself out to be. I’ve seen the way all the staff treat you.” She moved closer. “This place belongs to you.”
His face became a mask. “It belongs to everyone who lives here and all guests that visit to share in the natural wonder.”
Amy fisted hands to her hips. “Do you use that in your marketing?
Etienne laughed. “No, but I might. Does it make a difference between us?”
“No.” She swallowed. “I’d prefer learning the truth from you and not someone else.”
“Who told you?”
“Does it matter?” And I won’t ask you about your wife. Her stomach churned. Until you tell me—but will you?
“No. I don’t want anything to spoil our time together.”
She sighed. I don’t either… “Me too.”
He cupped her face and kissed her. “Come on, I want to show you something.”
“What?”
“Patience, my lovely Amy.” He winked. “Patience.”
I have patience. His face, alight with happiness and mischief, made her heart beat faster. I’ll give you my trust. Amy sighed. Please don’t destroy it.




CHAPTER SIX
“Eti, where are you taking me?”
“Nearly there.”
His sparkling eyes and husky, French-tinged voice kept her moving through the dense, humidity-drenched forest. The path was a gap between the trees wide enough for her, but the fronds brushed at Etienne’s shoulders. The bare ground appeared flattened from years of traffic.
The thick, palm frond canopy blotted out the moonlight, with only an occasional sliver shining through. “How can you see where you’re going?”
“Great eyesight.” He chuckled. “Don’t worry. I won’t let you fall.” Etienne brought her close and kissed her. “Do you trust me?”
Amy traced fingers over his stubble-darkened jaw. Did she, with what she’d learnt in the last hour? He was still a mystery man—one she wanted to unravel. “Yes.”
They walked for several minutes and a furious roar echoed louder around them with every step. “What’s that sound?” His tall, broad shoulders blocked her view.
He stepped aside. “Look.”
The trees opened up to a large grotto featuring a high waterfall. The source of the roar coming from the turbulent vertical water stream. Chilly spray hit her, cooling her skin.
A deep pool sat at the waterfall’s base, the crystal blue water churned by the water chute. Solar-charged lanterns around the grotto beamed light on the oasis.
Amy’s mouth curved up. “I can’t believe it.” Large white and grey boulders dotted the pebbly sand beach and the lush, green forest surrounded and cocooned the oasis. “It’s stunning.”
“It’s my favourite place.”
“I can see why.” Amy spun around. “Thank you for sharing it with me.”
“My pleasure.” Etienne unbuttoned his shirt. “Let’s go in.”
“I don’t have any bathers. What if someone…”
“No one will see you except me.” His fingers plucked at her dress straps. “And I’ll never get enough.”
Etienne stripped off her dress. “Touching you.” He cupped her breasts and squeezed. Lowered his head and took her mouth in a deep, too quick kiss. “Tasting you.”
Etienne held Amy’s shoulders as she swayed. “Don’t faint.”
“As if.”
He threw off his shirt and jeans and ran to the pool. Surfacing after a quick dive, he floated on his back, his tanned, naked body in clear view. “Come on.”
Amy tossed her briefs on the pile of clothes then followed him in. She floated in the cool water. “Oh, it’s wonderful.”
Etienne swam towards her before disappearing under the water. He resurfaced and rubbed his body against hers. “Not as wonderful as this.” He slowly brushed his lips against hers. “Or this.”
Amy sighed. I could get addicted. “Yes.” I think I already am.
Etienne brushed wet hair from her face, his expression solemn. “I know your body like my own, but I don’t know your soul.”
“Didn’t you read my application form?”
He shrugged. “Those forms are formulated, structured. Boring. Tell me about the real Amy Evans.”
He knows my surname. He has read it.
His brows rose, clearly wanting and expecting an answer.
“I was born in Melbourne, Australia, the only child of two great, slightly eccentric parents. Both were born in Australia from European parents.” She traced fingers over his cool, wet biceps. “Not sure where, so I started to research my family tree a few months ago. Haven’t got far yet.” She nodded towards him. “What about you?”
He paused. “I was born on a family estate outside Paris, the eldest of three children from a family lineage that went back centuries on both sides. My parents were aristocrats, proud and arrogant in their station and wealth. As was I.” A bark of laughter filled the grotto, the sound low and heavy with sorrow. “It means nothing now.”
“Why?”
“I came here many years ago and never saw them again. They’re dead now.”
Sadness hit her. “How terrible.”
He shrugged. “I don’t know if my siblings married and had children. I assume the family line is dead.”
“Are you sure there’s no one?” He makes it sound like it happened a long time ago. She caressed his face. “Have you tried to find them?”
His face hardened. “My past is a dark one. I did things I…” He shook his head. “They wouldn’t want to see me as I am now. To them, I died a long time ago.”
She linked her arms around him and hugged him tight. “I’m sorry.”
“Don’t be. We are given trials in our lives that we must endure. For you, it was your illness. For me, many things.”
What things? Please tell me. “What made you come here?”
“To get away. To die.”
Shock speared through her. She dropped under the water and came back up spluttering. “W…what?”
“I came here to escape, from my life, from others. I had many inner demons I couldn’t control and didn’t want to anymore.” He sighed. “Fate had different plans for me. Someone found me and showed me how to live again. How to fight my demons.”
Had he been on drugs? “Was it Thierry?”
“No.” Etienne shook his head. “He arrived much later, bringing more people with him. That’s when he came up with the resort idea.”
“Was it his idea to employ staff that offered special benefits to guests?”
“Yes. He’s always been popular with the ladies, so he thought people would pay for a great holiday and he’d have some extra fun along the way.”
As he’s doing with Olivia. “A crazy idea.” Amy shook her head. “It’s working. The resort’s popular and now I know why.”
“I didn’t agree with it at first, but necessity made it the only choice.”
“Necessity?”
“Yes.” He gestured above him. “We were on an uninhabited island in the middle of nowhere that no one knew about. We had to eat, survive and flourish—by whatever means we could.” He shrugged. “This is it.”
“What about—”
Etienne dropped under the water and swam away. He resurfaced, a wide, wicked smile on his face. “Enough talk.” He wiggled his fingers, motioning her forward. “Come here.”
Amy’s pussy spasmed. I want his fingers on me, in me. Her breathing echoed loud around her. I want him now. She swam forward, reached for Etienne, but he swam backward towards the waterfall.
“Where are you going?” Heavy water drops pounded on her hair and she brushed strands off her face.
“Wait and see.” He melted into the waterfall downpour. His face appeared moments later through the cascade, his arm and hand outstretched towards her. “Come inside.”
Amy didn’t hesitate and swam through the wall of water. She gasped. The waterfall hid a vast cave, surrounded by rock shelves with a small, sandy section in the distance. The area was dimly lit by reflections from the mirror-like water hitting the walls and roof. 
Sparkling lights danced around them. “How…”
“Thought you’d like it.”
“Why does it shine like that?”
“I think it’s the natural rock minerals.” He swam to her. “Nature is superb.”
“Yes.” She wrapped her arms around his neck. “I’ll never forget this.”
He pressed his lips to her brow. “I’m glad.”
“This place. You.” She paused. “I realised I’ve been half living my life, playing it safe—always with my cancer battle on my mind—and missing out on life.” She shook her head. “No more.”
“Good.” Etienne hugged her close. “Whatever the future holds—even if you forget me—live your life with full joy and in the sunshine.” He caressed her cheek. “Say what you want, do what you need to do. Don’t let anyone hold you back.”
“I will.” She leant into his hand. “I’ll never forget you.”
“You may.” Etienne’s arms tightened and he kissed her, hard, long and deep. He cupped her head and entwined his fingers in her hair. “I won’t forget you.”
“Oh, Eti.” She kissed him, her lips hard against his. Desperate for him. I don’t want to forget you. Blinking constantly, she tried to not let the tears flow. I don’t want to leave you. “Let’s make new memories to last us forever.”
Etienne’s arms surrounded Amy and he swam towards the cave wall. He sat on the wide rock shelf and lifted her onto his lap. Took her mouth in a deep kiss as his hands teased her body. He rubbed his heavy cock against her pussy, the hot smooth skin and cool water surrounding them setting off sparks.
Amy rocked on him, swayed back as his mouth tickled down her neck to her breast. She gripped his shoulders and threw back her head. “Eti, don’t stop.”
“Never.” He tongued a nipple as his fingers trailed downwards and thrust into her. “You’re so wet.”
“Because of you.” She moved on his fingers. “I want you inside me.”
Etienne stiffened, his fingers stilling inside her. He groaned. “I forgot a condom.”
Amy’s breath sounded choppy between them. “Oh.”
“I’ll get it.” He lifted his hand away. “It’s in jeans pocket.” He lifted her off him.
“No.”
He frowned. “What?”
“Don’t worry about it.” Amy settled back in his lap. “I’m clean. I had tests during my cancer treatment and I’ve not been with anyone since.”
“Are you sure?” When she nodded, Etienne kissed her. “I’m clean too. I wasn’t lying when I told you I haven’t been with anyone in years. I found the resort supplies to ensure you were protected.”
I want my Eti. Warmth flowed through Amy. Skin to skin, no barriers, no regrets. “I’m on the pill.”
“It doesn’t matter. I can’t have children.”
“I’m sorry.”
“Don’t be. I’ve had a long time to reconcile myself to never having a natural-born family. I do have a family—everyone here.”
Etienne pulled her close with shaking hands. “I’ve made love with you many times and it’s always like this.”
“Me too.” Amy rubbed against him. “I thought you didn’t make love, only fucked.”
“With you, it’s both.” He tangled his fingers into her hair and touched his lips to hers. “Whatever it is, I can’t get enough of you.”
Etienne lifted Amy and with a quick thrust, impaled her on his cock. Their groans echoed around the cave.
Amy rocked back and forth. “S…so good.” I can’t stop. “What are you staring at?”
His sexy grin widened. “A beautiful woman with a beautiful name. Amy—your name means beloved in French.” He slowly thrust into her.
“Y…yes.” Amy threw her head back, her mouth open. “I know. I questioned my parents” choice over the past years when I didn’t feel loved.”
Etienne cupped her breasts and squeezed. “By whom?” He pumped into her again. And again.
What did he say? “My last two boyfriends.”
His hands dropped to her hips. “They were fools.” They moved lower to her arse and cupped her cheeks. “No matter.” He pulled her to him, to his hard, thrusting cock. “Their stupidity led you to me. And this.”
Etienne squeezed her arse and ground his cock into her pussy. Her knees scraped along the rock shelf, the pinpricks of pain intensifying the pleasure ignited by his hard, deep thrusts.
Noises echoed around the cave. Splashing water, slapping bodies. Deep moans. The sounds fuelling hands touching and lips kissing.
Etienne kissed her neck, then licked. His body trembled against hers. He scraped his teeth against her skin. Amy shuddered. “That feels good.”
“I know.”
A deep growl rumbled from him as he pumped his cock harder and tightened his arms around her. His mouth pressed down on her neck.
Amy jerked in shock at the sharp pinch, then groaned at Etienne’s mouth sucking at her, pulling in tandem with his pounding cock. “Oh, yes.” Her body bowed, pushing her neck tighter to his mouth, his cock deeper into her wet pussy.
Heat spun through Amy. She blinked, her eyesight hit with colourful fireworks. She closed her eyes, her senses focused on his skilful mouth and cock.
Images flashed against her eyelids. Etienne—dressed in old fashioned clothing—running with a woman who resembled her. Both were trapped in a burning room, flames flicking up the walls. The woman’s screams, Etienne’s despair and desperation. The ceiling collapsing, sending sparks and debris down onto them.
Amy blinked and it was gone. What was that?
Etienne’s mouth dug into her neck. His arms tightened, his thrusts grew stronger, rougher.
A tsunami of tingling flickers enveloped and Amy sucked in air. Her body tightened as the orgasm hit.
Etienne pumped several more times and lifted his mouth away from her neck. He held her close as he stiffened and orgasmed, plunging his cock in her still-spasming pussy.
Amy’s vision wavered. Don’t faint. She raised a shaky hand to push hair away from her face. That’s never happened before. She blinked, confusion clouding her mind. His face. Etienne’s mouth seemed wider, his teeth longer. Darkened with something. She blinked again. Must be the lighting.
Etienne placed his cheek against hers and thrust again. “I can’t stop.”
“D…don’t.”
He pumped harder, faster. His tongue continued licking her neck but she no longer felt his teeth. On and on, he went deeper and harder.
Amy screamed through the next orgasm.
What have I done? Etienne slumped against the cave wall and lay Amy
against his chest. She gulped in air as he rubbed her back.
Amy lifted her weary head. “What happened?”
He grimaced. “I lost control.”
“Don’t apologise.” Amy smiled. “I liked you losing control.” She cupped his cheek. “I liked it very much.” She yawned. “I can’t move.”
“You don’t have to.” Etienne lifted her off him and swam them back to the grotto beach. He carried Amy and placed her on a sheltered grassy area. He lay down beside her. “Rest.”
“For now.” Amy snuggled closer. “After, you’ve got to repeat whatever you did in there.”
He tensed. “If you wish.”
Her eyes closed, her breathing deepening with sleep.
The solar lighting through the overhead fronds cast shadows on Amy’s gorgeous, relaxed face. Etienne brushed hair from her brow, rubbing strands between his fingers. Soft, like her skin. He kissed her cheek, inhaled her unique scent. Seductive and totally addictive.
He groaned, the deep sound echoing around them. Amy mumbled in her sleep and arched her body towards him.
Mon Dieu, I lost control. Etienne sat up, his shoulders slumped. The dark mark on her neck hid two puncture wounds. I want to do it again.
He hadn’t taken blood from a human in centuries, a sort of atonement for the atrocities he’d committed in Paris. He licked his lips, the fresh, metallic aftertaste still lingering. Thierry was right. Now that he’d had fresh, it would be hard going back to the blood bank’s bagged, days-old substitute.
I must. I can’t taste Amy again. He turned away from temptation. His body shuddered. No matter how much I ache for it.
Amy moaned and rubbed her hands over her body.
“Shhh.” Etienne raised her hand to his lips. “Sleep, my beloved.” She is my beloved. He’d hungered for Amy from the moment he’d seen her standing on the beach below the cliffs. Her scent, her touch, set him on fire. Now that he’d tasted her blood, he knew. No other blood had given him such a high over the centuries—not even Marie’s before he’d finally conceded to her pleading and made her a vampire like him.
Tonight had sealed his fate. The moment he’d kissed Amy’s neck, his tongue tasting her flesh, his body vibrated. The hunger reared up, its heat roaring through him. His teeth elongated and he couldn’t stop. Didn’t want to stop.
Being inside Amy as he drank from her brought out the animal he’d always known he was. He’d taken her rough and drank deeply from her, giving them both unforgettable climaxes. Amy wanted more. He groaned. As do I.
Etienne stood and marched around the grotto. She’s changed me. He’d told Amy things he’d never spoken of to others—not even Thierry—trusting her with his secrets. She makes me dream of a life with her. Impossible—we’re worlds apart, both genetically and geographically. She wouldn’t want to stay here. And she can’t. No matter how much I want her to.
Amy slept, unaware of his turmoil. I’m fixated on her, my body wants her every second. As if it’s a normal human male body. His cock stood to attention, ready again for Amy.
He rubbed the back of his neck. Did Amy have any idea what he was? He experienced physical orgasms like a human male, but he couldn’t fill a condom or Amy’s body—and he wanted to. He wanted to give her a part of himself, have her belly grow with their child. The dead can’t give life.
“Eti, what’s wrong?”
Amy stretched her arms above her head, twisting her body on the plush grass.
“Nothing.” He was beside her in an instant. “Sleep.”
“No.” She shook her head. “I don’t want that.” She reached for him. “I want you.”
Etienne enveloped her in his arms. Her heartbeat sounded like drums in his ears, the blood rushing through her veins singing to him. “I want you too.” He brushed his mark on her neck then trailed his fingers down her body.
“Yes.” Amy pushed into his hand. “Don’t stop.”
His cock twitched, hardened, punching pleasure-pain in his gut. The hunger hit, his body shook. He clenched his jaw, forcing his fangs to retreat. No, I won’t do that again.
He cupped her breast, traced the outline of her tattoo. Magnificent.
Amy opened her legs to cradle his body and covered his mouth with hers. She lowered a hand to his hard cock and guided it into her, grabbed his arse and pulled him home. She grunted at the impact. “Don’t keep me waiting.”
“Never.” Etienne thrust into her, time and time again. He kissed her lips, face, everywhere but her neck. That tempting neck with his mark…that called for him to feast again.
He held her tight and flipped onto his back, his cock driving deep as he settled Amy onto him. She placed her hands onto his chest and rode him harder and faster, her mouth open with gasping breaths.
He squeezed her breasts, pumped harder into her wet, tight pussy. Strong spasms clamped on his cock. “Come for me.”
Amy flung back her head and screamed into the night as she rode him through another cock-clenching, pussy-drenching climax. She collapsed onto his chest.
“Now I really can’t move.”
“You don’t need to.” He wrapped his arms around her. “I’m here.”
Etienne sighed as Amy’s heat and scent wrapped around him, his cock buried deep inside her. Her breathing slowed as she fell asleep again. I could stay like this forever. He hugged her close. But we can’t have forever—not together.
A wave of sorrow enveloped him and he closed his eyes. He’d always hunger for her blood, her unique taste. Was it due to the drugs she was taking? Or something else? His body stiffened as the sad reality flashed into his mind.
Amy has to leave. With her touch, taste, smell and beauty forever imprinted on him. As was her sweet blood.
In a few days, she would return to her home city, to normal life, to regular doctor check-ups. Amy must see a doctor—and soon. I must let her go. Her life depended on it.




CHAPTER SEVEN
Amy paced around her bungalow, the spacious room closing in on her. I’m going nuts and it’s his fault. She couldn’t stop thinking about last night at the grotto with Etienne. How he’d touched her, loved her. Given her the most spectacular orgasms she’d ever experienced.
That’s all I thought about all day. His body—on me, in me. His mouth. Oh God, what he did with his mouth. Her hands trembled, her body ached and shook with never-ending tremors. I’m out of control, acting like Olivia. What’s happening to me?
She ran to the ensuite and splashed cold water on her face. The mirror reflected sparkling eyes, rosy, swollen lips, and her skin rubbed pink by Etienne’s stubble-covered jaw.
She raised her hand to the purple area on her neck. I have his mark now. I’m his. Shivers tumbled through her. And I am. Crazy how he’s changed my world in only a few days.
She marched to the bungalow’s main room and checked the time on her mobile. Paced around the room—watching, waiting. The day had dragged, despite spending hours with Olivia snorkelling, sunbathing, and playing tennis with other guests. Dinner was great. Olivia was back to her normal self, despite still being with Thierry, and she’d left an hour ago to spend another night with him. Where’s Etienne?
The days, while filled with activities, meant nothing. She only waited for the nights to be with him. Is this the life I want if I stay here and live with Etienne? She stopped. What the—? Where did that idea come from? Did she want to stay here forever?
Amy’s stomach churned. Would Etienne even want me to stay? He hadn’t said he loved her, but he did say he’d miss her. He’d said he loved her body, and showed her that in many ways. Was that enough to drastically change her life to be with him?
Two sharp knocks sounded on her bungalow door. Why is Etienne approaching that way? Heated pleasure flooded her. She raced to the door and flung it open.
Disappointment blanketed her.
“Good evening, Miss.” A handsome young man carried a tray and bowed to her. “I hope you’re well.”
“Hello. Yes, I am.” The dark, empty pathway behind him mocked her. “Can I help you?”
“I have a message from Etienne.”
Dread flooded her. What’s happened? “Yes?”
“He apologises as he’s been detained by an urgent matter.” He pushed the tray to her. “He’ll come to you as soon as he can. He wanted you to enjoy this dessert while you wait.”
She took the tray. “Thanks.” The man bowed and disappeared down the path.
Amy closed the door and shuffled to the dining table, dropped into a chair, and placed the desert in front of her. A deep sigh escaped her lips. She lifted up the spoon and dipped it in the thick, dark, chocolate pudding. Might as well indulge while I wait for him.
Another hour passed, the sinfully rich dessert devoured and still no Etienne. Amy paced the room as she’d already done countless times. She shook her head. Enough. She headed to her room and changed into shorts and a shirt, then put on her running shoes. I’m not going to sit around, slowly going insane until Etienne decides to show up.
Amy pounded around the paths, the resort slightly eerie with the moon and stars blanketed by heavy clouds. The solar lights placed set distances apart provided the only lighting. She found herself increasing her stride to reduce time in the darkened areas.
She hadn’t seen anyone—guest or staff—for a while and even the insects and birds were strangely silent. She stopped and put her hands on her hips, breathing deeply. Where am I? She didn’t recognise this area, the darkened foliage surrounding the paths closing in on her. Her pulse raced, her senses tingled. She spun around, adrenalin pumping through her. I’m being watched.
Something dropped—possibly a branch—the loud snap like a whip crack. Amy spun around and headed back in the direction she’d come, hopefully back towards her bungalow. And Etienne. Is he waiting for me? 
Amy jogged down several paths. Her heartbeat raced, her breathing was jerky. Don’t panic. There’s no reason to be scared. But she was—and didn’t know why. She stopped in her tracks. Did I just see red eyes? She shook her head. Don’t be stupid.              She breathed easier, recognising the open park not far from the dining area. With reduced solar lighting and the moon still hiding, deep shadows covered the trees. The slight breeze rustled the fronds and carried another sound to her ears.
Someone’s having sex. Amy stepped back. The cries grew louder, the echoes carrying on the wind. And enjoying it. The clouds uncovered the moon and revealed the couple.
They stood against a tree a few metres away, the woman sandwiched between the tree trunk and the man. From his movements, her leg wrapped around his waist and the noises coming from her open mouth, they were having a good time.
Amy’s face flamed. Don’t watch. They reminded her of what Etienne did to her last night. How much I want him now.
The man increased his thrusts, bent the woman’s head to the side and bit her. He fucked her—she went wild—and his mouth worked at her neck. He seemed to be sucking, chewing at her flesh.
Amy stumbled, crying out in shock. No. The man detached himself from the woman’s neck and spun his head around, his eyes large and red-tinged. His mouth was open wide and covered with red. His teeth gleamed, long and sharp. Splattered with…the woman’s blood.
She backed away. No, impossible. The man sniffed in her direction and his long tongue slowly rimmed his lips.
She swallowed against the rising nausea. He’s drinking her blood. The woman grabbed his head and arse. The man lunged into her and sucked on her neck again.
Amy spun and raced down the path. Impossible. She blinked, her sight hazy, her mind blank. I didn’t see that. She kept running, breathing deeply. It can’t be true.
Amy barrelled through her bungalow door and locked it. Raced around to lock the windows and the doors leading to the beach. Her body trembled, cold spasms pulsing through her. No, I didn’t see it. She wrapped her arms around herself. What do I do now? She closed her eyes and shook her head. How do I get out of here? A bubble of hysterical sobs pushed up her throat. Is Olivia safe?
A loud knock tore a scream from her mouth. She slammed her eyes open and spun towards the door. Silence. Her heart thundered in her ears. Another knock, this time to her right. From the double doors.
A tall shadow stood on the deck. He came closer, his face clearer. Etienne. Amy moved to the doorway and put her hand on the glass panel that separated them. “Hello.”
He frowned. “Are you okay?”
Confused, scared. She shrugged. “I don’t know.”
Etienne noticed the locked door. “Amy, can I come in?”
She lifted a hand to unlock it and froze. His face, his stance. He knows. “What’s going on, Etienne?”
“I don’t know what you mean.” His face hardened.
“I think you do.” Amy took a deep breath. “You know what I saw.” She rubbed her suddenly aching brow.
“Will you let me in to explain?”
“To tell me lies?”
His mouth thinned. “Amy, I’ve never lied to you. I only told a version that kept our secret safe. That kept my family safe.”
Amy hesitated for several seconds. Etienne stepped back, his shoulders drooped.
“I hope you’ll give me a chance to explain before you leave.”
His sad gaze slammed into her gut. “Will telling me the truth put me in danger?”
Shock flooded his face. “No. I’d never hurt you. Or let any other.”
“What about Olivia?”
“The same applies to her.”
Amy unlocked the door and stepped back. He entered, his tall, hard body sucking the air from the room. He came toward her and she ran to the bedroom door.
“Amy, I said I wouldn’t hurt you.”
His quiet voice should have calmed her. It didn’t. “You know what happened?”
“Yes.” His jaw tightened. “Adam knew who you were and came to me.”
“How?”
“Your body holds my scent.” He paused. “He told me what happened and apologises for frightening you.”
“Frightening?” She paced the room. “I don’t know if I’m terrified or insane.”
“You’re not insane.”
She glared at him. “I should be terrified?” Her body convulsed with shivers. “I can’t believe what I saw.”
“What did you see?”
The images slammed into her mind. She puffed out a breath. “It can’t be true.”
“Tell me.”
“They were having sex and he bit her.” Amy raised a hand to her neck, where Etienne had done the same. Oh God, does that mean… She shook her head. “His eyes, teeth.” She slammed a hand to her mouth. “The blood. He was drinking her blood.”
“That’s what vampires do.”
She blinked. “What?”
Etienne rubbed his stubble-darkened jaw. “You’re not the first human to realise the resort was more than advertised.” He came closer. “But you’re the first to hear the truth.”
Amy backed away. “How could you keep this secret? How long?”
“Hundreds of years.” He followed her. “We have ways.”
That doesn’t sound good. She wrapped her arms around her torso. “Will you do the same to me?”
“Yes, for the family’s safety. Please understand.”
I’ve spent the past several days with him, he shared his body with me, but I don’t know him. “Tell me.”
His face hardened. “Over half the inhabitants of this island are vampires. We’ve lived here in secret for hundreds of years.”
“Thierry? Chantelle?” She slumped onto the sofa. “You?”
He stood tall. “Yes. I am Etienne La Blache, born human in Paris, France in 1482.”
The gasp burst from her open mouth. “You’re over five hundred years old?”
“Yes, I was made vampire when I was thirty and came here ten years later.”
“You created this island resort.”
“What I told you yesterday was the truth. I came here to die. Others—humans—showed me how to live again. Then more vampires, escaping persecution and their terrible existence, came to find peace, to start a new life. The resort evolved from that.”
She frowned. “What happened to you?”
“You believe me?”
Amy shook her head. “I don’t know what else to believe.”
Etienne sat beside her and she forced herself not to flinch.
“Believe what I tell you now.” He focused on her.
“I was the eldest son of a lord and did live outside Paris on a large, family estate. I would have followed my father into the family business, married a woman of my status and continued my family bloodline.” He swallowed. “That changed the night I was attacked. One minute, my mind was on organising staff to plant the season’s crops, the next I was ripped off my horse and vicious teeth were tearing into my neck. I awoke two days later in my family crypt, with my attacker hovering over me.”
Amy sucked in deep breaths. “Oh my God.”
“No, he’d already forsaken me.”
Moisture filled her eyes and she blinked. “I’m so sorry.”
He shrugged. “Not as sorry as I was. The creature who’d attacked me abandoned me to my new existence a few weeks after, leaving me to fend for myself. I eventually met others like me and we survived.” Etienne stood and held out his hand. “Will you walk with me?”
Amy paused, then took his hand. She followed Etienne to the beach. This is impossible. She shook her head. Why would he create such a crazy lie?
“Hard to believe, isn’t it?” He stopped and flattened her hand on his chest. “This is my truth.”
Her fingers kneaded his cool, hard flesh—as she’d done many times over the past days—and the truth exploded into her mind. He has no heartbeat. She stiffened and stared at his handsome, sad face.
“My heart is dead, as am I. It hasn’t pumped blood or beat in my chest for centuries.” He gazed over the beach. “Isle Ambroise was my prison, my crypt. Now it’s my home.”
Amy dropped her hand. “Why did you come here?”
“Marie.”
“Your wife?”
“Yes.” Etienne raised a hand to cup her face. “You remind me of her.”
He still loves her. “How did she die?
“Does it matter?”
Yes, I need to know. “Was it in a fire?”
“Who told you?” Etienne stepped away. “Was it Thierry?”
“No. I wouldn’t ask that of him.” She paused. “I saw something—when we were in the cave.” She touched her neck. “When you bit me.”
He briefly closed his eyes. “Yes, her careless actions caught the attention of the authorities. A mob trapped us in our home and set it alight. It would have been my funeral pyre if not for Thierry. When he tried to go back for Marie, he couldn’t…” He shook his head.
“His face. The fire.”
Etienne’s face saddened. “I owe him my life.”
“He didn’t come with you here?”
“No.” He gestured down the beach and they walked along the damp shoreline. “I hated myself, life, everyone. I didn’t want to stay in Paris to have constant reminders of the things I’d done. I escaped, left without a word to Thierry or the others and ran. From the persecution and the bitter memories.” He laughed, the sound sharp and sad. “But I couldn’t run from the tormenting demons, not when they lived inside of me.”
Deep sorrow enveloped her. “Oh, Eti. You must have gone through hell.”
“Some would say I deserved it. They’d be right.”
“Why here?”
“Fate—or the winds—brought me to the island. The sailing ship anchored off-shore during a violent storm and stayed a few days, the crew gathering fresh water and fruit from the trees. I came ashore one night, found a cave in the mountain and waited to die.”
“You didn’t.”
“No, I survived—how, I don’t know—until another ship landed. These people were on a journey to find a new home and liked the island. They set up a camp where the main building is now and started to create their new life.”
“And when the other vampires arrived, you had your family.
“Yes and no.” His brow creased. “Understand that I wasn’t the same person I am now. I was a savage beast then and despite Marie’s actions and her death, still the same.”
Amy rubbed her brow. “I don’t understand.”
“Not all the vampires travelled to the island. Some, I created.”
Amy backed away. “How?”
“You’ve read the books and seen the movies.” He paused. “I fed from the new inhabitants and turned others into my kind. We slept in the caves during the day and fed at night. It was a brave girl who changed everything.”
“What?”
A small smile lifted Etienne’s mouth. “This young thing—about eleven years old—asked me to stop killing her friends and be part of her family. That she’d heard the town elders talking about trying to kill me and my kind and she didn’t want that either.” He shrugged. “Somehow she got both sides to meet and come to an arrangement. We’d help construct their homes. They’d keep our secret safe and provide fresh blood to sustain us.”
“What a brave girl. And what forward-thinking people.”
“Yes. The first of my family—both human and vampire.”“You’re the oldest vampire here. You’re their sire, their Lord?”
Etienne’s face darkened. “The original settlers were the last humans I made vampire.” He paused. “They named the island for me. Ambriose means immortal one in Greek.”
He’s been through so much. The rhythmic, pounding, ocean waves echoed Amy’s slowly beating heart. I can’t blame him for lying. He’s protecting his family.
“I’ll take you back.”
His sad, proud face punched a deep ache into her. “Sure.” I’m at a resort full of vampires. She shook her head. “I still can’t…”
“Yeah, sounds crazy doesn’t it?”
“No one would believe it.” She pointed to the buildings.
“Vampires running an exclusive singles resort, giving guests a good time while really giving them a good time at night.”
“Yes, the family takes care of our guests and each other.”
Amy stopped. “You’ve kept this quiet for a long time.”
“We haven’t hidden the fact that the resort is for fun-loving singles to come make new friends and enjoy themselves.”  Etienne’s mouth lifted in a small smile. “The only thing we don’t advertise that some of these friends offer ‘benefits’ with a bite.” He paused. “It takes hard work to keep everyone safe.”
Amy traced the two raised dots on her neck. His bite, his mark. “Everyone has sex and drinks their partner’s blood.”
“Yes.”
“You do that too?”
“No.” He halted. “In the past, I did feed from others, but nothing more. I haven’t fed for a long time.” His gaze speared her with its intensity. “Only with you have I done both.”
Pleasure flashed through her. I can’t believe I’m happy a vampire is only doing it with me. She shook her head. No matter how damn sexy that vampire is.
They arrived at her bungalow.
Etienne kissed her fingers. “I’m sorry for keeping the truth from you. Until a few days ago, you were a stranger, but now…”
Amy’s body swayed, wanting Etienne to hold and touch her, to make the past hours disappear. Now I know, and I can’t forget.
“You won’t see me for the rest of your stay. The non-human family will be told to stay away from you until it’s time to leave.” He released her hand. “I would ask you not to say anything to Olivia.”
Amy nodded. “She wouldn’t believe me anyway.”
Etienne cupped her face. “It was a pleasure meeting you, Amy.” He caressed her cheek with his thumb. “I’ll never forget you.”
Her heart ached. “Will I forget you?”
Etienne dropped his hand. “It must be that way. For our safety.” He disappeared into the night.




CHAPTER EIGHT
Amy lounged in the wicker chair, facing the open doors leading to the deck and the beach beyond. Leaves spun across the empty sands while choppy, grey-white, foam-capped waves pounded the shore. Birds rested on the swaying palm fronds, screeching in protest from their bucking perches.
She sighed. The weather matched her tumbling emotions. Thick clouds—in different shades of grey—blanketed the sky and hid the sun. Muggy heat surrounded her, despite the intermittent cool breeze that dusted across her face and played with her hair. Rain had been constant over the past hours, sometimes a light sprinkle, other times a vertical wall of water.
I can’t stop thinking about Etienne. She stood and paced the room again, her mind replaying what he’d said. He’s a vampire. Flashes from their nights together hit her. His kindness, his words, his loving. Her body ached, tingled, heated. Knowing what he is doesn’t stop me wanting him. Her fingers traced the faded mark on her neck. Is it because of this? Has he hypnotized me?
Amy slumped into the chair. He’d never told the truth to anyone else. Warmth—with a slight twinge of fear—swamped her. Does that mean I’m special to him?
It doesn’t matter. She shook her head. Only a few days before I leave. She glanced around the room, then outside to the summer storm. Soon, this will only be a memory. She tensed. What will I remember about this holiday? She rubbed her suddenly aching brow. What did they do to the guests to make them forget anything that might risk the resort?
Chills raced through her. How can everything change in only a few days? How do I go back to normal life after finding such an amazing, unique man?
Amy rested her head against the chair back and closed her eyes. Etienne, I need you. I need you to hold me, reassure me that somehow things will be work out. That what I feel is not one-sided.
Sorrow welled up from her chest, choking her. He can’t be here. It’s day. We’ll never sit together or walk on the beach in the sunlight. He’ll forever be in the dark.
Amy hugged her body, her hands gripping her upper arms. With what I know, with what he is, we could never have a future together. We’re totally opposite, yet when we’re together, he makes me feel alive. She took several deep breaths, a heavy stone of sadness settling in her gut. Can I live in darkness with the man who brings light to my life? Or do I return to Melbourne and live through a millennium of sunshine-filled, lonely days.
“Amy.”
Amy jack knifed upright, slammed her eyes open and scanned the room. “Etienne.”
He stood in the door, his tall silhouette blocking the outside storm.
“What are you doing here?”
“I had to see you.” Worry clouded his face. “I’m sorry I’ve made you sad.”
She jumped to her feet and cuddled against his body. His strong arms surrounded her. “Are you crazy? What are you doing out during the day?”
“There will be no sun today.”
“What if the clouds clear?”
“No chance.” He pulled a mobile from his jeans pocket. “The weather GPS shows rain-cloud cover until tomorrow.” He showed her the screen with active weather updates.
Amy frowned. “I thought there wasn’t any mobile coverage here.”
“That’s what we tell guests.” He put his phone back into his pocket. “We have technology to block all cellular signals except ours. And we check all devices before guests leave and remove anything that could cause problems for us.”
Etienne hugged her close and kissed her brow. “How are you?”
“Still thinking I dreamt last night.”
“No, everything I told you is true.”
Confusion and longing swirled through her. “I don’t know what real is anymore.”
“My reality is not much different from yours.”
“How?”
“I get up each day, I have a job to do. I experience the same emotions—good and bad—that you do.”
“You left out a few things. Big things. You live on a tropical island, you own a resort housing hundreds of vampires.” She paused. “The real biggie—you’re their five-hundred year old Lord.”
“Only a few differences.” He clasped her hand and led her to the deck. Heavy clouds filled the sky. The rain had stopped again. “Come on.”
Amy stopped. “Where?”
His face fell. “Don’t you trust me?”
“Yes, but—”
“When I make a promise, it’s a bond.” Etienne cupped her face. “I will not harm you.” He tilted his face up. “Not afraid of rain, are you?”
“No.” I’m afraid of how quickly you’ve made me feel so much.
He raised her hand and brushed his lips on her skin. “Please.”
Amy nodded.
They headed along the resort shoreline, Etienne explaining what the buildings were, showing her areas she’d not seen.
Amy’s heartbeat raced. I can’t believe it. Etienne’s hypnotic presence and sexy, French accent sent tingles shooting through her. He’s more stunning in daylight. His relaxed face and intense gaze made her heart ache. I wish he was mine.
“I said this before. This place is amazing.” They were at a bungalow that was larger and more lavish than hers. “The resort would still be popular even without the special staff services provided.”
“Thank you.” Pride radiated from him.
“There’s a lot of people out today. More than normal, despite the weather.”
“Yes, the weather is perfect.”
It took a moment for Amy to understand. “Of course. These are your family members.”
“Yes. No one stays indoors on an overcast, rainy day.”
They walked past the dining area, now covered with large brightly-coloured triangular canopies, and full with guests enjoying an early lunch.
“Do you want to have a meal?”
“No, I had a late breakfast.”
“Okay. We’ll head down to—”
“Amy.”
Olivia and two men came towards her. One dark-haired and skinned. Amy jerked back. The other blond, with a face she recognised.
Etienne glanced at her hand squeezed tight in his. “Don’t worry.”
Amy took a deep breath. Adam can’t hurt me.
“Hi, are you having fun?” Olivia stared at Etienne.
She focused on Olivia. “Yes. You?”
“Yes. Peter and Adam are showing me around this fabulous

place. It’s much more than a resort. I love it here.” Olivia’s face was red-flushed, her smile wide, and her eyes glassy. She raised a hand to Adam, her upper arm covered with three fresh bruises. “I don’t want to leave.”
Etienne ran his thumb over Amy’s hand. “Excuse me, ladies. I need to get an update from these two.”
They moved down the path and Olivia whistled. “Damn, I thought I’d gotten lucky with Thierry and now these two.” She winked at Amy. “You’ve won the jackpot. He’s gorgeous.”
Amy’s heart sank. He is. And still a vampire. As are your friends. “Are you with them?”
Olivia’s grin widened. “Maybe.”
“What about Thierry?”
“What about him?” She shuffled her feet. “We only have a few days left. I’m not going to say no when fun is offered.” Olivia fanned herself. “I’m totally hooked on sex.” She wriggled her brows. “I’m never going to forget this holiday. You know what they say—what happens on holiday stays on holiday.”
Olivia watched the three men. “Damn it, I left my mobile at the bungalow.” She winked. “I’ve taken so many photos.”
“I haven’t taken one.” Your photos will probably be deleted and you won’t remember taking them. “I’m glad you’re having fun.” Fun you might not remember once we leave.
I wonder what they do to make us forget.
Amy shook her head. What’s more strange? Being told I’ll forget the most fabulous holiday I’ve ever had, the most explosive sex I’ve ever experienced. Or the fact that it’s been told by an ancient, sexy French vampire.
The men returned and Olivia left with Adam and Peter.
“Amy, shall we continue?”
She gripped Etienne’s hand. “Lead the way.”
Etienne headed towards the mountain, waving and talking to many people, humans and not. Everyone seemed happy to be working and living on the island.
The path inclined and curved around the mountain base. They came around a bend to reveal a vast plateau hidden away from the resort. The land cut into cultivated plots where people tended crops. Rows of fruit trees rimmed the garden plots.
Amy’s mouth fell open. “Wow.”
“If you could see your face.” Etienne laughed. “We grow our own fruit and vegetables for the resort menu. We—the vampires—don’t need to eat, but we can. Also, supplies from the mainland haven’t been the best in the past. Poor quality or deliveries delayed by bad weather.”
“Who works here?
He led Amy down to the fields. Many aromas enveloped her—the rich, earthy soil. The damp foliage, the ripening fruit and vegetables.
“With today’s weather, my kind enjoy the opportunity to be outdoors and work the land. Others tend the fields and pick the produce during the night to be stored in the refrigerated warehouses.” He pointed to two large sheds on the right. “On the normal sunny days, it’s our human staff that do these tasks.”
“Are those structures hot-houses?”
“Yes. We can grow a variety of produce all year round in a controlled environment.” He gestured into the distance. “We also have a small farm to supply poultry, eggs and meat products.”
Amy shook her head. “This is an outstanding set-up.”
“Thank you. It’s all due to their hard work.” He glanced upwards. “Another storm’s heading in. Let’s get inside.”
“Sure.” He led them towards the mountain. “Where are we going?”
“To my home.”
“You live in the mountain?” She stopped. “In a cave? The same one since you first arrived here?”
“Yes.” Etienne threw back his head and laughed. “Oh, my dear Amy. Your face is very expressive.” He tugged her close and covered her mouth with his in a fleeting kiss.
His face, that laughter. Amy sighed. That kiss. “What am I expected to think? I hear ‘cave,’ I think damp, dark and cold.”
Etienne grinned. “I can’t wait to see what you think of my home.”
“You did all this.”
Amy ran her fingers along the long, stone walls of the tunnel. Some areas were natural formations, others cut back by human or vampire hands. The compacted earthen floor showed years of travel and the ceiling held numerous cables from external solar panels to light bulbs placed along the length.
“Yes, we all did. There are many tunnels throughout the mountain range leading to various rooms for the family.”
“How many people stay in one room?”
“It’s personal choice. We have dorm-style rooms and private ones.”
The tunnel continued to slope down and the air cooled. Amy shivered. “How deep are we going?”
“Not much longer.”
“Really?” Sorrow flowed through Amy. He lives in a hole, deep underground. She followed the tunnel as it curved. Away from the sunlight, away from harm. How could he live like— “Oh, my.”
The tunnel opened into a large cavern with high ceilings. The space was impressive, even without Etienne’s transformation.
“You’re kidding me.”
“What?” Etienne’s deep laughter echoed around the room. “Did you think I slept on a dirt floor? Or in a coffin?”
“No.” Her face flamed. “Well…”
“Come on, I’ll show you around.”
Couches and side tables filled the main room—bright from overhead lighting—and decorated like the elegant French suite she’d stayed in during her Paris holiday years ago. Two huge screens at each end showed scenes from outside the mountain. “This is spectacular.”
“Thank you.” He pointed through an archway to a room filled with computers and large monitors. “My office is through there.” He placed a hand on her back. “Would you like a drink?”
She nodded and let him guide her through another archway. “Oh, no way.” She stood, blinking at the modern kitchen before her. Overhead industrial beams supported wiring and pipes.  “How?”
“Over time, family members learnt trades—carpentry, plumbing and electrical. This is the result.”
Amy perched on a stool beside the stone island bench. Etienne opened a steel cabinet. “You have a fridge.” Etienne grabbed a soda can from a shelf.
Several plastic bags filled with a dark fluid lay on the second shelf. A shiver rushed through as the answer slammed into her mind. Blood.
“Amy.” He patted a bag. “This is how I survive.” He closed the fridge and handed her the can.
“You didn’t have to explain.” She opened the can and sipped the cool, sweet liquid. “You’re fully equipped here.”
“Yes. This didn’t happen overnight. Don’t forget how long I’ve been here, or how old I am.”
She smiled. “That’s easy to do when you’re so gorgeous.” She filled her mouth with the soft drink, before she said something she shouldn’t. 
“Thank you.” He stood taller. “No one has ever said that of me.”
“Really? They’re blind.”
“Come on.” Etienne went through another tunnel and stopped at an opening. “This is my room.” He led her inside the small cavern with a king size bed at one end and an ensuite at the other.
Amy blinked. “You have a rock pool in your bedroom.”
“Yes. A few caverns have natural running water and I knew I knew this one would be mine the moment I saw it.” He chuckled. “I like my comforts.”
“We all do.” The stylishly decorated room suited Etienne. Racks of clothing filled one area, three large shelves laden with books were near the bed. “This is nice.”
“This is nicer.” Etienne’s arm’s enveloped her. “I’ve tried all day to keep my hands off you.” He brushed his lips against hers. “I can’t do it anymore.” He cupped her arse and ground her body against his. “You feel so good.”
“Not as good as you.”
His lips left light kisses all over her face. “I should take you to your bungalow.”
“Why?” Amy stepped him back towards the bed. “I’m right where I need to be.” She pushed his chest until he sat. “With you.”
“Yes.” His arms wrapped around her waist and brought her between his open legs. “You’re wearing too many clothes.” His shaking fingers unbuttoned her top and tugged it off, then did the same to her bra. He sighed, his hands covered her breasts and squeezed. He kissed the skin from her stomach to her breasts, took a nipple into his mouth and sucked.
Amy groaned. Her knees folded and she slammed her hands onto Etienne’s shoulders.
He tugged her onto his lap. “I’ve got you.” His hot breath warmed her breast.
“Eti.”
He kissed her neck, licked his way to her ear. “Oui, Amy.” His whisper tickled her skin.
“I want you inside me.”
He nipped her earlobe. “Your wish is my command.”
Etienne kissed her hard, deep and long. His hands traced her body, every curve and indent. He lifted her and yanked off her shorts and underwear. His fingers played her flesh, plunged into her time and time again until she screamed her release.
“Nice.” Amy slumped against his chest, her body trembling. She sucked deep breaths into her lungs, his hot, spicy scent making her giddy. She splayed her hands on his hard chest, then trailed her fingers down his stomach to his jeans and the hard bulge inside. “Take it off.”
“With pleasure.”
Etienne stood and flipped her onto the bed. He threw off his clothes and covered her with his hard body. “This is much better.”
“Yes.” Amy opened her legs and cradled his hips as he pressed his hard cock close. She grabbed his arse cheeks and pulled him into her. “Don’t make me wait.”
“Never.” He plunged into her, his thrusts hard, deep, long.
Amy arched her back and ground her hips against his, taking him deeper and harder into her pussy. “Yes, oh yes.” She rubbed her hands over his body, squeezing his hard muscles. Told him without words how she loved what he was doing to her, how she loved sharing her body with him. How I lov…
Etienne moaned and kissed her. He licked her neck and sucked on it. Nipped her flesh with his teeth, hissed and pulled back.
No, don’t stop. “Eti, what’s wrong?”
“Nothing.”
Amy caressed his face. “You’re holding back. Why?” His face was flushed and pained, his jaw tense.
“I shouldn’t, now that you know.”
Amy touched his lips and the long fangs behind. “I want you to.”
“I can’t.” He halted, his face pensive.
“Is something wrong?” She frowned. “Does my blood taste funny?”
His face tightened. “It tastes like blood, metallic, smooth. Yours is special.” He groaned. “Addictive.”
Amy slammed her hips against his. “Eti, make love to me.” She cupped his face near her neck. “In every way.”
Etienne sighed against her neck and thrust into her, again and again. His arms tight, his hands possessive.
Amy angled her head to the side, sucked in air as heat rumbled through her. “Please.”
He kissed her skin then sank his fangs in.
Amy screamed.




CHAPTER NINE
Amy walked around Etienne’s study and sipped her orange juice.
“I won’t be long. I need to check if some emails have arrived.”
Amy shook her head. “Some cave you live in.”
“You made the assumption, and technically, it is a cave.” He grinned. “I couldn’t live without my gadgets.”
“I can see that.” The room had four laptops and a bank of large screens projecting images from security cameras. “You certainly can’t miss a thing.”
“I have to. My family’s safety depends on it.’
She moved close to rub his arm. “It must be a heavy burden.”
He shrugged. “Yes, it’s—”
“Etienne, did you see next week’s guest list I left on your desk? It should be…” Thierry barged into the room and slammed to a stop. He studied them and where her hand lay.
Etienne placed his hand over hers. “Thierry, you remember Amy.”
“Yes.” His brow furrowed. “How are you?”
What’s wrong with him? “Good. Etienne’s spoilt me with a guided tour of the island and his fabulous home.”
“Has he? That’s nice.” He turned to Etienne. “We need to talk.”
“Sure.” Etienne kissed Amy’s brow. “I’ll be back in a moment.” Both men headed into the next room, Thierry handing Etienne a file and talking to him in a thick French accent.
I thought he lived in a coffin, hiding away from the world. She chuckled. It’s an underground mansion filled with every luxury and technical gadget money can buy.
The monitors flicked from one island location to another, displaying resort guests enjoying the fabulous surroundings created by Etienne over many years. Unbelievable.
Amy finished her orange juice and rinsed the glass. She shook her head. Incredible. The kitchen, better than the one in her Melbourne home, could have graced the pages of a luxurious homes magazine. Could I live here with Etienne? Her stomach churned. I’m actually considering staying here, when I don’t know Etienne feels about me. And I don’t know what the hell I’m feeling. Is this a holiday fling or something more?
The large screens in the lounge transmitted images of the mid-morning warm sunshine bathing the island. Could I stay here and change my lifestyle to be with him?
Amy bit her lip. What if something happened? What if I got sick again?
Would Etienne still want me? She shook her head. It wouldn’t work. I need to be back in Melbourne, back with my family and friends. Back to civilisation, with chemists to provide the drugs I need. Close to the doctors who’d keep me healthy or treat me if anything went wrong.
Amy rolled her shoulders, sharp pinpricks of tension digging in hard. Etienne might find someone else. Or if I stayed, I couldn’t stop time. I’d get old and he’d be the same gorgeous, immortal vampire. Amy closed her eyes. What am I going to do?
Etienne came back into room. “Sorry, I have to cut the tour short. Something’s come up.”
“All right.” Tension radiated from him. “Can I ask what’s happened?”
“Transport issues I thought were sorted out.” His jaw tensed. “I’d rather be with you.” He lifted her hand to his mouth and kissed it. “I’ll see you later?”
“Yes.”
“I’ll get someone to take you back.”
A mobile rang behind him. Thierry answered it. “It’s Xavier.” He handed the phone to Etienne. “I’ll take Amy back.”
Etienne frowned. His head swivelled between Amy and Thierry, and the mobile phone. “Fine.” He squeezed her hand, then spun around and put the phone to his ear. “Oui.”
Amy shivered. When he speaks French…
“If you’re ready.” Thierry waited, his face stark, guarded.
Amy examined the spacious room. It’s empty without him. “Sure.” She followed Thierry through the maze of tunnels. “Thanks for taking me back.”
“That’s my job. Doing what needs to be done.”
His casual yet slightly ominous words sent shivers through Amy. What else have you done?
Etienne sat in front of two laptops, one showing various open files, the other a draft email. Damn it, focus. His gut churned—not from the demands of the charter company who’d demanded more money to transport guests—but because of Amy. How they’d made love and he’d bitten her. Again. His tongue tingled still from her taste.
Merde. He rubbed his hand over his eyes. I’m in deep and there’s no way out. His beautiful tormentor appeared on a monitor. Etienne followed her movements towards her bungalow, the camera feeding his obsession.
He slouched back in his chair. Her lovely smile, her curvy body. He groaned. I shouldn’t have bitten her. Her body under him, on top of him not long ago. Riding him into unforgettable orgasms. All the memories flashed through his mind. I said I wouldn’t do it again. He closed his eyes. She’s a temptation. My weakness.
Etienne sat up, attempting to finish the email. His vision swirled and his brain became too fuzzy to comprehend. Damn it, nothing’s more important than the resort. He fisted his hands. Not even Amy. She’ll be leaving soon and life will return to normal. As it should be.
“What’s wrong?”
He hadn’t heard Thierry enter the room. Snap out of it. “I’m furious.” He pointed to a file on the desk. “I should have listened to you years ago.”
“He’s done it again, hasn’t he?”
“For the last time.” Etienne stood and paced the room. “I’ve agreed to the new rates—for now.” He ran fingers through his hair. “We can’t jeopardise the guest arrivals for the next few months. After that…”
“You’ll tell him what he can do with his run-down ships and over-the-top money demands.”
“Exactement.” Etienne indicated to some documents on the desk. “Update your information on leasing two ships versus setting up our own company and buying brand new ones with the relevant crew. Either way, it’s worth it to ensure our future.”
“Definitely.” Thierry studied him.
Etienne frowned. “What?”
“I’m worried about you.”
“Why?”
“You’ve never brought a woman—a human—here.” Thierry grimaced. “Is she special to you?”
“Thierry, I don’t ask you about your sexual partners. Why are you asking about mine?”
He was silent for several moments. “Because you haven’t had any.” He paused. “I know you. I’m concerned how you’ll be when she leaves.”
Etienne’s shoulders tensed. “It will be no different.”
“It already is.” Thierry stared. “Will Amy be leaving?”
No. Dread coursed through Etienne. Yes, she must. The dread solidified into sorrow. “Of course.” The thought of Amy leaving is tearing me apart.
“I see how she affects you. I smell her on you.”
Etienne bowed his head. “She’s driving me insane.”
“I’m sorry.” Thierry placed his hand on Etienne’s shoulder. “It can be that way. You have to learn to be detached when you drink from humans, as if you’re drinking soda from a can. Otherwise, it can affect you.”
“I can’t be detached.”
“How many times have you taken her blood?”
Etienne paused. “Twice. The first, a few nights ago and again in the last few hours.”
Thierry’s brows rose. “Only twice.”
Etienne closed his eyes. “Isn’t that enough?” He sighed. “I couldn’t help myself.”
“That’s saying something, since you’ve been drinking from a bag for years.” Thierry shook his head. “Amy was acting smitten when she met you on the beach. I assumed you’d bitten her.”
“No.” Etienne marched around the room. “I tried to resist but seeing her every day, touching her, I…”
“I was right.” His eyes widened. “She’s your mate.”
“No.” Etienne spun around. Red-hot hunger and utter joy roared through him. Yes, Amy’s mine. My mate. He’d thought centuries earlier that Marie had been his mate, but their union had been destroyed by her corrupt mind and ruthless actions.
“It’s true.” Thierry nodded. “She wants you. The way her breathing catches, her heartbeat jumps, and her scent intensifies when you’re around.” He glanced to the now-empty monitor. “She didn’t want to leave here. Her mind was on you, no matter what I said. And other males have tried to catch her attention, with no success. She’s yours.”
“It wouldn’t work.” Hadn’t he learnt from Marie? He hadn’t controlled himself or resisted the blood lust. He’d finally agreed to her pleading, believing she was his mate. With her transformation, he realised his mistake too late and his infatuation had diminished every day. Her well-hidden madness, activated by the change, made her a monster that had caused her ultimate destruction.
“I can’t go through that again.” In his younger years, he’d turned many—both men and women—without concern. Marie’s turning was different and a disaster—it had to have been the mating ritual. He couldn’t do that to Amy. He cared too much to damn her to a life of immortal insanity.
“Because of Marie?” Thierry paused. “How she…”
Etienne nodded.
“I know you loved her at the start. We all knew it was hard to continue with what she became.”
“How do you know it won’t be the same with Amy?”
“We don’t. What if it isn’t?”
No. Etienne fisted his hands. I can’t do that to Amy. I love her too much. He stiffened. Mon Dieu, I love her. She is my mate but I can’t claim her. Make her forever mine.
Etienne rubbed his brow. What if Amy asks me to turn her? His body spasmed. I can’t do that. I won’t. He’d tried that once and it ended in disaster. He couldn’t put Amy or himself through that again.
Amy, you brought light into my life. Such a stunning, brave woman, her vibrant tattoo a reminder of her personal passage through fire. Also a reminder of her illness and drug-tainted, unique blood.
I’ll be damned if I ask her to stay. And she’ll be damned if she stays. Etienne groaned. I have to let her go.
Thierry grimaced. “You’re making this harder for both of you. If you say she’s not your mate, stop seeing her or being near her. Cut the ties now.”
Etienne closed his eyes, heavy resignation swamping him. I love her too much, I must let her go. He opened his eyes and fisted his hands. Life will go on—hers away from me, mine forever on this island. He pointed to the computer screen. “Can you check this email before I send it?”
Thierry paused, as if to say something, then focused on the screen.
It has to be done. His shoulders slumped. I have to stay away from Amy. It’s for the best—for both of us.
Amy pounded down the path, her breathing heavy and her loud, racing heartbeat echoing in her ears. Come on, another few minutes. Humidity blanketed her and she plucked her damp t-shirt away from her chest. I definitely need a cold shower.
She’d spent the past hours wandering around the resort, despite the overcast skies with intermittent rain. Anything to keep my mind off Etienne. Meeting with familiar guests, and also new people helped, many being Etienne’s family outside with the cloudy day. I’m sure they’d disappear in a second if the weather changed. 
She shook her head. I still can’t believe I’m on an island resort, met the most wonderful man, and he’s a vampire, the leader of a large vampire family.
She jogged past Olivia’s bungalow, the doors and windows shut. Is she at the tennis game she mentioned yesterday? Or is she in there with someone else? A puff of air escaped her lips. I hope she’s having fun—and staying safe—no matter what she’s doing.
Amy followed a curved path that led through a park area. The same area where she’d seen Adam and that woman. A shudder swam through her, remembering Adam’s eyes and fangs. He scares me. She stopped her in her tracks, bending over with hands on knees and sucked air into her lungs. Yet, Etienne doesn’t. His eyes are seductive, hypnotic, and when he looks at me, oh my. His teeth, long and sharp, fixing to my neck and sucking. In time with his cock slamming into me. Her body heated, clenched, thinking of him, wanting him now. Is he thinking and wanting me as much as I do him?
Stop it. Amy closed her eyes for a moment. Get a grip. You’re leaving tomorrow. This is a holiday fling and nothing more.
Amy pushed through a canopy of palms and the hot, clammy air intensified. Sounds muffled, even the birds fell silent. Her pulse jumped, her senses tingled. One word screamed in her mind. Danger.
A figure stepped from behind two palm trees and grabbed her arm. Amy yelped and yanked away. “No!” I belong to Etienne.
Her shock-clouded sight cleared. “Roger?”
“Hi.”
Anger flooded her. “You scared me.”
“Sorry.” He shuffled from foot to foot.
His tired, grey face seemed thinner, as did his body. He hasn’t enjoyed his holiday. Faded marks covered his right arm. He’s been sharing himself with a few night staff.
Amy stepped back. His slightly crazed gaze flittered around the park. Something wasn’t right. “What’s wrong?”
He lifted a hand to her neck. His eyes widened. “They got you too.”
Amy held still. He knows. How? “Excuse me?”
“I know what’s going on here.”
Her racing heartbeat echoed in her ears. “What do you mean?”
“You know.” Roger laughed, the sound sad and tinged with hysteria. “You must know what your lover boy is.” He examined her. “You do.” He stepped back. “It doesn’t bother you?” He checked around. “They’re monsters.” His voice was a weak, shaky whisper.
“Why do you think that?”
He lifted his arms, palms outstretched. The fading bite marks were more prominent on his pale flesh. “They’re parasites, taking what they want without any concern for us.” Roger dropped his arms and shuddered. “They’ve killed and the world needs to know.”
Horror scorched her heart. “What?”
“They’ve kept their killing secret with their mind tricks but I know. I beat them at their own game.”
What’s he talking about? Amy shook her head. “They don’t kill, they only give mutual pleasure while feeding.” Etienne wouldn’t allow it, would he? Her gut churned. Do you really know him to know the truth?
“There’s one death I know of. Maybe there’s more.” Roger’s face fell, his mouth compressing as if in pain.
“Who?”
“My ex-girlfriend. She came here a year ago and never returned home.”
“Are you sure? If she’s your ex, she might have gone home and not told you.”
“No.” Roger tensed, his hands fisting at his side. “Her parents received a strange phone call saying she was fine and not to worry about her. Then an email saying she’d decided to stay here and start a new life.”
“Maybe she has. Have you seen her around?”
“No, I’ve searched.” He shook his head several times. “Her phone and email are disconnected. Her bank balance is untouched.”
She sighed. “I’m sure there’s a logical answer to all this. She may not be dead.”
“She is and the monsters on this island did it.” He gestured wildly into the air. “She’s dead and they’ll try to do the same to me.” His face creased into a mask of horror and slight insanity. “I’ll get them. Once I get back home, I’ll show everyone the photos I have, the videos I took. This place will be destroyed and the monsters with it.”
“You can’t do that.” When he stepped away, shaking his head, her stomach tightened. I have to stop him. “Let me help you. Maybe your friend is here and you haven’t seen her.”
“No, she’s dead.” Roger’s face darkened with anger. “You don’t want to help, you want to protect your lover.” He backed away. “Lock your door tonight, otherwise you might not survive until tomorrow to leave this hellhole.” He disappeared into the palms.
He can’t do that. Amy broke into a run. Roger must be stopped. She headed towards the mountain. I have to tell Etienne. A sharp pain hit her and the breath hitched in her lungs. She stopped and clutched her side. Get going. Etienne’s life depends on you.
She ran against the pain. I can’t let the man I love get hurt. She slammed to a stop as the truth filtered through every brain cell, into her blood stream, and warmed her body until it settled into her heart. I love Etienne. I’ve fallen in love with a five hundred year old vampire. Amy shook her head. One problem at a time. I’ll sort it out later—if I can.
Her body shook with fatigue when she stopped at the tunnel entrance. She placed a hand over her frenzied heart thumping in her ribcage. I’ve never run so fast.
Amy sucked air into her lungs and headed into the tunnel. Half-way down, Thierry stood in her way.
“What are you doing here?”
“I need…I need to see Etienne.”
“He’s busy.”
“This is important.”
His mouth twisted into a sneer. “What? Your time together a few hours ago wasn’t enough?”
“What is your problem?” Amy fisted her hands on her hips. “Are you jealous of him, that he’s found someone who lov…likes him?”
“No.” Thierry’s features hardened. “What do you want? Can’t you enjoy the resort like other guests until you leave tomorrow?”
She marched to Thierry and punched a finger into his chest. “Stop being a jerk.” He looked down at her finger until she backed away. “If I don’t talk to Etienne now, the resort and your family could be in serious trouble.”
Thierry rolled his eyes. “Fine.” He headed down the tunnel. “If this is a trick to get Etienne to fuck you again, I’ll throw you out myself.”
“Can you be any more of an arsehole?”
“Yes, when I need to be.”
Amy shook her head. “Do you hate all humans—useful only for sucking blood and fucking—or it just me you hate?”
Thierry spun around. “You’re not right for him. He’s been here for centuries and will survive after you’ve left to get on with life. You’ll find a man and have babies, get old and someday die. Etienne will still be here, as will I.”
Amy bowed her head for a moment. “I understand that you care for him.”
Thierry was silent for several seconds. “Yes, he’s my sire. My brother. My friend. I’d do anything for him—necessary things that he can’t or won’t do.”
“At least you’re honest.” Amy sighed. “I still need to see Etienne. It’s about Roger.”
“What about him? I’ve dealt with him.”
She shook her head. “No, he’s still a problem. A big one.”
Thierry growled. “Come with me.” He entered the lounge room.
Amy slammed to a stop, her pulse racing. Etienne sat at a desk, his back facing them.
Thierry glared at her. “Wait here.” He headed into the study and spoke in French to Etienne.
Etienne spun around, his eyes sparkling and his mouth a wide, sexy smile. In an instant, his face froze into a grey, still mask.
He listened to Thierry, then came to her. “Amy, is it true what you told Thierry?” His serious, solemn voice pierced her heart.
He doesn’t believe me. “Yes, of course.” What’s wrong with him? “He’s deranged, saying he has photos and videos to show the world.” She stepped forward. “You have to stop him.”
Etienne stepped back, his body stiff. “I will.”
The words, deep and ominous, sent shudders through her. “Don’t hurt him.” Amy frowned. Is what Roger said true? “Etienne, he thinks his ex-girlfriend was killed on the island. Could it have happened?”
“No.” Etienne’s face darkened. “I’ll handle this, once and for all.”
Amy gasped. I’ve never see him like this. “Can I help?”
“No.” Etienne grabbed a mobile from the desk and dialled a number. “Dan, please come to my office.”
“Please don’t hurt Roger.”
Disappointment, regret and hunger radiated from Etienne. “Have I ever given you cause to think that of me?”
“No.” Amy shook her head. “I’ve never seen you this way. Cold, distant.” She pressed her lips together. “What happened in the hours from when we were in bed together to now?”
“Nothing. I’ve been working.”
“Something happened.”
A man entered the room and bowed to Etienne.
“Or have you had your fill of your latest plaything, since I’m leaving tomorrow?”
“No.” Etienne stepped towards her, his hand outstretched. “It’s…” Thierry coughed and Etienne’s shoulders dropped. “Dan will take you to your bungalow.” He moved to the desk. “I’ll let you know about Roger.”
I’ve lost him. Tears filled Amy’s eyes, Etienne’s rigid back still clear despite her blurry vision. He doesn’t want me anymore. “Fine.”
Amy wiped her eyes and left. He doesn’t love me as I love him.
An unearthly growl echoed down the tunnel, followed by two loud thumps. The tunnel walls shook.
Amy stopped. Dan stared back towards the lounge area, as if he knew what the sound was. He blinked. “Please follow me.”




CHAPTER TEN
Amy slowed her pace to match the man beside her, trudging down the path towards what he thought was his death. Evening darkness descended, interrupted at regular intervals by the solar lights. Heavy, humid air surrounded them, adding to the glum atmosphere. They headed towards the park area where they’d met the night before.
“This is crazy.” Roger stopped, wiping sweat from his brow with jittery hands. “I shouldn’t be doing this.”
“Roger, it’s okay.” She patted his shoulder. As I told you two minutes ago. “Etienne wants to talk to you.”
“Or kill me.”
No, he wouldn’t want me to be a witness to that. “No.” Etienne’s angry face filled her mind and her gut churned. I hope I’m right. “He’s not like that. He asked me to bring you there.”
Roger shuffled forward. Amy’s shoulders dropped and a sigh escaped her lips. Etienne didn’t ask her personally. He’d sent someone—one of his human staff—to deliver the message. She’d spent another day alone, forcing herself to take part in resort activities with other guests. Anything to pass the time, to not think about the man she wanted to be with. Why doesn’t he want to see me?
What happened to the attentive, passionate man who made love to me and worshipped my body earlier?
“I searched again.”
“What?”
“I’ve walked the island all day, checking everyone I saw, knocked on bungalow doors. Nothing. She’s not here, she’s dead.”
“I can’t believe that.” Fear coursed through her. Was Roger right? I won’t believe it. “Please listen to Etienne. If you’re still not convinced, I’ll help you.”
“How? Why?”
“Because you deserve the truth.” She swallowed the lump in her throat. “We all do.”
A group waited for them in the park. Etienne, Thierry, Chantelle and two people she recognised as resort staff—human—as both worked during the full sunshine hours.
Movement to the right in a clump of palms caught Amy’s attention. Two shadows stood, waiting. Who are they?
Her heartbeat raced being near to Etienne. He watched her with a soul-deep intensity, then blinked and looked away.
Amy’s heart ached. He doesn’t want me. She stood beside Roger, who tensed when Etienne came to them.
“We haven’t met yet. My name is Etienne.” He offered a hand to him.
Roger ignored it. “I know who and what you are.” He retreated. “What they are.”
“Not these two. They’re human and have lived on the island for years. Of their own free will, without worry and threat of harm.”
“So you say.”
Thierry growled. Etienne’s glare silenced him. “Why would I lie to you? If I was the monster you think I am, why would I request this meeting?” He took a menacing step towards Roger. “You could have been killed ten minutes after you attacked Amy. I’ve seen the security footage.”
Roger shivered. “I didn’t attack her.” He stared at Amy with a pleading, silent message. “Yes, I did scare her and I already told her I was sorry.”
“I’ll accept your words.” Etienne’s brows rose. “Will you give me the same courtesy?”
Roger took some deep breaths. His head dropped in a stiff nod.
“Thank you. This resort has run for decades, and in all that time both vampires and humans have co-existed amicably.”
Roger’s face creased in disgust. “You used those humans for food.”
“Yes. Some volunteer. Others, mainly guests, are rewarded with physical pleasure. You know what I mean.” Etienne studied Roger’s bruised arms. “No one gets hurt. No one has died.”
“How can you be sure of that?”
Thierry growled again. “Because he’s the boss and our leader. What he says is the truth.”
“Who is this woman you think has died here?”
“My ex-girlfriend, Anna. She came here over a year ago and never left. No one’s seen her since.”
“She’s not dead.”
Disbelief clouded Roger’s face. “Then where is she? She hasn’t returned home and I haven’t seen her around the resort.”
Two people stepped from the palms.
Roger gasped. “Anna.”
“Roger, what are you doing?”
He rushed to her. “You’re alive.”
“Of course, I am. You haven’t seen me because I was busy

working in the fields, doing what I love.” She bowed to Etienne. “Providing for the family as they’ve done for me.”
Roger scowled. “Your family? They haven’t heard from you in months.”
She shook her head. “I meant my family here. Where I belong.”
“No.” He shook his head. “Y…you disappeared. You didn’t call your parents, you left your job, your car.”
“I didn’t need all that anymore.” She glanced at the man beside her. “I found what I wanted here.”
Roger lifted her arm and ran fingers over her skin. “You don’t have any marks.” The man growled, his eyes fierce and flaming red. Roger dropped Anna’s arm and stepped back.
“Not on my arms.” She held the man’s hand. “I’ve given myself willingly to Claude—as he has to me—and I’m in no harm.”
“You know what he is and you still want to be with him.”
“Yes.” She sighed. “Roger, thank you for worrying about me. You have to let go. I’m not your girlfriend anymore and you need to get on with your own life.” Anna squeezed her vampire’s hand. “As I have.”
Roger ran fingers through his hair. “What about your parents?”
Anna’s face saddened. “I should have stayed in contact with them. I’ll call them tomorrow to let them know I’m fine.”
“You’re not going home?”
“This is where I belong, my home.” Anna patted Claude’s arm. “Hopefully soon, I can become a permanent member of the family.”
Roger shook his head. “I can’t believe…”
“Please, be happy for me. Go home and find your own happiness.” She paused. “If you still love me, please don’t harm the resort and the special people here.”
“Why not?”
“They’re survivors of centuries of persecution, quietly living their lives and giving visitors an enjoyable holiday. Please don’t destroy this amazing place they’ve created by revealing the resort’s secret. If you do, you’ll be killing me and them.”
Roger’s face paled. “I won’t say anything. For you.” His shoulders slumped. “Etienne, I apologise for everything. I thought…” His sad gaze landed on Anna.
Etienne nodded. “I understand. Thierry and Chantelle will take you back to your bungalow and will collect the photos and video.”
“But—”
Etienne’s demeanour hardened. “It must be done.”
“Fine.”
“Try and enjoy the rest of your holiday. Maybe one day you can write a good review about our resort.”
“Maybe. No one would believe me if I wrote anything else.” Roger kissed Anna’s cheek and she disappeared into the shadows with Claude.
Thierry shook his head at Etienne and left with Chantelle and Roger.
Amy’s body trembled, wanting to wrap her arms around Etienne. She didn’t—his rigid body and stern face tore strips into her heart. “I’m glad it all worked out. I was really worried.”
“Thank you for your concern.”
Enough of this. She stepped closer. “Eti, what’s wrong? You’re acting all strange.”
“Am I?” His jaw tightened.
Amy’s heart slowed. He’s like a stranger. She took a deep breath. Maybe if I… “What did Anna mean about becoming a member of the family? Can guests become permanent residents?”
Etienne’s lips compressed into a thin line.
He doesn’t want to tell me. Why? “Etienne?”
“Yes.” He raised a hand and rubbed his brow. “Some guests have decided to stay.”
“Really?” Hope, warm and bubbly, filtered through Amy. Could I stay?
“It doesn’t happen often and it’s a long, complicated process.”
“Why?”
Etienne grimaced. “To make sure it’s the right decision for both parties.”
Amy waited.
“If a guest and vampire partner find they’re compatible, the human can stay and work in the resort. If they decide island living is not for them, they can leave—with certain memories removed or altered.”
Her heart beat faster. “And if they decide living on an island with their lover is what they want?”
“They can stay and remain as human.” His face darkened. “Or they can be turned by their vampire partner, after final approval from me.”
Yes. Amy gasped, excitement zinging through her blood. I want to stay with Etienne.
I want to wake up beside him.
“Amy, what are you thinking?”
She took a deep breath. Here goes nothing. “I was thinking that’s a great idea.”
“What?”
“Staying here. I love this place. In only six days, it’s more like home than Melbourne ever has been.” Amy caressed Etienne’s arm. “I want to spend the nights and days learning about you, your life and your family. I want to help grow this resort and make it more successful. And one day, I want you to make me like you are.”
Etienne jerked. “Mon Dieu.”
Amy shivered. I love his voice, his French accent. She took a deep, fortifying breath. I have to tell him. “Eti, I love you. Please let me stay.”
He groaned, deeply and as if in pain. “No, Amy.” He lifted her hand away. “You love me after six days?” He grimaced. “Do you always fall in love this fast?”
Amy stumbled, her legs shaking. “I thought…”
“What?”
“That we had something. That we could be together.”
Etienne bowed his head for a moment. “You wanted forever?”
She nodded slowly, her body heavy with sadness and utter rejection.
Etienne stepped away, his face haggard. “Don’t ask for something I can’t give, something that you’d regret.” He raised his hands in front of him, a barrier between them. “Forever is a curse.”
“I’d never regret being with you.”
He pulled himself upright. “Amy, you need to go home. Get back to your normal life, working, going out with friends, going to your regular doctor check-ups.”
“I could do all that here.”
His face darkened. “No. Our hospital and resident doctor couldn’t care for you. You need to leave.”
Pain speared into her heart, his words like small daggers puncturing her dreams. “You’re rejecting me because of my cancer battle.”
“No.”
Amy couldn’t breathe. “So this was all about sex?”
His hands fisted at his side.
The lump in her throat grew, choking the words she had to say. “Because I remind you of your wife.”
“No.” Etienne’s face paled. “You could never be like her.” He stepped back, one step then another. “I don’t…” His stare hungry, despondent, troubled. “I can’t.” He spun around and marched away.
Amy pressed a shaking hand to her mouth. There goes my dream lover. She swayed on her feet. How could I be so wrong? Tears tumbled down her cheeks. He doesn’t love me. He never loved me.
Stupid woman. A sob escaped and echoed around the park. I’m nothing but a holiday fling to him. Amy wiped her eyes, took a deep breath, and ran back to her bungalow.




CHAPTER ELEVEN
Amy rested on her deck lounge chair and sipped her cool, sweet mocktail. My last night here, alone. Without Etienne. The star –speckled night sky blended on the horizon with the dark, choppy sea. She inhaled the balmy, salt-tinged air. In and out. In and out. Her breathing matched the rhythmic pounding of foam topped waves onto the sandy shore. You’ll get over it. You can do it. You’ve survived worse.
Amy’s heart beat slowly, sorrowed, pained. He doesn’t want me. She closed her eyes for a moment, and memorised the tropical night sounds. Get used to this. Alone, finding comfort in my surroundings. I’ll be doing this once I’m back in Melbourne.
A lump formed in her throat and her eyes blurred with tears. Again. Stop it. He made it clear. Etienne doesn’t want me. It was only an infatuation on my part.
She lifted the mocktail glass with a shaking hand and swallowed the sweet liquid. Remember this time as a great holiday and nothing more. Forget the rest. Her stomach churned. Or will I remember anything at all once they do whatever they do to the guests?
Amy sighed. I won’t regret coming here, no matter what’s happened. No matter what they do to my memories. I’ll remember, my heart won’t forget.
Chills ran over her skin and she sat up. A shadowed figure stood near some palms. She knew in an instant. “Etienne.”
The moonlight beamed onto his striking body and handsome face. The next moment, he stood before her.
Amy stood, her legs weak and shaking. She tilted forward. He steadied her, then brought her close.
“Eti.”
He raised a hand to cup her face. “I had to see you one last time.”
“Why?” She paused, her heart pierced with pain. “I thought you said enough a few hours ago.”
“Yes.” Etienne’s thumb caressed her cheek, then traced her lips. “I needed to say goodbye.”
Amy’s vision wavered. Don’t cry. “To cause me more pain.”
“I’m sorry.” His face crumbled, darkened. His gaze swirled with sadness and steely determination. “Meeting you was a pleasure I’ll cherish. I hope you enjoyed your stay.”
I can do this. He can’t see how devastated I am. “I did. It’s been one of my best holidays.” He can’t know how much I love him. How hard it will be to leave.
Etienne’s mouth lifted in a tight smile. “I’m glad.” He lifted his hands to play with her curls. “I’ll never forget you. Or our time together.” He hesitated. “All good things must end.”
“I know. I leave in the morning.”
“Yes. And you must forget.”
“What?”
“My darling Amy. I say this now as you won’t remember in a few moments.” Etienne hugged her close and stared into her eyes. “I love you.” He kissed her cheek. “I will love you until the day you die and even more in the centuries I continue to live after you’re gone.” He covered her mouth with his, his lips hard, demanding, desperate, kissing her with a fevered, pulsing intensity. His fingers tangled in her hair, massaged her scalp, kept her close.
Etienne raised his head, pressed his lips to hers for one final time. “Goodbye, my beloved.”
The whispered words cooled Amy’s swollen, wet lips. His hands cupped her cheeks. She frowned, her stomach churning. What’s wrong with his eyes? Colourful swirls hypnotized, called to her. Her senses dimmed. Her heartbeat raced. Fear and longing entwined and sped through her. What’s happening? What’s…
Amy shivered, blinked away the daydream. What was I saying? She swayed and strong hands held her tight.
“Miss?”
The handsome man stood on her bungalow deck. “Y…yes.” The almost empty glass glinted in the moonlight. Maybe I’ve had too many tonight. She paused. I don’t drink alcohol. “Sorry, what were you saying?” He’s gorgeous. Is he a staff member?
The man dropped his hands from her and stepped away. “I was asking if you’d enjoyed your holiday.” His face seemed sad.
Amy smiled. “Yes, I did. It was fabulous.” She gestured behind her. “My bungalow, the food, the service you and your team provided were all wonderful.” A sharp tinge of regret and longing speared into her chest. She sighed. Why? She shook her head and forced it away. “I’ll definitely recommend this place to all my friends.”
“Thank you.” The man bowed. “Goodbye.” He walked away, then spun around, his face tense, sad, hungry. “Farewell, my lady. May your life be healthy and your love everlasting.”
Amy’s heart stuttered. His face, his words. “Thank…thank you.” How lovely. “Goodbye.”
The man marched away, his broad back and tight arse moving hypnotically in the moonlight. A twinge speared into her brain. Ouch. She massaged her brow. Heat flushed through her body. Damn, he’s hot. Shame I didn’t meet him earlier and have a good time with him. Her heart jumped, part regret and part shock. As if she should remember something. Amy shook her head, picked up the glass and headed inside her bungalow. Too much sugar in my system.
She went to the ensuite and splashed water on her face. The mirror showed flushed cheeks and glazed eyes. Her lips, swollen and red. What the hell?
I hope I’m not coming down with something. Her skin hot, yet clammy. Or am I having an allergic reaction?
Amy exited the ensuite and went to the bar fridge. She took a bottle of water and drank half of it. She walked around the room and through the doorway to the outside deck. Searching for something. Waiting for someone. She shook her head and drank more water. Stop imagining something so ridiculous.
Amy checked her bungalow one last time, closed the door, and headed down the path towards the reception building.
She lifted her face to the warm morning sun, inhaling the damp, tropical tinged air. Such a gorgeous day. Birds called from the overhead palms, smiling staff and fellow guests spoke to her along the way. I’ll never forget this wonderful holiday. It was what I needed. Shame I didn’t take enough photos.
The majestic mountain peak in the distance made her stop in her tracks. Her brow furrowed, her brain fumbling with a jumbled, faint thought. Something I should remember but can’t. Something very important, but missing. Something so close, but… She shook her head. Stop being silly.
Amy’s breath hitched as she headed past a park area. Her pulse raced. Why? The area was empty, staff going along the paths on errands and guests headed to the boat.
She gasped. A cloaked figure stood in a clump of palms, head bowed. He watched her with an intensity she could almost feel. How do I know it’s a he?
Amy blinked. What? The figure was gone. She blinked a few times. She shook her head. I hope Olivia is waiting for me at the reception area.
Amy took a deep breath, warmth and contentment swirling through her. Such an amazing place. I’ll never forget this.
Etienne kept to the shadows as Amy walked away. Out of my life forever. His shoulders slumped. I should have left her alone, let her experience the special resort benefits other guests had, just like her friend. But I was lost the moment I tasted her lips. I’d have killed anyone who touched her. She was mine. Now she’s left me. His gut hollowed out in agony.
He reached for her, then jerked back, hissing in pain as his fingertips smoked from the sun’s touch. What the hell am I doing here?
Etienne wrapped the cloak tight around himself and ran through the shadows to his mountain retreat. Once in the tunnel, he threw off the cloak and marched to his study. He slumped into his chair and checked the monitors. I found her.
Amy stood at the reception desk with Olivia, laughing with staff as she signed paperwork. She stepped back for Olivia to do the same. Amy’s shoulders dropped and her smile faded.
Etienne traced his fingers across her face on the screen. Sadness and despair swamped him and his dead, cold heart shrivelled more. Goodbye, my love.
Olivia spoke to Amy. She appeared to take a deep breath, then looked around a final time before heading out a door to the boat dock.
Another monitor showed the women heading down to the dock and boarding the boat. Black smoke shot from the main funnel and the vessel floated away from the dock.
Amy appeared on the boat deck, staring at the island. Her face looked pale and sad. She lifted a hand and brushed it against her cheeks. Her lips pressed together and she bowed her head for a moment.
Is she crying? Etienne’s hands fisted in his lap. She should be happy, remembering all the fun she’s had. What does she remember? He jumped to his feet and paced across the study. Does she remember me? Did my mind-suggestion not work? He slammed to a stop. No, it worked. I saw that last night and this morning. She doesn’t remember. His jaw clenched. For her own sanity, she can’t remember what happened here.
The boat got smaller and smaller, until it disappeared from view. Taking his love away forever.
A beautiful woman with a beautiful soul. One that needed to live in the light, to be healthy and grow old, have children and see them grow up and have children of their own. He couldn’t ask her to stay, couldn’t ask her to give up her life for him.
Thierry entered the room. “She’s gone.”
“I know.” Etienne slumped into a chair and covered his face with his hands. “It was for the best.”
Thierry squeezed his shoulder. “I’m sorry for bringing her here. For opening old wounds. I thought… I wanted you to find someone, your true mate.” He sighed. “Not like Marie.”
“Amy’s nothing like her.” He growled. “I love Amy, with every cell of this soulless body.”
Thierry scowled. “Then why did you let her go? Let her think you don’t love her.” He stepped away. “You rejected her and broke her heart. I never thought you cruel.”
“I had to.” Etienne stood and paced the room. “She had to leave. She’s sick.” He slammed a hand onto the desk. “Her cancer has returned.”
Thierry stiffened. “Does she know?”
“I doubt it. It’s early stage.”
“How did…?”
Etienne ran fingers through his hair. “From her blood.”
Her cancer was back and Amy had another battle on her agenda. He couldn’t ask her to stop that course of action, when he couldn’t—wouldn’t offer—an alternative to stay with him forever. Not when there was a chance that the mating ritual could drive her insane, like it did with Marie.
“I’m sorry, my friend. She’s your mate and you had to let her go.”
Etienne nodded, the movement painful. “I had to. She’ll need medical care and can’t get that here. And I wouldn’t ask her to stay with me and face death. I couldn’t do that to her.”
“And when she’s well again?”
He shrugged. “She’ll get on with her life. She’ll find a man—a human man—to love and will have a wonderful life.”
Thierry sat down, sadness radiating from him. “You’ll feel every emotion she goes through, without ever seeing her or holding her again. You’ll be here, going through that pain every day.” He bowed his head. “You’ll love her from afar, and she won’t even know you exist.”
Etienne bowed his head. “Yes.”
“I’m very sorry, my friend.”
“C’est la vie.” Etienne sighed. “At least, Amy will have one now.”




CHAPTER TWELVE
Amy sat in a recliner in a room dotted with recliners and beds, all filled with people here for the same reason she was.
I didn’t expect to be back again.
A machine on her right beeped intermittently, next to it a tall metal pole holding a half-full bag of clear fluid. A thin tube connected to the bag dropped down to her arm laid out flat and cushioned on a pillow.
The constant drip-drip of the clear fluid through a connection piece fed a needle dug deep into a vein. The drug doing its job to kill any cancer cells.
Amy sighed and brushed fingers over her arm, thinner and more pale skinned than before. The holiday on ‘Isle Ambroise’ seems so long ago.
Amy closed her eyes. She’d been happy to arrive home to her parents and siblings, yet also sad and tired. She’d jumped back into her normal routine, work and home life, with bouts of sadness and regret hitting at unusual times and with no reason.
When her body slowed down with a very familiar, aching tiredness, she went to the doctors for tests. The results led her to here.
Amy sighed, raised her hand and straightened the bright scarf over her near-bald head. She grimaced. It’ll grow back again.
She traced her fingers on the still-sensitive spot on her neck, a dark mark she’d seen in the mirror. She couldn’t remember being bitten by any insects. Strange.
Amy placed a hand over her mouth to cover a wide yawn. Damn those dreams, keeping me awake.
Always the same—running, searching for something. Someone. A tall, shadow in the distance reaching for her. Lips kissing her neck, her name whispered in a husky, sexy male voice. Echoing around her, through her. Then waking up to nothing.
She fisted her free hand in her lap. Why the same dream? Who is he? Her heart raced. Why do I have this desperate urge to find him?
Frantic beeps from her machine had a nurse rushing over. “Are you okay?” Amy nodded. The nurse examined the machine. “Not long now.”
“You’re doing well.” The woman patted her hand. “Your hair will grow and you’ll be back on the beach wowing everyone in a bikini.”
“I’m a long way off from that.” The t-shirt hid her right breast, swollen with reddish skin and a jagged scar. “But I’ll get there.”
“Are you going to do anything to that one?” The nurse gestured from one breast to the other.
“Yes, a matching one.” Another phoenix rising from the flames to mark her fight for life, to never give up.
“Great. In no time, you can go gallivanting around the world.”
“I only came back from a holiday a few months ago.”
“Doesn’t mean you can’t go again. Get in the sunlight and don’t look back. No hiding in the darkness for you.”
Amy blinked several times as pressure built in her skull. A husky, French-tinged voice echoed in her ears and she raised a hand to her brow. She shivered, her skin remembering the caress of warm, large hands.
She gasped, the answer so tantalizingly close. Answer to what?
“Honey, you’re flushed and shaking.” The nurse checked her pulse. “What happened?”
What was that? Amy shook her head. “Nothing. I’m fine.” Why does it keep happening?
“Do you want something to drink?” 
“No, thanks.”
“Take it easy. “ The woman patted her arm. “Get well, find yourself a hunky man and spend days making love.” She studied Amy. “That’s if you don’t already have one.”
“No.” Amy’s heart thumped hard in her chest.
“Oh, I assumed you did. You had the look.”
Amy flinched. “What?”
“Of someone in love. I’ve seen you over the past weeks. You’re always daydreaming, smiling at memories, getting all hot and fidgety.” She chuckled. “I thought you were remembering what your guy’s been doing to you.”
Amy shook her head. “No, I don’t have a boyfriend.”
The nurse checked the machinery again. “Well, you need to get out and go find him.”
The woman left, yet her words echoed in Amy’s head. Getting louder, vibrating inside her mind. Amy pressed a hand to her skull and closed her eyes. Flashes of heat and cold raced through her and she slumped back into the recliner, shivering. A wave of fatigue hit hard. What’s happening to me?
Amy opened her mouth to call the nurse back when a kaleidoscope of images punched into her mind. She gasped. ‘Isle Ambroise.’ Why? Her bungalow, the food. The amazing sunsets and stunning star-filled skies. A ragged cliff, a tall stranger diving from the top. Pulling him from the water, his gorgeous face, his beautiful eyes. His French-accented voice, skilful hands, and hard, hot body. Touching her, worshipping her, loving her.
Amy jack-knifed upright, a sob escaping her lips. Her machine alarm went crazy, startling the patients on either side, sending a nurse running to her. I remember. She slumped back into the recliner, letting the nurse check the needle in her arm. Another asked her questions, which she half-answered in her stunned state. She raised a hand to her mouth. Don’t cry. She blinked several times.
Etienne. I remember. After all this time, I remember.
Amy took deep breaths and took the soda handed to her by one of the nurses. Sipped the sugary drink while the woman waited. When the can was empty, she left to tend to other patients.
Amy’s hand trembled as she placed the can onto a side table. Etienne, I didn’t want to leave. His image filled her mind. I remember.
Warmth flooded through her as her mind replayed his words, his caresses. Their last moments together. He said he loved me. Her heart thumped against her rib cage.
Yes, he loves me. Otherwise, how can I remember when other guests never have?
Amy relaxed in her chair, letting the machine do its magic, pumping drugs into her body to make her better. Her body tingled from excitement—from her fingers to her toes—as an idea blossomed in her mind.
I know what I have to do.




CHAPTER THIRTEEN
“I was surprised to get your message.” Thierry studied her, as he’d done several times since leaving the reception building. She’d arrived on the island a half hour earlier and had been escorted from the boat by a human staff member.
“I was surprised you answered.” They headed to the same bungalow where she’d stayed during her last visit. “Should you be outside now?”
Thierry weaved through the shadows in the gardens and palm clumps. “If I start smoking, throw your jacket over me to put out the flames.” He paused. “If you’re inclined to do so.”
Is he joking? “Ah, sure.”
“Come this way.” He guided her away from the security cameras and the monitors in Etienne’s study. “He should be sleeping—since he’s been working non-stop the past days—but to be sure.”
The resort was as breathtaking as she remembered, her body shaking in anticipation as she’d done thirteen months earlier. I hope Etienne still loves me as he said that last night.
It had taken many months to return to full health after she’d completed her chemo treatment. Once she was ready, she’d emailed the resort application website with the header “Thierry, I need your help.”
He stopped. “I was also relieved to read the email.”
He’s acting strange. “Why?”
Thierry’s face filled with sadness. “It hasn’t been the same since you left.”
Aching sorrow speared Amy. “Really?”
“Etienne hasn’t been the same. Not like before, and not like while you were here.”
Thierry let her into the bungalow. She moved around the room and opened the doors to the deck area. Inhaled the balmy, salt tinged air. “I missed this.”
“I can see that.” He hesitated. “I regret treating you poorly.”
“I understand. You were protecting him and your home.”
“Yes.” Thierry glanced away. “I persuaded Etienne to give you up. I was a fool saying those words, and Etienne was a fool to listen to me. I know he regrets every single day since you left.” He placed the key on a table and headed towards the door.
“Where are you going?”
“I need to rest. We have a few meetings later today.”
“When can I see Etienne?”
“Tonight.” Thierry’s mouth lifted in a small smile. “I hope you can wait a little longer.”
“Do you know where he’ll be?”
“At the same place he is every night. The place you first met.”
Amy’s heart jumped in her chest. Not long now.
“You being here, remembering everything—proves how wrong I was.” He raised a hand to her arm. “I told you before not to hurt him.” Thierry paused. “With you being here, I hope it means you love him and will never hurt him.”
“Hurting him would hurt me. I belong here. I belong to Etienne, if he’ll have me.”
“I’ve no doubt he wants you.” He squeezed her hand and headed to the door. “Rest, order room service, and tonight, go find him. Find your truth and your future.”
Hours later, the sun dipped into the horizon, darkness fell, and Amy headed down the patio steps, her favourite burgundy sundress flapping against her knees. I missed him so much.
She walked along the beach towards the mountain range, remembering the first time she’d seen him. Her regained memories were the only thing to keep her sane during her treatment. I still can’t believe I’m here.
Her heart danced in her chest and her breaths sounded choppy. He’ll hear me before I see him. She arrived at the beach and scanned the craggy cliffs.
He was there, staring at the moon.
Dizziness hit Amy and she braced her legs. Don’t you dare faint. Her body shook. “Etienne.”
His head whipped in her direction. His hands fisted at his side and his gaze widened.
“Eti, I’m here.”
He shook his head and stared. Then took a step back and dove into the ocean. Within moments, he swam to shore and wrapped her in his arms. He raised a hand to cup her cheek, gazing at her. He bent his head and touched his lips to hers, hesitating as if not believing she was there.
Amy cuddled closer and covered his lips with her own.
Etienne growled and deepened the kiss, apparently as hungry and desperate as she was.
He slowly lifted his mouth away. “How?”
Amy sucked air in, inhaling his all-male, unique scent. I’ll never leave him again. “I remembered you.”
“I can’t believe it.” He hugged her close and kissed her brow. “How are you?”
“Good.” She paused. “You knew, didn’t you?”
He stilled. “Yes.”
“You knew the cancer had returned. That’s why you made me go—to get treatment.”
He nodded.
“It’s gone.”
His shoulders sagged. “I couldn’t let you stay, knowing you were ill.”
“I’m not ill now, just more scarred.”
“That doesn’t matter.” He traced fingers down her cheek. “I never stopped loving you. Watching you walk away has haunted me since the second you left.” He sighed. “These past months have been torture. I felt you, every second of every day.”
Amy frowned. “What do you mean, felt?”
Etienne closed his eyes for a moment. “I was emotionally linked to you. I felt everything you went through, the aching pain from the surgery and chemo drugs. The heavy tiredness, the sadness, the loneliness. As you recovered, the warm hope slowly growing inside you. Your spirit coming alive again. And I was happy.”
She caressed his handsome face. “You knew everything?”
“Yes. The worst day was when I felt your utter joy. That’s the day I knew you’d found love, another man to make you happy. I was happy for you.” He shuddered. “I knew I’d never see you again and it nearly killed me, that you didn’t even know I existed.”
Amy hugged him close. “How could you do that?”
He led towards the mountain. “When a vampire finds someone special and shares himself with her, his soul recognises his mate and makes that integral connection.” He stopped to cup her face. “I loved you from the moment I saw you. It took me some time to realise you were my mate, part of my soul. Then, you had to go.”
Amy leant into his embrace. “The sheer joy on that day was when I remembered you and what you said to me that last night as you kissed me. I remembered I loved you. I knew I had to get better and come back.”
“My darling Amy. My beloved.” He pulled her close, his chest tight against hers.
“I have another tattoo to show you.” Amy lifted his hand to her right breast. “And I’m not leaving. Ever.”
“Do you know what you’re asking?”
“Yes.” She kissed him.
“Are you sure?” At her nod, he groaned. “Amy, I haven’t loved a woman in five hundred years.” He caressed her cheek. “I was dead. A walking corpse, existing for centuries. Feeling nothing—until you.”
“Eti, will you promise me one thing?”
“I know what you want.”
She kissed his fingers. “I’m healthy and hope to be for many years. One day, before illness or old age takes me, I want to become like you. Will you do that for me?”
Etienne stared. “For you, I will. You are my true mate and I will make you mine for eternity.”
He enveloped her in his arms and kissed her. Showed how much he loved her.
Amy sighed as he lifted his mouth away from hers. “You and me together.” She smiled. “Forever in the moonlight.”
THE END
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The Vampire Queen
by Tamsin Baker





The land of Syvim in the Vampire Continent. 
Chapter 1. 




Alessandra.



My blade sliced through the furry flesh of the heinous male shifter before me. The jackal shifter pack had been terrorising the towns surrounding my castle and we’d caught a large group of them trying to sneak into our town to grab one of the children. 


After that, my army and I had chased them into the forest and the battle had commenced.



The head of the jackal slid from the large body and blood spilled everywhere. Satisfaction filtered through me at seeing his life end. Sometimes it was the easiest way to stop the threat.



I sniffed at the air and my vampire senses balked at the scent. The odour of shifter blood was one of the only types that made my thirst dry up.



Luckily.



I turned towards the battle behind me, where my vampire army was in the thick of it. Growls and snarls were heard barely over the clang of metal and the gnashing of teeth.



The jackals had been attacking our town and threatening the humans who lived over the border, in the next kingdom. That was the last thing we wanted when a peace treaty with the humans was the next step for our kind to increase our allies. They’d made a nuisance of themselves and we’d left them alone up until now. 


But when the jackals had come at my town, my people, I’d had an excuse to strike back. 


I walked towards the men and women who were still fighting the remaining shifters, stepping over the dozens of bodies that littered the ground at my feet. On a positive note, the jackal forces were getting thinner by the moment. They wouldn’t last much longer.



My vampire comrades had already cut through the thickest of the pack, and now they were beginning to turn away. Why?



An almighty howl ripped through the air and the jackals began to snarl and whimper.



What was that call? What did it mean?



Quickly they were turning tail and running away, retreating like their lives depended on it.



My vampire army watched them go, and if I were honest, I was happy to see the back of them.



A cry rose up around me as my army cheered, claiming victory over those vile shifters. 


For the moment, anyway.



I sheathed my sword and began walking towards our town, the men around me gathering close for the march back.



“My Queen, we won,” one of my many guards said with a smile on his face and blood smeared through his hair.



I nodded. “Yes, though their retreat will mean they remain to fight another day.”



He grunted. “True.”



Alhough their warrior numbers had dwindled and it would take time for them to mount another attack, the jackals were a resourceful bunch and their return was inevitable. 


“Either way,” I said. “We will be ready.”



Those of us who still stood, made our way back to the town. I walked through the castle gates, the weight of my armour falling away as soon as I entered my rooms.



“My Queen. Another victory?” my maid servant Nissa asked, her blonde curls bobbing as she ran forward to help me undress.



I sighed as she removed my heavy garments and the cold air wrapped around my heated skin.



“Yes. The jackals are in full retreat. It won’t be the last we see of them, I’m sure. But we’ve thinned down their numbers dramatically.”



For this, I was very gratified.  Unlike my entire brethren, I didn’t hate all shifters. But the jackals had stepped outside the boundaries and laws under which we all lived.



“Would you like a shower, my Queen?” Nissa asked, taking towels from the cupboard next to my bed.



I glanced down at my sweaty, blood-smeared body. “Absolutely.”



Nissa giggled as she walked into my massive stone bathroom and turned on the water. Steam began to rise, filling the room with a white mist. She was an attentive servant, and knew exactly how hot I preferred the water.



“I’ll lay out your clothes for the banquet and wait for you, my Queen.” Nissa bobbed a curtsey and headed back into the bedroom as I stepped beneath the water.



Alone at last. At least for a few precious minutes.



“Argh….” A sigh fell from my lips as the water cascaded over my breasts and down my body. 


I turned and tilted my head back, letting the heat beat down upon me, the water washing away the stench of battle.



I loved to fight for my castle’s inhabitants, for my people, for vampires. 


But the scents… they followed me for days. Filled my daytime sleeps with dreams I couldn’t escape.



I washed my long hair quickly. The tangled knots would present a problem for Nissa, but I was sure she’d sort them out.



When I was finally ready to step out of the shower, I’d scrubbed myself at least twice with soap, from head to toe. I didn’t want any lingering jackal scents following me around when I left to visit my lover after the feast.



I turned off the water, my cheeks flushing with heat at the thought of Marcus. At least I’d be able to disguise the blush beneath my hot skin from the shower when I went out to meet my dresser.



My lover… I sighed. My biggest, most forbidden secret.



I picked up the towel Nissa had left for me and patted down my still damp body.



It was time to don the garb of a Queen, and play the part I’d been born into.



“Ah… wow,” I couldn’t help but say, stupefied as I stepped forward and surveyed the dress Nissa had laid out for me.



“The dressmaker finished it today. For you,” she beamed.



Ah… why? 


I stared at the garment before me without enthusiasm. 


I couldn’t help myself. It was as sexy and skin tight as one could make a dress, with a sculpted bodice and a neckline that would dip almost to my navel.



My gaze travelled to Nissa, who looked positively excited to put it on me. “All right.” I suppose.



Nissa picked the gown up with gentle reverence and pulled it over my head, tying the laces at the back and tugging things into place.



“Sit, and I’ll do your hair.”



I glanced at myself in the mirror and inhaled sharply. The red dress clung to every curve of I possessed and exposed my belly button in its design.



“Don’t you think it’s a bit… much?” I asked Nissa, hoping she would agree that exposing this amount of my body would not be good for anyone.



Nissa shook her head. “No. You look beautiful, and strong. Just as we want our queen to be.”



I sighed in acceptance and sat upon the chair Nissa directed me to in order for her to be able to deal with my long tresses.



I may be all of those things, but that didn’t mean I needed to highlight it at a feast for a battle I’d just taken part in and killed enemies. 


Nissa set about combing through my hair, and I sat dutifully for her. I’d been born to this, so despite the fact that I was comfortable in my role as ruler and protector, part of me ached for the freedom of being any other person.



“Done,” Nissa declared once she’d untangled the mess on top of my head.



“Wonderful. I’m starving.”



I got to my feet and thrust back my shoulders, the only way to wear this dress, lest it fall down around my ankles and expose the whole of me to the kingdom.



Nissa bobbed a curtsey and opened the door for me.



She wouldn’t be at the banquet tonight, as only high-born vampires and the leaders in my army were invited. 


That wasn’t my choice, however it was the protocol of my kingdom. I would have invited everyone to eat and feast with us.



I walked along the hallway, the noise from the banquet hall becoming louder with each step I took.



A smile tugged at my lips. Everyone would be in a good mood after our win today. We hadn’t lost many, and the news of our victory would have spread through the kingdom.



Pausing at the door, tightness gripped my chest. I would need to speak tonight, and although I knew it to be a necessity, I found it made me nervous.



I would need to drink as much wine as possible beforehand.



When my parents had been alive, it had been easier. They did most of the official work and I had happily fought alongside them. Supported them. Loved them.



A wave of longing passed through me for the family I had lost. But this was the life we led. It was brutal. Hard, and dangerous. 


And with that thought inside my head, I pushed open the doors to the upper echelon of my people.



The loud noise of the room boomed at me, the sound joyous, until they all saw me standing in the doorway.



As one, the group turned in my direction and parted to make a path for me.



My stomach lurched. I didn’t want the party to stop, but I knew how this worked. They wouldn’t start again until I was seated at the head of the room.



I walked slowly, conscious of the way the other vampires were now studying my body.



The astonishment and lust on the male faces surprised me. It was on some of the women’s faces too.



I clenched my teeth and walked on, my head held high. I worked with these men and women, fought beside them. I think some of them forgot I was female sometimes.



Tonight, they would not. 


I made my way around the long banquet table set up at the head of the room.



When I sat in my place, relief washed over me. Tonight, I would eat and celebrate. 


I picked up my wine glass, filled with a mix our winemakers kept for special occasions. I lifted it to my nose and inhaled.



Human blood, aged with alcohol to make it even more potent.



I took a sip, the taste filling my mouth and saturating my starving senses.



Oh, yes.



I drank some more, the blood flowing down my throat and relieving the ache of battle.



When I looked up, the inhabitants of the room was staring at me. I lifted my goblet to them and shouted, “To victory!”



“Victory!” came the raucous reply and the crowd erupted into the same chaos it had been before I’d arrived.



A flush of intoxication was already flooding my system as I set down the wine glass.



Pride filled me as I surveyed the room. I loved my people, as my parents had before me. 


We were almost all pure vampires, born with immortal blood. There were a few converted humans, but they were in the minority, and would never be as strong.



We survived on a high blood diet, although we could tolerate other food. Meat, mostly.



I looked around the banquet tables laden with the wild berries that grew in our forest and the meat of our animals. Deer, beef, lamb. Some of it cooked, mostly not. But always as rare as possible. The flesh would sustain us when we could not obtain a pure source of blood.



Hunting and killing humans was forbidden, so we often needed to seduce them, lure them to the castle, and send them away afterwards with their memories altered. Not my preference, but until we found another way to thrive, there was no other choice.



There was a squeal in the corner and my gaze moved to a group of human women in the throes of the pleasure our feeding brought them. What they were experiencing was very similar to an orgasm.



Heat once again flooded my cheeks.



Perhaps it wasn’t such a bad thing for them to be a feeding source. They certainly didn’t complain. And as long as the vampires in my kingdom knew when to stop and didn’t kill any of them, it would remain lawful.



I pulled some meat onto my plate and began to eat, my tired body singing with rapture at being fed finally.



Conversation flowed easily with the people around me, as I waited for everyone to get their fill before I addressed them.



This speech had been planned for weeks as we moved forward into the future. 


Sound became muted as the mood changed, and people became more intoxicated. On the wine, the human women, and the bliss of victory in battle. 


Happier. More settled. Sated.



It was time.



I stood up and lifted my chin, waiting for everyone to turn towards me. They did not disappoint.



I took a breath and began, my voice wavering at the beginning. This was important for us all.



“I know a lot of you realise that we’ve been in discussions regarding how to move our community forward into a better future. For decades there have been talks, but nothing has been done. Until now.”



There was a hushed silence that fell over my people and I grinned as I caught the eye of several key players in this decision.



“We want to find a way to co-exist with the human population better and the time has come, we believe, to make contact.”



There was an interested murmur that rippled around the room, and I pushed forward, not wanting to lose momentum.



“I am going to reach out to the humans, begin peace talks. We believe we should unite with them, for their own good and ours.”



There was another cheer this time, louder.



“So enjoy your night of victory, because come tomorrow I will be searching out the closest human village for discussions with their rulers, and hopefully there will be fruitful futures in it for us all.”



A roar went up around me and I sat back down, satisfied with everyone’s response.



For most of them, I was sure that all they would see and feel were the blood benefits that would come our way with an association and agreement with the nearby human towns.



But for me, it would be more than that. 


It would create another ally in this increasingly dangerous world, and a future for my people.







Chapter 2.
After the feast finished and the musicians had wandered away, the rest of the crowd fell into their beds.



And once all was quiet and safe, I snuck back to my room to gather my cloak for travel.



I crept out of the castle through a secret wall my parents had installed for our family in case we needed to escape during a siege. It travelled down a long passageway and through a door that led beyond the castle gates.



By the time I was outside in the cold night air, my skin was warm and my excitement was cresting. I wrapped my cloak around myself tighter, pulled my hood over my head and headed for the forest.



It would take me an hour to walk to the cabin if I was human, but as I pushed some of my vampire speed and strength into my legs, I moved faster and faster,



until I was standing outside a log cabin with smoke billowing from the chimney.



I glanced around, checking to see if anyone would see me entering Marcus’s home, but as usual, there was no one about.



In fact, there wasn’t another house in sight, although the rest of the pack wasn’t far away. 


I lifted my leg onto the first step and the front door opened. His delicious scent hit me before I even saw him. 


My knees buckled a little, so I grabbed for the railing and hauled myself up the step to greet him at the door.



His deep voice rolled through the air. “Well, hello there, Vampire Queen. I wasn’t sure if you’d come tonight.”



I pushed past the wolf shifter who’d been standing, leaning against the door, looking too sexy for his own good.



He burned with the heat of a fever naturally and spent most of his life walking around in nothing but an old pair of trousers.



Case and point. 


It was all he wore at this moment, and I had a particular weakness for his massive shoulders and bulky muscles. 


He shut the door and clicked the lock with a decisive move.



I turned back around and threw my cloak off, revealing the gown Nissa had poured me in tonight.



His nostrils flared and his eyes darkened.



He also went preternaturally still. 


Which was a bad sign… and a good one, if I wanted to be fucked where I was basically standing.



“What’s wrong?” I asked with a tone of heavy sarcasm. “You don’t like the gown they made for me to wear to the victory celebration?”



Marcus began to stalk forward, taking a wide berth around me and doing a full circle before coming to stand directly in front of me.



My stomach tightened and my breath caught in my chest. I’d never seen him hunt, but I knew it would be a truly amazing sight. 


His eyes were almost completely black now, and his skin radiated heat like the sun. Luckily, touching him wasn’t deadly to me or I would have died a hundred times already. 


“At least they left you with some dignity. You can’t see your ass crack.”



His smile lifted his full lips and I whacked him on the shoulder.



“I’m their queen!” I threw my head back, laughing, and tossed my long hair around, just how he liked me to.



He grinned this time, his devilish smile making my belly quiver with longing.



“Get on your knees for me then, Vampire Queen.”



My mouth fell open in shock even as his hand came up and pressed on my shoulder. No one had ever spoken to me in such a way.



Damn I loved this man…



I fell to my knees in my hand-made gown and looked up at him, defiance glittering in every part of me.



What was he trying to prove?



Marcus’ rough hands traced my jawline, his fingertips moving over my lips in steady, confident strokes.



He groaned with desire as I caught that finger in my mouth and gently bit him.



“Do they know their queen is on her knees for me? A dirty shifter?” he asked, his tone gentle, but serious at the same time.



I grunted and tried to stand. He knew I hated our forced separation as much as he did. But as I attempted to rise, he pushed a hand on my shoulder to stay down.



I could have gotten up, of course. He was no match for my real strength.



But Marcus was a lone wolf, an Alpha by all rights, and asserting his dominance was a necessary part of this dance.



One, surprisingly, I enjoyed tremendously.



“No. Of course not,” I answered. “Why, you don’t like my dress?”



He groaned as he undid the button on his pants. “I love that dress… and hate that everyone in the kingdom got to see you in it. Your body is mine to enjoy, not theirs.”



He slid the zipper down and the metallic sound made my gaze drop to his waist.



He pulled the fly open and a thick brush of dark hair filled my vision.



My belly tightened. 


Damn I wanted him. All of him.



His hands were back on me, pulling my chin up to look at his face.



Why he was playing with me so much tonight when he knew what I needed, 


I didn’t know.



Perhaps the dress had aggravated him more than I’d intended it to?



“What do you want, Vampire Queen?” 


I swallowed hard, my hands reaching out for his thighs and wrapping around his trousers until I could grip his ass.



“I want you. You know that.”



He pushed the material down his thick, muscled thighs and his long cock sprang up and met my lips as though it was always meant to be there.



I glanced up at his gorgeous face, the dark eyes staring at me like he’d never see me again if he blinked and was afraid to shut his eyes.



He cleared his throat roughly, then said, “Then suck my cock, beautiful. Prove to me that I’m yours and you’re mine in this crazy world.”



There was more intensity in his words than I’d expected, and it made my heart squeeze tight in my chest.



We were divided by our birth rights. I was a vampire, he was a shifter.



Both of our clans forbid us from associating with each other.



Breeding? Impossible. Punishment by death. Even for me, the ruler of my land. So, for our safety, we kept our affair secret, and I kept a tight rein on my fertility. 


I reached up and wrapped my hand around his cock at the same time I consciously retracted my fangs, which automatically came out when I was aroused. 


I stared at his cock for several moments, loving the heat in my palm and the way the head bulged with redness.



It twitched in my grasp and I found myself giggling with happiness as I wrapped my lips around the head and sucked hard. Despite the submissiveness of this position, I still felt like I had all the power, holding his manhood literally in the palm of my hand.



Marcus moaned this time, his hand slipping into my hair and gripping my head as I moved up and down on his flesh.



I loved the taste of him. The scent of his skin inside my mouth.



It didn’t make sense, with us being so different, but every part of him was beautiful to me. His hot skin, his heavy balls… his strong jaw and dark eyes. 


I used my hand on his shaft to milk the muscle, licking the slit and exploring the head with my tongue and lips.



He’d stop me soon, I knew. He’d want access to my body. So I enjoyed the heady power of making such a man moan as long as I could.



“That’s enough,” he declared, and a laugh rose in my throat at his impatience.



I pulled back and looked up at him with a grin. “But I thought you wanted me to suck your cock?”



The wolf in him growled as he heaved me up from the floor and set me on my feet once again.



“Not anymore,” came the barely audible words through teeth that had shifted. “If you don’t want this dress ripped to shreds, I suggest you take it off. And quickly.”



I could see the primitive force moving through him. The drive to mate with me in the most animalistic way. The fact he had the strength to stop himself from destroying my brand new gown was a testament to his power. Another thing I loved about him. His control. He was no mindless animal, this man. 


I didn’t make him wait. I undressed as fast as my vampire speed allowed, dropping the dress to the floor and kicked it to the side.



And then he was on me. Kissing my lips with the hunger of a man drowning, needing me as much as he needed air to breathe.



He opened his mouth and thrust his tongue possessively into mine. I sucked on his tongue, drawing it further into my mouth, then meeting his tongue with mine. Over and over again.



I shoved my fingers through his long hair and held him to me, giving as good as I got. 


He lifted me up on his body and I wrapped my legs around his waist, the move as natural as breathing.



His hot body burned against my cold skin and I welcomed the fire.



He walked us backwards and I held on while he sat down on the bed, then flipped us over so I was on my back.



He drew back and smiled down at me. “Now it’s my turn to drive you crazy.”



I opened my mouth to explain that I’d barely been allowed twenty seconds to explore his body before he’d pulled me to my feet, but he didn’t give me a chance.



He kissed my lips to silence anything I had to say, then moved south, kissing inches of sensitive flesh and pausing at both breasts to suckle my tight nipples until I was crying out to him.



“Marcus! Please. I’m ready. Don’t make me wait.”



I ached. Everywhere, but especially between my thighs, where my lust for this man was raging out of control.



But as usual, he ignored me, moving lower until his head was buried between my thighs and his talented tongue was circling my clit.



“Oh! Ah….” I couldn’t hold in the gasps and groans that came out of my mouth as he pushed me to the edge, running his tongue around my most sensitive flesh.



“Marcus… please…”



Instead of giving me what I wanted, he suckled on my clit and slid two fingers into my wet and waiting body.



I cried out at the sensation of being filled, my greedy channel clinging to his fingers, but needing so much more.



He worked the inside of me with his fingers while his mouth set my pussy on fire. My back began to arch and my belly tightened. I was going to come, and soon. My pussy rippled, a gasp caught in my throat, then he was moving, taking away the perfect pressure of his mouth and fingers.



I almost screamed out against the change, but then he was replacing the feeling with his cock. Sliding into me, filling me, making me whole.



Marcus kissed me slowly, watching as my mouth fell open on a gasp as he filled me completely.



“That’s my girl,” he said, the sound as perfect as rain on the crops.



I lifted my legs and wrapped my thighs around his waist, taking him deeper. 


I met his gaze and my heart squeezed tight. 


The desire to be closer to this man gripped me like an iron fist. I wanted to be a part of him, like he was a part of me.



I wrapped my arms around his neck and pulled him tighter, kissing his neck, his face, anywhere I could reach as he began to move.



We undulated together in the ancient dance of animal and human alike. His hips rolled as he thrust into me, sparking my desire, then pulled away, making me dig my nails into his back so that he’d come back to me.



Again, and again, he thrust harder and faster, groans of pleasure erupting from my throat.



I was going to orgasm, I could feel the tightness in my belly.   


“I…” I tried to warn him but it gave me no time at all to prepare. It was just crashing through me.



I screamed as pleasure ploughed through me and my pussy rippled around Marcus’ cock.



He cried out, biting down on my shoulder as he thrust straight through my orgasm and beyond.



I settled into the mattress as the bliss descended, my lover hot and sweaty above me.



But he didn’t stop. 


The wave of lust began to rise again and I grinned as I moved quickly, flipping us over and pulling my legs out so I could sit on top of him comfortably.



He blinked up at me, surprised at my speed. 


I sat atop him, his cock still buried inside of me and stared down at his beloved face. “I love you.” 


I didn’t know where the words came from, but I said them. First. And loudly.



Marcus’ eyes opened wide, then he was pulling me down to kiss me passionately. Deeply. Lovingly.



I began to move, riding his shaft up and down as he thrust up to meet me.



I pulled back from his kiss, gripping his hands tightly with mine and throwing back my head so I could ride him with wild abandon.



Up and down I moved. Up and down, aiming for all those sweet spots within my belly.



Marcus groaned and gasped as I moaned and called out to him.



My second orgasm was approaching at top speed and as I pressed down, he thrust up at the same time and with a shattering cry, the pleasure broke all over me again like flooding rain.



Lightning flashed behind my closed eyes as I moaned out Marcus’ name.



His cry ripped through the night as his seed flooded my belly, signalling his completion and the final stage of our mating.



I collapsed onto his chest, panting for breath.



His heart thundered in his chest beneath my ear as he kissed the top of my head and squeezed my body tightly with his arms.



I closed my eyes and for the first time in days, fell into a dream-filled sleep.







Chapter 3. 


I woke just before sunrise, my skin prickling with approaching danger.



“I must go.” 


I slid from the bed and pulled on my elaborate dress from the night before and my cloak. It had been worth wearing my gown just to see Marcus’ possessive reaction.



“I’ll come with you.” Marcus offered, still lying on his side in bed. “To the humans. If you want me to.”



I glanced over to him as I pulled on my leather boots.



Damn he was beautiful, all bulky muscle and smooth, hot skin.



“No. I need to do this on my own.”



Through the night we had talked about my plans to approach the humans, and Marcus had expressed his concerns for my safety.



“I could help. You know that,” he offered again, though he didn’t get out of bed. He knew it couldn’t be, no matter how much both of us wished it were different.



I walked back over to him and pressed a final kiss to his lips. “I’ll have guards with me. It’ll be fine. Goodbye for now.”



I leaned over the bed to kiss him once more and he reached for my cheek. I nestled into his hand for the one moment I had, but then I was flying out the door and racing back to the safety of the castle walls.



We were lucky that on our continent daylight hours were down to less than eight a day, but I still needed to be indoors, for fear of being burned alive.



I found the secret entrance and crept back to my room, finding it cold and still.



No one had come looking for me. Nissa was probably asleep also, so I quickly checked the windows to see verify the shutters had already been closed for daylight sleeping.



I undressed once again and climbed into my clean bed. A soft moan left my mouth. I smelled of Marcus and my body ached in all the right places.



Happily, I fell asleep with a smile on my face for the first time in days, resting for the remainder of the daylight hours. 


I was woken by Nissa. “My Queen. The carriage is ready when you are, to take you to the human town.”



I lifted my head, barely registering what she was saying.



Had I asked her to do that… oh, yes, I had.



“Thank you, Nissa. I will have a quick shower, then dress for the trip.”



I let my head fall back on the pillow and watched Nissa pick up my gown and winced at the smell.



She glanced over at me with a wide, thoughtful expression and my heart tightened painfully. But then, as usual, she didn’t say anything. “I’ll wash this myself, my Queen, and be back to dress you shortly.”



I smiled my thanks at the girl I was certain knew my secret like no other person did. But I had complete confidence that she would never betray me and reveal it to anyone.



Once she left, I managed to drag myself out of my comfortable bed and into the hot shower.



The heat was comforting, reminding me of Marcus’ skin. The hard part came when the water washed away his scent. That did nothing to make me feel better.



I missed him already. Every day we weren’t together was difficult, and especially so after we’d shared a night like last night. So passionate and connected.



The intimacy I shared with him was amazing, and it kept me alive through the long days and nights I endured without him.



However, it made my loneliness twice as hard when I was alone.



I sighed and turned the water off.



Focusing on my duty to my people was paramount right now. That went above all else. It was how I’d been raised.



I went down the stairs, my body still satisfied from the meal from the night before. I wouldn’t need to feed for at least another few days now.



Four of my guards were standing by the front foyer and at my appearance, jumped to their feet. 


“My Queen.”



I smiled in turn at them all. Friends, whom I had fought with for decades.



“Thank you all for coming. Hopefully this will not be a perilous trip.”



They were armed, just in case, but I was hoping for it to be a simple peace talk discussion, and then home again before sunrise.



The four men inclined their heads and we made our way out into the early evening darkness. I had considered telling my guards that I would travel alone on this trip, but as the only remaining royal of my grandfather’s line, I was more precious to my people than I allowed myself to remember. 


I got into the carriage waiting at the front steps and the door shut behind me.



My travelling party clamoured on, sitting at the front and the rear of the carriage while I rode inside. 


I rolled my eyes at the traditional and boring way we did these things. If only I could sneak Marcus on these excursions. He would make long trips so much more interesting.



The horses walked off and we made our way through the castle, and over the moat. We travelled along the roads trisecting my lands, towards the north forest.



The forest was a natural border that separated the two continents between the humans and those of paranormal origin.



I glanced down at the notes in my hand, and the speech I had prepared for the king, silently reading through each line.



Silently



Would he want this treaty? This change?



I didn’t know. But I had to try. It would create an ally for my people, not to mention opening up the conversation for open travel between our two continents.



The carriage rumbled along slowly as we weaved through the trees, and I found myself staring out into the thicket and enjoying the peace of the woods.



The scent of the bark. The dampness of the earth.



We would reach the edge of the forest soon, and then it was straight onto the human kingdom.



Suddenly, the carriage stopped, the horses neighing loudly in fright.



I steadied myself with quick reflexes, not allowing myself to be hurled across the carriage.



“Everything all right?” I called out, but got no response from neither my drivers nor the guards that rode on the back.



I slid my notes into a pocket inside my cloak and moved to the window. What was going on?



I couldn’t see anything, so against my better judgement I opened the door and glanced behind the carriage to my guards.



To my horror they were being slaughtered one by one. Falling to the ground, their throats ripped open and blackened blood spilling from them.



I jumped out, going for my sword and finding it missing. Damn it! I hadn’t brought my own defences with me, thinking my guards could defend me, but before my eyes they fell, one by one. 


I raced around to the front of the carriage to find Alevro, one of my favourite guards, gasping his last breaths, and a brutal looking woman standing over him.



“What is the meaning of this?” I demanded, drawing myself up and glaring at the woman who was most obviously a witch.



Her long, wavy, silver hair blew in the breeze and from where I stood I could smell the dirty garments she wore. They made her look like she was barely surviving on the poverty line, which, for a witch, was simply ridiculous. 


Yet I could sense the power in her. The rage. And she hadn’t attacked me yet, so I pressed forward.



“What do you want?” 


She obviously didn’t want to kill me, otherwise I would be lying on the ground like the rest of my guardsmen. 


The old woman relaxed her posture, pushing her hair out of her eyes and giving me what I assumed should pass for a smile.



“I am Elsie, Queen Alessandra, and you are going to help me.”



I figured as much. Why else would she let me live?



“And how could I possibly help you? It’s obvious you are far more powerful than I.” 


I gestured to my fallen comrades, my friends, and my heart hurt. Vampires who had been alive for decades, longer. Strong paranormals whom I’d trusted with my life. And she had felled them in minutes.



She shrugged and said, “I want revenge on the humans, and as you are about to make a treaty with them, you will be my vessel of delivery.”



I almost vomited at the thought.



What sort of vessel?



I straightened, staring hard at the woman. “But why?”



Elsie’s hard eyebrows drew together as the lines in her face became more crater-like, and all of her features became even tighter. “My sisters were burned alive by the king who rules the first of the human kingdoms. It was a slaughter, murder. Neither one of my sisters had ever done anything wrong. They were living together, staying out of the way of humans, and they were murdered as they slept. Someone must pay.”



I could feel the vehemence of her emotions like a creeping fever over my skin. 


“I still don’t know why you need my help.”



Surely the witch could cause a lot of havoc herself?



The woman narrowed her eyes and I felt a shiver of unease pass through me once again. 


“I am… limited in my magic past these woods. It is why we have always stayed here. I cannot exact the revenge I desire without your help, and you are the perfect tool for such a job.”



She sneered at me as though I were a lesser being than her, and for the first time in a long time, I had the impulse to rip the throat out of the woman before me.



I steeled myself for the outcome that refusing the witch would surely bring.



“No. I will not help you, Elsie. I can understand your need for revenge. I am feeling the same thing in what you have done to my guards, but I cannot… I will not, be your instrument to wield.”



I’d rather die.



Elsie smiled, her yellow teeth making my stomach lurch. All that power and magic, and the woman couldn’t bring herself to look after her appearance?



“Oh, really, Queen Alessandra? And what about Marcus?”



A cool shiver coursed down my spine and I found myself staring at the woman who knew my most intimate secret.



“What about Marcus?” I countered, swallowing hard even though I was trying to look as confident as possible in the face of her threat. 


“What will your fellow vampires say when they find out you’ve been fucking a wolf shifter?”



The words made me flinch and the woman began to walk around me as though I were her prey.



“They will disown you… be-head you. The last remaining heir of the Syvim bloodline. A traitor to the cause.”



“Are you threatening to…”



I couldn’t even finish the sentence.



She chuckled, the sound downright evil. “If you don’t do exactly as I say, I will announce your affair to the whole town. To your guards. To the vampire world. Marcus will be hunted down. Your love affair burned alive, as you will be when the sun rises and you’re unable to find your way back into the castle.”



I hissed at the woman threatening to unveil a truth that would destroy me. But if she really thought I was going to help her... “I’d rather die.”



“But would you?” she asked quietly. “You have no heir, nor anyone to rise to your position within your kingdom. There will be war, there will be anarchy. Who will control the masses when they fight amongst themselves? Who will rule your army when your enemies come knocking on your door?”



My eyes slid closed as visions of that exact thing happening flooded over my consciousness.



My kingdom had little in place for such an event as my death.



It would be chaos.



The children… my people… they would all be in grave peril if the hierarchy fell.



I swallowed hard against the bile that rose in my throat.



And despite myself, I couldn’t help thinking about Marcus, too. I could survive being punished for my affair with him, but they wouldn’t hunt him down, would they? I couldn’t live with myself if they did that to him. He didn’t deserve the wrath of my people just because I couldn’t control myself around him!



I took a deep breath. “All right, witch, I will help you. But you are not to go anywhere near Marcus or my people.”



Elsie nodded with a triumphant smile and my heart fell. I’d made a deal with the devil herself and everything in me told me I’d made the wrong choice. 






Chapter 4.
I crossed my arms across my chest and glared at the witch who was blackmailing me into doing god-knows-what to the humans I wanted to be-friend.
“So, what is it you would have me do?”
She smiled serenely, as though she held all the secrets in the world. “You’ll find out when you get there.”
“Where?” And why wasn’t she telling me anything?
The old crone began to chant and white light began to bubble from her palms.
“What are you…” I stepped forward to stop her from doing whatever she was doing, but I was pushed back.
Then suddenly I was moving, fast, across the plains, my eyes barely able to stay open as the witch’s magic carried me over the continent border and into the human world.
My feet ground to a halt and I was standing at the bottom steps that led up to a large, grand castle.
Not mine, nor any I had seen before.
Glancing around nervously, I could hear the commotion of a town, of children, and cooking and workers.
I was on the human continent, inside their kingdom. The scent of their sweat and the thrum of the blood in their veins made my fangs ache.
I used all my strength to force them to retreat, not wanting to scare anyone.
A guard trotted down the stairs, a sword at his belt but a smile on his face.
“Can I help you ma’am? You seem to be lost.”
I struggled for the words I needed, my explanation glued to my tongue.
When none came easily, I swallowed hard and focused on the reason I had planned to come here in the first place. “I am Queen Alessandra, Vampire Queen of Syvim.”
“Oh.” The man’s eyes opened wide, but instead of fear filling his gaze, I caught the wave of lust. Keen interest. “Please, come in to the castle. We were not expecting you. Where is your travelling party?”
Forcing a smile to my face, I walked up the stairs after him, nerves filling my belly. “I had planned to arrive by horse and carriage with my attendants, however, we met with an unexpected… enemy in the forest, and I am here alone.”
“Oh, I am sorry to hear that.”
I was surprised that I could explain such a thing. I assumed the witch would control what I could say and do while here.
I stepped inside the castle walls and looked around the town. People were smiling as we walked up the street. I had not expected such a warm welcome. Although we hadn’t had any trouble with the nearby human populations for years, it still surprised me that they were so open to my visit.
I looked up at the guard who was escorting me into the residence of the king. “You seem very comfortable with me being here. I had not expected that.”
The guard chuckled. “I have long wanted to meet a vampire. I’ve heard stories, of course, but have never been privileged enough to meet one of your kind.”
Privileged was a strange word for him to use, and intrigued me to ask more.
“How so?”
The guard’s handsome cheeks coloured with blood. “Well, the stories of your bite are legendary, and as no one has died at a vampire’s hands for generations, the fear of your kind has long vanished.”
I smiled in happy memory. “It was my parents who made killing humans illegal in my kingdom.”
The guard grinned. “Well, please thank them for me.”
My smile faltered. “They have since passed… but if I could, I would.”
He stopped suddenly. “I’m so sorry. I hadn’t thought about vampires… dying.”
“It’s all right.” I said, as quickly as possible. It wasn’t a subject I talked about often.
We were immortal, by most human’s reckoning, however there were many things that could end our lives quickly. Sunlight. A wooden stake to the heart. Silver.
“Will you take me to your king?” I asked, wanting to speak to him as quickly as possible.
“Of course. Please, come this way and I will see when he will be available.”
We passed through a door and a strange shiver skittered over me.
“What was that?” I asked.
The guard turned around with a knowing smile. “You can feel that?”
I frowned. “Of course. What is it?”
Did they have some sort of paranormal barriers on their castle? Was it fatal?
The guard shook his head. “Nothing harmful, don’t worry. We have powerful witches within our community that protect our king. There are magical wards placed around the king’s castle that prevent magic from being used inside these walls. You don’t have any magic, so you will be fine.”
My shoulders sagged as a wave of relief flowed through me.
So, the witch would not be able to control me from inside these walls. I was not a danger to anyone, nor myself.
Thank the Gods.
“That’s wonderful.”
The guard looked at me strangely, but dismissed whatever it was that he was thinking and directed me to a large sitting room. “Please wait here while I summon the king and his advisors.”
“Thank you.”
I walked into a room that was laden with food and drink, bookshelves filled with books, and noble-looking humans milling around talking.
Most of the noise and conversation stopped the moment I stepped inside, so I began to walk slowly around, ignoring the interested gazes and examining the room itself.
“Excuse me,” a woman said, and I turned to take in the spectacular redhead behind me.
At home she would have been a favourite amongst our men, with her pale skin and bountiful figure. And as my fangs ached inside my mouth, I had to admit that she smelled pretty tasty as well.
“Yes?”
She swallowed a strange noise that sounded like a squeal. “Are you a vampire?”
I inclined my head and the woman squealed properly this time, before calling her friends over.
“I’m Ava,” she said, reaching out to shake my hand.
“Alessandra,” I returned, shaking the warm hand she offered.
“Oh! Your skin is so cold.” The words were strange but there was nothing except interest in her voice as she stared at me.
They all did, in fact. The whole group of young people. They began to chatter at me, most of which I didn’t understand, but luckily the guard returned to rescue me.
“The king will see you now,” he said, bowing before me.
“Thank you. Please excuse me.” I managed to slide away from the group of young adults and the guard laughed gently as we walked through the hall.
“They were very interested in you, weren’t they?”
I nodded. “Most unexpected.”
He grinned. “Like I said, the pleasure of your bite has now become legend, and with the added bonus of not being a possibly deadly experience, most of the young people in this town would give their right arm to follow you home.”
I stared at him, bewildered at the expression.
He held up his hands and shook his head. “So to speak. Please, come this way. The king will see you now.”
We stopped outside a large door and the guard reached for my arm, then turned me towards him.
“You seem lovely, Queen Alessandra, and as far as I can tell, you pose no threat to my king.”
I rushed to reassure him. “I don’t. I promise you that.”
He nodded once. “I believe you, but please understand that the king will be guarded by two expert swordsman carrying silver daggers and they will not hesitate to execute you if you threaten him.”
Part of me enjoyed the vehemence in his voice. Loyalty to one’s reigning family was a noble quality.
It was a positive reflection of the king himself.
I inclined my head with a smile. “I have nothing but good intentions in coming here and I respect your need to protect your sovereign.”
The guard nodded once and pushed open the double doors.
The doors opened into a very large room, with the king seated on a throne at the very end of the long walkway.
“This is our throne room,” he explained, as we walked up the red carpet.
I laughed. “I understand that.”
I made it to the end of the carpet and stared up at the large king on his impressive throne.
He was flanked by two heavyset guards carrying the daggers I assumed could end my life. Of course, they’d have to catch me to use them. Their human skills would be no match for my vampire strength and speed, but that was only a thought in the back of my mind.
I would never do anything to harm this king. It would undo all the good work my parents had done to repair the relationship between the humans and our kind.
It was because of that work that I was here today.
And if the magical wards held, I would be able to deliver my message without fear of the witch’s revenge.
I reached for the speech within my cloak and one of the guard’s hands slid to his daggers.
I smiled, pulling out the cards. “Tis only my speech I had prepared.”
The man relaxed a little, though his stance didn’t change.
I focused on the king before me, his scarred face and deep-set eyes speaking of a warrior. I liked that.
I bowed my head, then looked up and met the king’s keen gaze.
“King Andrew, I am Queen Alessandra. I’ve come today to continue the work my parents began thirty years ago. They were the ones who outlawed the killing of humans and have encouraged everyone in my kingdom to be peaceful. Since then, we have done all we can to sustain our population on meat and humans willing to sacrifice their blood in exchange for some gain.”
I swallowed hard, wondering if that was something I should have mentioned or not. Either way, it was time to push on.
“I have come here today to talk about a union between our two continents. A bond that would strengthen both our kingdoms in times of war and bloodshed.”
The king stood up and walked down the three steps that had him elevated above me.
The guards followed him down like two shadows, but did not step in to shield him when he stood right in front of me.
He held out his hand. “It is a pleasure to meet you, Queen Alessandra.”
I looked at his big, meaty hand and lifted mine in acknowledgment of the welcome. Even an alpha shifter would have been happy with a hand like that. This man was solid and tall and strong. Everything I would want a leader to be.
“Let’s talk specifics,” he said as he guided me over to a table and chairs and began talks of how we could work together in the future.
He was an amiable, easy-to-like man whom I got along with straight away.
After an hour or so, we’d decided on the first draft of the structure of our agreement and the king said he would speak to his council and draw up the papers.
I couldn’t stop the beam of a smile that spread across my face as we finished up. “This went even better than I had hoped for, King Andrew. Thank you for making it such a pleasant experience.”
Part of me had assumed I would be turned away, or would need to beg and plead to be heard. Instead, I was being welcomed as though I were an honoured guest, and I was well on the way to having the peace treaty that would serve my kingdom for years to come.
The king stood and drew me up. “This is cause for celebration. Tonight, we will hold a feast.”
I nodded in agreement. After all, why not? “I will leave before sunrise as I need to get back to my people.”
Somehow, I had to find a way out of the witch’s hold. Perhaps I could find a sorceress of my own.
The king inclined his head. “Let my guard show you to a guest bedroom where you can rest and wash up if you’d like. The feast will begin within the hour.”
I was led off as the king called for his servants, no doubt to arrange a large, midnight feast they had not yet prepared for.
The same guard who had walked me into the great hall, escorted me out and along the corridor to a large bedroom that resembled one of my own guest suites back home.
“Thank you.” I told him. “I have not gotten your name.”
He turned with a broad smile. “It is Thomas, Queen Alessandra.” He bowed and walked away, leaving me alone.
I walked over to the mirrors, glancing at my plain travelling attire.
I laughed at the comparison to the evening before. Thank goodness I did not need to wear a revealing dress that would accentuate my femininity to the masses tonight.
The humans already seemed in awe of vampires, I didn’t need to add to the allure.
I took off my clothes and had a long, hot shower, once I worked out how to operate their machinery. It was so different from our own.
Putting the same clothes back on felt stiff and sticky, so I was relieved when a maid servant entered the room, her eyes downcast.
“I don’t mean to intrude,” she stammered, “but my lord was wondering if you wished for clean clothes. A dress, perhaps?”
“Yes,” I said, not worried by her appearance in my room, nor my nakedness. “Something simple please, and not revealing.”
She hurried to the wardrobes in the room and began to pull out dresses.
Yellow. Green. Purple and black.
She lay them all on the bed and finally looked up, her face colouring with a deep blush. “These will all fit you once I tighten them. Would you like help dressing?”
I surveyed the choices, drawn to the black and lavender.
“Yes, I would.” I ran my hand over the soft fabric. “This one, please.”
“Very good, ma’am.” The girl hurried to pull the dress over my head, arranging the flounces and boning in all the right places.
“Lean forward,” she suggested, and my breasts fell into the right position in the bodice. “Now back.”
And when I stood up, she began lacing me tightly.
“Not too tight,” I said gently. “I’m not here for any courting purposes.”
A nervous giggle was her response. “Yes, ma’am.”
By the time she’d finished, I felt comfortable and relaxed, and when I walked over to the mirror, I was relieved to see that they had not dressed me as a strumpet. In fact, the dress was quite… pretty.
“Thank you for your help.”
She bobbed a curtsey and practically ran out the door.
I couldn’t help the smile that tugged up my lips. I had succeeded in my desire to create peace with the humans, and thanks to the wards the king had up around the kingdom, the witch couldn’t touch me, either.
It was time to celebrate the victories of today, and mourn those that I had lost.
I walked out into the hallway, and followed the laughter and calls of the people obviously in the throes of a good party.
There was music, and from the pounding, I had to assume, dancing.
Another smile lifted my lips. We were so similar, these humans and my vampires, in so many ways.
I walked through the open doors to be greeted by loud cheers from the humans around me.
I stopped and stared at them.
The king moved through the crowd, took my hand and led me to the table at the head of the hall, so very similar to my own feast nights.
King Andrew picked up a wine goblet and held it up to his people.
The room quieted as he began his speech.
“Today, a miracle of sorts occurred. The Vampire Queen, Alessandra, came to our kingdom to offer friendship, and her hand in peace. We are in negotiations for uniting our two kingdoms and I believe that with this agreement, will come only great things for us all.”
A roar went up around us and I smiled at the people who were beaming at us.
“So tonight, drink, eat, and be merry, for we have much to celebrate.”
He signalled to the band to continue and the music once again began to thrum and thump through the hall.
I sat down at the right hand of the king, enjoying the revelry and energy of the people.
“Can I offer you something to eat or drink?” King Andrew asked, gesturing to the table laden with every delicacy of human preference.
I shook my head, not liking the smell of anything he offered, but not wanting to offend.
“Thank you, but I am not hungry.”
“Do vampires… eat?” he asked, the tone curious.
“We do. Mostly rare meat, but I ate very well last night, and I don’t need much to sustain me for weeks after such a meal.”
He laughed. “That must be nice.”
He took a big drink of his wine and began eating the plate of meat in front of him. I could only imagine how much food his army would need to sustain their energy and size. So much more than my vampire army ever would.
King Andrew was called to dance and I watched the man get up and join his people.
A good king.
The guard who had been escorting me since I arrived, Thomas, stepped up in front of me and bowed. “Queen Alessandra, I was wondering if you could follow me into one of the adjoining rooms for a moment.”
I stared at him, wondering about his intentions, then cocked my head, considering him.
He grinned. “It is nothing nefarious, I assure you.”
I had no reason not to trust him, but after a lifetime of watching my own back, I was ready for anything.
“All right.”
I stood up and followed him into a room that must have been for the king to rest.
There was a line of people there, two men and two women. All with excited vibrations around them.
“What’s this?” I asked.
“All of them wish to feed you and I was asked to offer them to you.”
“Oh… Ah…” I stopped, unsure of how to continue. As queen I had often been told I could have any human I wanted. But that was not my way. My parents had taught me restraint. To live from the animals of our land, or the donated blood wine from which we thrived.
I had not enjoyed a human in a very long time.
“I fed last night, so I will not need nourishment for a while now. But thank you. All of you.”
All four faces dropped with disappointment, and one of the women’s voices began to plead. “Oh, please. Is there no one who can tempt you? Do you like women? Or men? Is there a taste or a smell? Could you please see if any of us would satisfy you? It would be a dream come true, for all of us.”
I looked from one face to the next, only to find that all of them truly desired this.
I sighed. I did not have the strength for all four, but I did have a preference. Women in general, though they needed to be clean.
“Let me see…” I walked closer and stepped towards the two young women who were both panting in excitement.
I leaned in and smelled the first one, a delicious orange flavour rising from her skin. Yum.
When I moved away she gasped as though rejected, but I smiled at her and moved over to the other woman.
This one had no pleasant scent, nor warmth to the touch that would usually make me crave her blood.
I straightened and stepped back. “The first woman is my personal preference. I don’t generally feed from men.”
The guard stepped back and opened the door for the other three to leave. They looked so disappointed. Their shoulders rounded and their faces were fallen, but I couldn’t possibly appease them all.
“Thank you for the compliment of your offer,” I managed to say before the guard ushered them out.
He stood by the door, a smile on his face.
“You’re going to watch?” I asked.
He nodded, an interested gleam crossing over his face.
The guard himself was one I would feed on. I’d gotten close enough to him multiple times to inhale his scent and feel his heat. But something about him told me that keeping a professional distance was best. I may need his help in the future, and blood drinking with humans could blur the lines of a relationship.
The woman I’d chosen suddenly moved, catching my attention as she swayed back and forth to the music in the main room.
“Are you sure this is what you want?” I asked her.
She had amazing green eyes and skin the colour of cream.
“Oh, yes, please. How do you want me?” She looked around as though trying to find a comfortable position.
I could just bite her where we stood, but knowing this was her first time made me worry that she may faint.
“Come, sit.” I led her to a sofa nearby and encouraged her to take a seat, while I perched on the large armrest.
My mouth began to water and my fangs descended without my consent as we began the dance.
I closed my eyes for a moment, enjoying the sensation inside my body. Of an ancient hunger that knew it was about to be fed.
I opened my eyes and lifted her left hand to my mouth.
The woman’s breath caught as she worried her lower lip with her teeth.
I could sense her excitement and nervousness, the way her heart beat faster and stronger in her chest.
But as she lifted her wrist higher, pressing it against my lips, she gave me the reassurance I needed that she wanted this also.
“Please,” she whispered again.
I turned her wrist to me, focusing on the blue, throbbing vein beneath the pale skin.
It’s been so long…
I opened my mouth and sank my fangs into her flesh, and a moan escaped me as warm blood flowed between my lips.
The woman gasped and pressed her hand harder against my mouth.
I drank more, my belly beginning to ache and burn with fresh blood.
I began to withdraw my fangs as the woman beside me groaned and gasped like she was close to orgasm.
Letting go of her wrist, I licked the two puncture wounds to seal them.
She sagged on the sofa, her face a picture of pure bliss.
“Thank you,” I managed to say as I staggered to the door, more intoxicated than I’d been in years.
I’d forgotten how potent the blood of such a young, healthy woman could be.
The guard standing by the door was aroused, his flesh jutting against his fitted pants.
Our gazes met and he gave me an awkward shrug.
I smiled as the woman behind me called out, “Thomas!”
I looked over my shoulder and watched the guard walk over to her and begin kissing her.
Heat pooled in my belly.
“Oh… is she…?”
He lifted his head. “My intended. I didn’t want you to think I was being biased, so I offered others, but thank you for choosing her.”
His hand slid down to cup her breast and she moaned loudly, still lost somewhere in the haze of feeding bliss.
I stifled the giggle that rose and shut the door firmly behind me.
I’d never been used as foreplay in such a way before, but it didn’t feel bad. Not bad at all.




Chapter 5.
After I’d fed on the delicious human, I staggered back to my room and had one of the deepest sleeps I’d had in a long time. Dreamless, but totally satisfying.



Luckily, for everyone concerned, especially me, the maid servant woke me well before sunrise.



“Queen Alessandra.”



I lifted my head to see the maid servant crouched by the bed, whispering rather urgently at me. “Hmmm?”



“It’s an hour until sunrise. How long do you need to travel back to your kingdom safely?”



A groan erupted as my still sleeping body complained at being startled.



I rolled over and sat up, blinking rapidly.



“Thank you for waking me up. I certainly need more time than I’d allowed.”



I threw back the covers and sluggishly pulled on the travel clothes I’d worn from yesterday. 


A sense of happiness wove through me. I’d achieved the goals I’d set prior to leaving home. It appeared peace was brokered with the humans.. 


Then I sighed. Now I had a witch to deal with.



I glanced towards the maid hovering around me. “Tell your king I will be in touch as soon as possible.”



She nodded and left me alone to get dressed.



Once I was ready, I snuck along the hallways, enjoying the extra vigour the woman’s blood had given me. My muscles felt stronger, tougher, and there was a bounce in my step that simply hadn’t been there yesterday.



Perhaps those of my population who rallied for a constant supply of humans had a point. My body felt truly stronger and different after feeding directly from the source, rather than eating meat, or even from the blood wine. 


Although, of course, we would need to moderate the policy if it ever came to fruition.



I walked down the hallways and passed through the door containing the tingle of magic that protected the interior of the castle.



An evil voice shot right into head.



Where have you been? You must open the gates for me. I cannot. They are protected by a magic I cannot break through.



I fell back against the wall, my breath caught in my throat.



No! I couldn’t—wouldn’t— help her!



I began to feel the prickles of her magic working on my arms and legs, moving me towards her desired destination. My feet dragged in the dirt as I gripped the stone wall.



I couldn’t allow it. I wouldn’t do it!



I launched myself with all my might back through the door that would protect me.



The tingle of the wards passed over me and the witch’s hold on my body vanished, her voice gone from inside me head.



Relief flood me, followed by a swift, hard, shove of anger.



I slammed my fist into a stone wall. Damn! I’d thought I would be rid of her if I simply managed the treaty without her interference.



What could I do now? How was I to return home? And should I simply allow the humans to stay possible victims to this witch? Because it was obvious that she wasn’t going to stop until her revenge was complete.



I stood up and brushed the dust from my clothes. There was only one thing to do. The noble thing. My parents hadn’t raised a coward.



Despite the risk to myself and Marcus, I would not cower beneath this woman’s blackmail. Risking the lives of my new allies was not an option either. They were non-magical humans who had no extraordinary powers, nor ways to protect themselves. 


I couldn’t just run away. 


I walked back into the castle and located the banquet room from the night before.



An old fire dwindled in the grate, but there wasn’t a soul anywhere, nor a single sound to be heard.



Pace in front of the king’s portrait, I began wondering how best to do what needed to be done. 


Plus, I could not dally. Getting underground soon was imperative. I could not stay in this beautiful, yet extremely well-lit castle once the sun had risen.



Soft footfalls in the passageway caught my attention and I hurried over to see who was awake with me. The maid servant was there, walking along the corridor clinging to the sheets from my bed, probably to wash them.



“Girl!”



She yelped and jumped, probably more surprised to see me than I was to see her. “Queen Alessandra! I thought you’d gone home.”



“I tried… but there is a complicating factor that makes it impossible for me to leave now.”



“But the sun,” the maid said, glancing towards one of the many windows.



I nodded. “I know. I cannot wait much longer before I must take shelter in your cellar. Can you wake the king for me?”



Her mouth dropped open. “Ah… I don’t have the power to…”



I interrupted her. “You know I’m out of time, and this is critical. Can you find a way, or do I need to rouse the whole household?”



I’d do it. I’d made enough noise for a whole party before.



Her breath hissed through her teeth. Obviously, she didn’t like that option. “Oh… I’ll find a way. Wait here,” she said, then rushed off like there was a fire chasing her.



I waited and paced, and I worried.



The sun would rise soon, though my skin had not begun to tingle. Surely, I’d have enough time to save the humans and get below ground. 


Soon there was a loud commotion down the hall and I stuck my head out to see the king striding along the corridor, roughly pulling on a robe.



He was accompanied by a single guard, who was barely dressed.



I hurried forward. 


“What is this about?” he demanded, his voice groggy and thick with sleep.



“King Andrew, I must speak to you. Is it possible to go somewhere… darker? I am afraid the sun will rise any moment. It’s too late to get home in safety, so I must hide somewhere in your castle today.”



His eyebrows flew up and he looked at me with a considering expression, sympathy dawning in his eyes.



“Yes. We can go to the wine cellar.”



He turned to the guard behind him. “Find a mattress and blankets and drag everything down with us. The queen will need somewhere to rest during the day.”



I smiled my thanks and followed him as he unlocked a heavy door and took me beneath the castle.



One flight of steps we descended, then another, until we were standing on a stone floor in a room with no windows and many barrels of wine.



The king indicated to the space around him. “Even if someone needs to come down to retrieve wine during the day, there will be no sunlight cast into this area. I can promise you that.”



I looked around, relieved. It did seem particularly dark.



I launched into my speech. “Thank you, King Andrew. I don’t know how to truly express my gratitude for your kindness on this trip.”



He crossed his meaty arms over his chest and stared at me. “Well, you can start by explaining why you roused me from a heavy sleep.”



I began to move around, nervousness flooding through me.



“In cases such as these, I think it is best to tell the whole truth, and spare no details. However, it is a long story, so please bear with me while I tell you all.”



The king nodded and I began. 


I told him of my love affair with Marcus, and how we were both forbidden to love one another.



I told him of the witch’s murders of my guards and her plan to exact revenge on the humans who killed her sisters.



I explained about the wards around the castle and how I could not leave until I told him everything, because once I was out of range of his magical protection, I was fair game to the woman who wanted to use me against those same humans I’d come to feel connected to.



When I was done, the guard walked down the stairs and quietly arranged the bed for me.



I collapsed onto it, daytime fatigue seeping into my muscles. I glanced up at the king to gauge his reaction.



He pulled a huge barrel towards him, sat down heavily, then sighed. “Well this is a fucked-up situation.”



I burst out laughing. What else could I do? 


“Exactly my own thoughts,” I said, enjoying the candour of the human.



He clasped his hands together, his brow furrowed. But he didn’t look as surprised as I thought he would. “Did you have any idea that this sort of thing might occur?”



He sat up straighter. “Well, I have to say that I’m shocked this has happened to you. Shocked and horrified that you had to witness such murders right in front of you when peace was what you were travelling to seek. But unfortunately, no, I’m not surprised. Those three sisters have terrorised our town for decades. I did not sanction the burning of their house, but when I found out that they were gone, I was relieved. They kidnapped our children, seduced the men. They’ve wreaked havoc for as long as I have held the reins to this kingdom.”



My lips twisted bitterly. “But all three did not die.”



He nodded. “Yes, I found out later on that the eldest, and unfortunately the cruellest of the three, survived the fire. That was when I put up the wards around the castle. I’ve been trying to keep my people safe, but it seems she is getting more desperate.”



I nodded in agreement. “Yes. And I am not sure what will happen when I step outside your castle walls. I think you need to extend the wards to protect your whole city, if possible.”



“Agreed. I will start ordering the men to guard the gates and will request my witches to strengthen their casting.”



Then he turned to me, sadness in his full face. “Thank you for risking everything to save us, Queen Alessandra. Your loyalty will not be forgotten.”



I inclined my head as my skin tingled and my eyes began to droop. 


“I must rest, King Andrew. The sun has risen. But as soon as it is dark, I will need to find a way back to Syvim. Your kingdom will be safe, but mine will not.”



The king stood up from his seated position and began to walk up the stairs once again. “I will post someone at the door to make sure you’re not disturbed, and I will send you home with guards so that you may travel safely.”



I smiled at him as he moved further away.



“That won’t be necessary. But thank you.”



I lay down on the mattress and let my eyes close. I’d done a good thing today and my parents would be proud, but whether or not it was too late for Marcus, would be determined when I rose again.



***



I woke to the sound of the door above me being unlocked and opened.



My eyes sprang open and I stood up, taking a few deep breaths to steady myself after my day-sleep.



The good witch’s wards must penetrate right down to this cellar because I couldn’t hear or feel anything from the nasty witch. Not yet, anyway.



A male voice called tentatively down to me. “Queen Alessandra? Night has fallen.”



I bounded up the stairs to the guard standing at the entrance. “Thank you so much.”



He took a step back, wary of me. “The king has assembled a strong cadre of guards to ride with you back to Syvim.”



I shook my head, having worked out while I slept the best possible way to travel. And that was to run.



“Tell your King I am most grateful for his offer, but the fastest way for me to travel is on foot.”



“Are you sure… we would be most happy to accompany you…”



I smiled and started to walk down the hallway, away from him. “I must go. I have a long way to travel. Tell the king I will be in touch in the next few days.”



I began to turn away, but thought better of it. The witch could be waiting outside the castle gates for me.



“Actually, you could advise me? Is there a back way out of the castle?”



The guard furrowed his brow, then nodded. “There is. It’s usually reserved for the noble family, but if you need a different retreat point…”



“I do.”



“And you are part of a royal family, though not our own.” He nodded. “This way.”



I followed him through several doors and tunnels, weaving through the castle to areas unknown. Then we ended up outside in an extremely remote location. I wasn’t even quite sure where I was.



“The forest is that way,” he said, and pointed north.



I glanced in that direction, seeing the moon rising above us. “Thank you. I appreciate your help.”



He nodded and pulled shut the secret door that kept the castle inhabitants safe from invaders.



I waited and listened, dreading the return of the crone’s voice inside my head and her control over my body.



But nothing came. For the moment, it seemed I was free of her.



I turned and headed east, away from the forest.



I ran as fast as I could, being careful of my surroundings, taking the back roads around the forest.



It would, of course, have been faster to go straight through the forest, just as we had passed through the night before. But that risked crossing paths with the witch and I wasn’t sure what she’d do to me if she found out that I had deliberately revealed her plan and put the humans on alert.



I ran along the darkened roads, tripping and falling several times, but my vampire reflexes saved me from any serious harm.



By the time I made it back to my kingdom, I’d lost half the night but had avoided the furious witch.



“Queen Alessandra! How did everything go?” My guards appeared anxious for information, but I couldn’t focus on sharing any of the good news I had. I was too worried about Marcus.



The more I’d travelled tonight, the more I’d realised how furious the witch would be with me for what I’d done. Especially if she’d been able to detect the changes to the wards around the castle.



Would she attempt to manipulate a human? Or another vampire like me? It was obvious she wanted to get to the king himself—and that would require someone of a decent standing. Someone with access to him. 


So the question was, would she leave me alone now that her plan was foiled, or seek out revenge for my rebellion? 


Finding Marcus was my top priority.  


I began searching for him around the castle walls, then moved into the forest. He had to be somewhere.



Please, God.



I ran all the way to his house in the woods, where no smoke billowed from the chimney and the front door was wide open. That was not a good sign in the dead of night.



I rushed inside his small home and looked around.
There were no signs of a struggle, but there was no evidence of life, either.
Marcus wouldn’t just leave his cabin unlocked and unguarded.
Stumbling out into the forest, I headed deeper into wolf shifter territory, though it wasn’t necessarily a smart move.
The wolf shifters hated vampires as much as my people hated them.
A woman was walking past with a child and when she saw me, she clung to the little one as though her life depended on it.
“What are you doing here?” she hissed, her voice turning into a deep growl, indicating she may shift if threatened.
I put my hands up and stopped, not moving any closer to her.
“I’m looking for Marcus. It’s possible he may be in trouble. Have you seen him?”
The woman’s posture became less tense but her face became dark. “How do you know Marcus?”
I ignored her and pushed on with my question. “Have you seen him?”
She shook her head. “No. Not since this morning.”
I glanced over my shoulder at the castle. Which way should I go?
I looked back at the woman with long, dark hair. “If you see him, please tell him Alessandra came by to check on him. If you don’t see him—please ask around. I’m very, very worried that he may have been injured.”
Something in my face or voice must have gotten through to the woman, because she nodded stiffly.
I turned and ran back to my castle, in search of any signs that perhaps he may have been looking for me.




Chapter 6.
I headed back to my castle and began asking people if they’d seen a tall wolf shifter with dark hair and dark eyes anywhere. I knew it to be possibly fruitless, maybe even dangerous.  Why would Marcus come to me? But I had to try something.
Everyone I asked was confused as to why I would be asking about a shifter because, after all, associating with a shifter was forbidden.
But I didn’t stop searching and as I wove through the population of my small town, working my way up to the front entrance to the castle, my worst fears came true.
There she was, and there he was.
My stomach dropped and my legs trembled as I stared at the witch holding Marcus as if he were a rag doll. She had her hand to his throat and he wasn’t moving, although his eyes were bright and alive as they found mine.
What has she done to you?
If he had any strength to fight her, he would have.
“What do you want?” I called out to her, uncaring of the many people around us.
She laughed. “I can hear your people asking the right question, Queen Vampire. Why would you be asking about a shifter? Well, I’ll tell you!” she announced. My blood ran cold. This was the end for me.
“Because she’s in love with a dog!”
The witch threw Marcus to the ground and he crumpled as though he had no strength nor blood left to even himself up.
I didn’t move, although I was dying to rush over to him.
The witch must have put a spell on him to drain him of his power, or forced him to ingest something to make him so weak.
He was one of the strongest shifters I’d ever known.
The people around me were beginning to mutter to themselves and a larger group was forming.
I kept my focus on Marcus. “What did you do to him?”
She smiled with devilish delight. “Just a little wolfsbane and arsenic. He may be able to walk again, if you get a remedy into him quickly enough.”
A large group of my guards stormed into the area.
“What’s going on here?” one of them demanded.
I held my arm up to stop them from coming any closer.
“What do you want, witch? I won’t help you destroy the humans. I’ve struck up a peace treaty with them, and I will honour it.”
She snarled at me then looked over at the guard who’d asked the question. “Your Queen. Your beloved Vampire QUEEN, has been fucking this shifter for years now! She’s in love with him, and has, in every way, betrayed her people.”
There was shocked silence as the information fell upon my town like rain.
Marcus tried to move, lifting his head and looking at me.
I stared down at him, trying to communicate how sorry I was that he was in this position.
I didn’t correct the witch, or try to lie. My time for deception was done.
Straightened my spine, I glared straight at the witch. “You are in the wrong here. You murdered all of my guards just so you could blackmail me into helping you destroy the humans. I won’t do it.”
Marcus had begun to move, pulling himself along the ground towards me.
Rushing forward to help him up, I used my paranormal strength to lift him off the ground.
The witch’s laugh cackled in the open air. “See! What did I tell you?”
“It’s true.” “Oh, no.” “Traitor.”
I heard it all, and I didn’t care. Not now.
There was a street bench nearby and I helped Marcus to sit upon it. He was the colour of ash and his eyes were bloodshot.
He grabbed for my hand. “Alessandra. No. Please.”
I cupped his beloved face with my other hand and turned away from him, towards the woman that would see my whole life, my whole kingdom, destroyed.
This woman, this witch, was a menace. To my society and to my new allies. She could not be allowed to get away with it.
I stalked back towards the witch, whose eyes went wide with my approach.
Suddenly she called out, “I promise mercy to all those who stay out of this fight.”
Anger boiled in my gut. “Mercy? Mercy! You’ll have no mercy, you old crone.”
I pointed at her and demanded of my guards. “Arrest her now.”
But they didn’t move.
“What are you waiting for? Do as I say!”
My chest tightened and my breath hitched in my throat as my guards refused to move. I had to do something. I raced towards the men and pulled a sword from the nearest one’s belt.
He blinked at me.
“What’s wrong with you? I ordered you to fight!”
They stepped back, further away from me, just as the townspeople around me did. Mutiny.
“Why would we help a shifter?” the captain of the guard asked, lifting his chin with defiance.
I scowled at him, heat enflaming my blood as the act of betrayal settled in my system. “Because I love him. And I am your queen!”
The witch ran off through the town and I set off after her. I would not let her escape, nor destroy the kingdom my bloodline had protected for centuries.
Luckily for me, she took a wrong turn and ended up in a dead end, looking left and right for a way out.
But there was none. I knew that. I knew every inch of this castle and the town it guarded. She was trapped by three stone walls and several shops, and unless she morphed into a bird and flew away, she wasn’t going anywhere.
The witch turned around to face me, her wild, grey hair flying around her face. I stepped forward, gripping the hilt of my sword with all my strength.
“You should have died with your sisters,” I spat at her.
Her eyes went wide and wild, the pain in her face obvious as she registered my words.
She threw her hands out in front of her and bursts of black magic shot from her palms.
Rolling to the ground, I ducked behind a stall to avoid the blast, my skin simmering with the heat in her magic.
I didn’t have anything but my speed and my sword with which to combat her, but that had to be enough.
I raced as fast as I could through the shopkeepers stalls and ran around her. Before she could turn and fight me off, I opened my mouth and plunged my fangs into her neck. I wasn’t gentle. I ripped at the flesh as hard as I could, as I circled her body and ended up in the spot I’d been standing in.
She staggered sideways, muttering a spell. I assumed the purpose was to heal herself as blood poured between the fingers she held to her wound.
I lifted my sword above my head and charged.
She spoke a vicious casting word and my knees buckled, the sword clattering from my hands to lay in the dirt before me.
I staggered and fell, the energy draining out of me as she continued to chant.
She stepped closer.
No. I wasn’t going to die here. Not like this.
I dropped to the ground and pushed my body to roll away from her, needing space to stand and fight her.
The distance gave me more strength and I staggered to my feet.
She had no defences. I had to get in close and rip her throat out.
I took a deep breath and ran at her again but unfortunately, this time she was ready.
She cut me down with whatever evil magic she possessed, pain splitting across my chest as I stumbled backwards.
I wasn’t going to last much longer against her without help.
Lifting my sword, I took a long, steadying breath. She was still only a human body. I was sure I could kill her if I was fast enough.
Come on. You can do this.
She lifted her hand and clenched her fist tightly. The pain that exploded through my head was excruciating as she began to crush my skull. 


I pushed back with all of my paranormal strength, but there was no combatting her magic. Her skill. The pure hatred pulsing through her veins.



I fell to my knees, clutching my head with both hands, the sounds of my own screams filling my mind.



I was going to die in the town I loved, surrounded by people who’d lost faith in me. All because I dared to love a shifter.



A forbidden love.



How horrendously unfair after everything I’d done to serve my people.



Then a noise broke through the pain. The thundering of horses’ hooves reached my ears and the witch’s grip began to fade. The pain began to lessen as her focus shifted away from me.



I launched myself backwards and got to my feet, trying to get some distance from the woman who was set to kill me in a most unconventional way. I gasped for air and whirled around to see who was riding to my aid. 


King Andrew and his guards leapt off their horses, swords drawn. 


They were the most welcome sight I’d ever seen, and relief winged through my heart with the strength of an avenging angel.



The king stalked forward, pushing me behind him and protecting me however he could, though I wasn’t sure what that would do.



He was human. She would blast him into a million pieces.



“You should never have tried to take revenge against my people,” The king said, his huge bulk towering over the smaller witch.



She threw out a spell and it crackled forward, only to be deflected. How, I wasn’t sure.



I glanced behind myself and saw two young women with long, black hair, stones dangling around their waists, and their mouths moving in a constant casting spell.



For protection, I hoped.



“You fed on our children for too long. Your magic is evil. You need to die.”



The witch turned around and blasted her magic at the stone wall keeping her inside this area.



Stones flew everywhere and dust billowed into a cloud.



I squinted and saw the witch begin to fall back, trying to escape the enemy she now couldn’t defeat.



“Stop her!” I cried out, not hopeful anyone would actually attempt to prevent the witch from running away, but amazingly, they did. My townspeople, the vampires that had been behind the stone wall, surged forwards and grabbed her.



Why, I wasn’t sure. 


Inspired by the human army, perhaps?



Two large, male vampires grabbed her by the arms, holding her tightly. 


The king walked close and raised his sword. “Goodbye, old crone.”



He swung with incredible strength, slicing through her chest in one long swing. She gasped and groaned, her guts spilling forth as her human heart stuttered through its last few beats.



“Release her arms,” the king commanded, and just as the vampires stepped back, the king swung his sword with a fast arc and took her head clean off her neck. 


A cheer went up around us and relief surged through me. It was over. She was dead. Done.



Marcus.



I turned and ran back towards the town square, looking for my injured lover, but he wasn’t waiting on the bench where I’d left him.



He was somehow walking, dragging one of his legs, up the road towards me.



I rushed to him, heedless of both our injuries, and threw myself into his arms.



He caught me with a groan and held me tight.



“Oh my God. I thought I’d never see you again.” I couldn’t help but sob as I held him in my arms.



He squeezed me tightly. “I feared the same.”



When he pulled back, my face was wet with my own red tears.



I lifted myself up onto my toes and kissed him with everything I had in me, trying to show him in a way other than words, how grateful I was for him. How much I loved him.



He kissed me back, passion and love surging together making my entire body tingle, right down to my toes.



I turned around, still held in Marcus’s embrace, to watch the human king swaggering towards us with an air of triumph hovering over him.



“Well, that’s one less thing I have to worry about.”



I turned towards the man who had saved my life. “King Andrew, I am in your debt.”



He waved his hand to dismiss such talk. “No. I am in your debt for risking your life, and that of your lover, to warn me and my people about the threat.”



I inclined my head, too emotional and weak to fight him on it any further.



“Thank you.”



The king turned his attention toward Marcus. 


“King Andrew,” he introduced himself, offering his hand to Marcus.



Marcus lifted his own arm and shook the human king’s hand. “Marcus. Wolf shifter.” 


The king’s eyes grew wide, but not with anything other than surprise.



Marcus groaned in sudden pain and the witch’s words came back to me. “King Andrew, may I have permission to use your witches’ skills to find an antidote for Marcus? The crone poisoned him.”



“Of course!” He turned towards Marcus. “It’s nice to meet a shifter, I’ve been wondering how to broach your people to see if we could perhaps broker a truce with that continent as well.”



I huffed out a laugh. “Up until now, it has been forbidden for a shifter and a vampire to be in any sort of relationship. The punishment…death.”



The king waggled an eyebrow and smiled. “Well, that’s half the fun of being queen, isn’t it, Alessandra? You can change any law you deem unsuitable.”



A wave of inspiration hit and I smiled back. “You know what, King Andrew? I think you’re right.”



Too long had I hidden in fear, basking in the light and hope my parents had cast over the land.



This was my kingdom now, and it was time to shape it into the type of world where I wanted to raise my children.



And if that meant peace talks, negotiations, and changing laws and governments for the man I loved, then I would.







Epilogue. 


One month later.



“Today, we come together to join this man and this woman, for life.”



I couldn’t stop the smile that rippled across my lips at those words. After all the doubts and fears, and impending death, Marcus and I were here, about to join together for all time.



Marcus stared back at me, stronger than ever. He was completely healed from the evil witch’s handiwork, thanks to the king’s personal witches, and was as determined as I was to unite our worlds.



“Alessandra, you’ve written your own vows?” King Andrew asked, and I nodded towards him while I swallowed nervously.



I loved that we had organised this incredible wedding. A human was marrying my shifter and me. Three different people from three very different continents, all coming together with one common goal. To unite our people.



I reached for the gold ring King Andrew held out to me and turned back to face my wolfish groom.



“Marcus. For so many years I dreamed that this would happen. That our love would be accepted and that I could finally rejoice in finding the soul mate for whom I’ve spent my whole existence searching. Well, today… somehow, some way, that dream has been made into a reality and I stand before you today, in front of our people and King Andrew and declare that I will love you, honour you and fight for you, until my last, dying breath. I love you.”



There were some murmurs through the crowd, but they sounded pleasant and strangely emotional. Exactly what I’d hoped for on a day like today.



And then it was Marcus’ turn.



He took the ring I’d chosen from King Andrew and slid it on my finger.



“Alessandra… my beautiful, fierce, vampire queen. I love you with everything I am today, and everything I will be tomorrow. You are the bravest, smartest, most caring woman I have ever known and I never even allowed myself to dream that this day would come.” 


He wobbled out a smile and I waited. There was more, I could tell.



“Every time you came to visit me, I assumed it would be the last. Every kiss, every touch, every single word I cherished as though I may never see you again. So today, as you become my wife, you do more than unite our people, you make me the luckiest, happiest man that has ever walked this earth. And I promise to spend the rest of my life proving to you that you were right to choose me as your partner in this world. I love you more than words can say.” 


Gripping his hands hard, my throat was too thick with emotion to speak.



I hadn’t realised that he felt like I would leave him at any moment during our courtship. I certainly hadn’t. From the moment I’d joined my body with his, I’d known I could never walk away.



“Your Queen has chosen her King, so from this day forth they are to be known as Queen Alessandra and King Marcus. Marcus, you may kiss your vampire bride.”



Marcus grinned as he pulled me forward and pressed his lips to mine.



A roar of approval went up around us and as Marcus pulled back, a soft moan left my lips.



It was such a chaste kiss from my passionate wolf, but it spoke of a promise for much more later.



We turned towards our people, wolf shifters and vampire alike.



Together we held up our hands in a sign of celebration, before joining the throng of people to receive their congratulations.



The feast after our wedding was one for the ages. Not only with the amount of food and blood, but for the fact that we invited people from all three continents to join us.



I stood at the head of the banquet hall, staring down at my kingdom, and my heart squeezed tight with true happiness.



“What are you thinking, my Queen?” Marcus asked as he walked up behind me and slid his arms around my waist.



I leaned back into him, my breath catching in my throat with the instant nerves that were attached to being with Marcus.



It still made me anxious to show so much affection towards him in front of my kingdom. I knew it wasn’t wrong, but long held habits were hard to break.



I twisted in his arms and kissed him, slipping my tongue into his mouth to taste him.



He moaned and pulled back. “What was that for?”



I smiled up at him. “Because I can.”



He grinned and drew me in to the cradle of his pelvis. “I know what you mean. Are you happy with how things went today?”



I glanced around the room, happiness filling me up. “Yes. Part of me still can’t believe we’re all in the same room and no one is killing anybody else.”



Marcus laughed, the sound throaty and deep and oh-so-sexy. “Well you have a couple of vampires sucking on some wrists in the corners, but from what I’ve seen, they aren’t killing them.”



I smiled. “No. Feeding is euphoric for humans, so it’s a win-win situation there.”



“Hmmm…” Marcus dropped his forehead and pressed our skin together.



My eyes closed as we swayed to the music, lost in the moment.



Part of me truly didn’t believe that something like this could happen, or had happened for me. So many years of hiding, and wishing, and hoping for a different future, and we’d somehow managed to make changes that would improve our world for the better.



“You know…” I said, pulling back and looking up into his dark eyes. “We’ve done our part. Everyone is getting along well and they won’t miss us if we leave early.”



His eyes sparked with heat. “What did you have in mind?”



Soooo many things.



“Well, I was hoping to make a start on making the next King or Queen of Syvim.”



I watched his expression and wasn’t disappointed with the amount of different emotions that flickers across his face. Surprise, worry, excitement. Then something so much deeper and sexier, and more possessive.



“Are you sure you’re ready for that? It will change a lot of things.”



As a vampire, I could control my fertility as we all could. I could switch it on when I wanted to mate. We generally had few offspring, one or two, and thus they were very precious to us.



Marcus was right. A baby would change everything. My life. Marcus’. My ability to participate in battles and rule my people.



“I’m not worried. I have you by my side, and I know that together we are stronger and better.”



Plus, there was nothing more natural or beautiful than wanting a child with the man you loved. Marcus’ hands slid down to my ass and pulled me even tighter into his pelvis.



“Well, I’m ready when you are, my Queen. Lead the way.”



A giggle of excitement escaped my throat as I took his hand and pulled him out of the room and towards the royal bed chamber.



We came together for the first time as husband and wife, King and Queen. Equals in every way.



And on that night, despite all the odds, we conceived our daughter. The strongest hybrid our worlds had ever known. 


THE END.







Undying Night
Andra Ashe




CHAPTER 1
The wide pearl choker that so elegantly adorned her throat couldn’t disguise the beat of blood beneath. Nor the thick fall of auburn waves that fell past her shoulders.
The miniscule, rhythmic pulse under her ear. The sound of blood whooshing through that enticing artery.
Human.
So why was she passing herself of as a member of this enclave when she obviously wasn’t vampire.
Lucien clamped his teeth together, fighting the urge to release his fangs. Not because he needed to feed. He’d downed a bottle of synthetic blood earlier. No, the pale-skinned, Titian-haired pretender with the voluptuous body and feline eyes stirred his more carnal appetite. But humans were usually off limits.
While their society had long since accepted the presence of the undead in their midst, only females had survived the great contagion. With no knowledge of what response his discovery might bring, he lived a life of solitary isolation.
That life ensured his security, but human needs still remained.  An eternity without more than fleeting, physical liasons, without conversation, he’d finally decided, was no existence.
He’d end this poor excuse of a life. After one last fling.
He was always selective about what female company he kept. With discretion and lack of any real interest on their behalf a necessity, he hadn’t always felt good about what choices his anonymity necessitated.
But if discovery now no longer mattered, he was free to simply follow his desires. The thought buoyed him as much as the taste of aged whisky used to, before that pleasure had also been taken from him.
This pale-skinned beauty, so obviously a part of this world, yet not really, intrigued him as much as she aroused him. He smiled to himself. Vampires weren’t so different to humans in that regard. Each had a fascination for the other, and why clubs like Eternel existed in Paris, and in cities around the world.
Now that he’d tuned in to the redhead’s pulse, it infiltrated his mind above the drone of conversation and mood music. Sultry. Sexy. Evocative. The music, and the woman.
She blended in seamlessly with the authentics with her sleek, black dress, long red nails and dark red mouth. Her milk-white skin, obviously natural with her copper hair coloring and not the lifeless pallor of the undead. But those who attended the club were usually too caught up in the subversive vibe to notice a fake.
Human fear turned to fascination in the decades since their worlds came to co-exist and clubs like Eternel thrived and kept the always suspicious relationship between both worlds peaceful.
The redhead sat between two men, dividing her attention equally. They played by the rules and kept their hands to themselves, even though Lucien knew they probably craved more.
Didn’t they feel her body heat? But he knew better than anyone how easily the living could be deceived. He’d done it for centuries before the contagion, and his very survival had depended on it since then.
The females had their enclaves, their own communities. The acceptance of society. Many, he knew, took human lovers. Even had relationships. At least they had that choice.
Lucien leaned back, pretended to sip drink and watched the Pre-Raphaelite curls brush her bare, pale shoulders as she smiled at her admirers. So how did this intriguing imposter fit in?
***
Katrine was bored. Lately clients failed to hold her interest, and these two were a total snoozefest. She forced a smile onto her lips and tuned back into the same old newbie questions while trying plan her escape.
It was busy and she couldn’t catch the eye of any of the other women. It was nights like these, or early mornings more exactly, that she’d begun to wonder if she needed to leave this life - the only life she’d known since Lisette and her coterie had adopted her. Since her mother had been bitten and drained by a rogue female.
They’d taken her, raised her. Educated her in the ways of both worlds but with no guidance how to have a daylight life, the night world was what she knew best. Where she was loved and cared for.
There was nothing, and no one, to give her reason to leave the security of this life, and these women.
‘Katrine, darling,’ Lisette’s husky voice interrupted her thoughts as she leaned over the back of the chaise, insinuating her ample breasts between Katrine and her companions. ‘I’m sorry to drag you away from your handsome admirers, but it’s nearly time for your performance.’
Darling Lisette. There was plenty of time before she had to get ready, but she’d picked up on her obvious boredom and come to the rescue. Katrine stood and Lisette took her place. The men seemed happy enough to have the attention of Eternel’s owner.
Katrine made her way to the small dressing room in the private area at the back of the club. Luis hadn’t arrived yet. Her dance partner and unashamed vampire groupie. The man who, although he’d spent more time with her than any other, still believed her ruse.
Katrine smiled to herself as she took her white lace costume from its hanger. Her Victor Victoria moment. A human woman, living the life of a vampire, now portraying a human in a nightly performance. Bizarre. It was a wonder she held on to her sanity. But in the same bizarre way, it kept her sane.
There was nothing stopping her living a daylight life. What many would call a normal life. But how did you completely turn around the only way of living you’ve ever known?
She slipped the white lace dress over her head, the soft folds falling from her hips to mid-calf, the low-cut bodice hugging her breasts. An innocent, ripe for corruption.
A knock rapped on the dressing room door, and it opened.
‘Bonsoir, cherie.’ Luis breezed in, dropping a kiss on her cheek. ‘Let me zip you up.’ He deftly raised the zipper on the back of her dress. If he’d been straight, Katrine couldn’t have allowed such familiarity, but he had no interest in the physical connection during their performance. Luis was too gay, and too caught up in his own performance and his adoring groupies to notice that she was a warm-blooded woman.
‘Five minutes,’ a voice called from the corridor
‘Ready to give the customers what they want?’ Luis opened the door and ushered Katrine out.
They walked to the wings of the small stage and stood in silence as Lisette introduced them. The club lights dimmed. Katrine shook her arms and touched her toes, made her way to the darkened center-stage and took her position; hands behind her back, looking up into the distance as the spotlight lit her.
The club hushed, giving her their attention, but it wasn’t the hold she had on the audience that sent a buzz through her body. It was being able to express who she was. What she really was, yet none of them knowing her secret.
The slow, gritty beat of ‘Human’ began. Katrine’s body undulated and moved, the spotlight following as she portrayed a woman longing for love.
Then Luis stepped out of the darkness and into her light, and that light turned red. Such an old-school cliché in a black dinner suit and scarlet-lined cloak, but the patrons loved it. Even though male vampires had disappeared from society, humans still clung to the classic stereotypes.
They music flowed through her body, carrying her on the slow, earthy rhythm. They moved in a slow, sensuous seduction, bodies touching then moving apart. Luis lifted her, held her. He seduced; she succumbed.
These few minutes were when Katrine felt most alive. Real. She’d choreographed this as a personal story. One her enclave understood and one that, more and more, played on her mind. The conflict of her choice between two different lives.
Luis grabbed her hand as she walked away. Their eyes met, and she could no longer resist. He pulled her into his arms and leaned her back. The lights faded as he hovered his mouth over her neck, lips drawn back to reveal fake fangs.
An evocative remnant of the days before vampire and human learned to live in harmony. The one thing humans had feared. And still remembered. A vampire’s bite which her own mother had been subjected to and which led to her adoption by Lisette’s enclave.
The stage lights came up again and enthusiastic applause rang through the club. Hand in hand, Luis and Katrine took a bow and left the stage.
‘Great job, cherie. I’ll meet you in the bar for a drink.’ Luis headed out to his entourage of fans who, even though the real thing no longer existed, treated his character as if he was some sort of vampire king.
Katrine was immune to the fascination. She’d known nothing else but the vampire life since Lisette and the women of Eternel became her family.
She hung the white dress on the hanger, reached for the black club dress but hesitated. She hadn’t had a night off in a while and a recently increasing restlessness that she couldn’t explain had her craving human company. To be out in human society as herself.
Leaving her club dress, her club persona, hanging on the rack, Katrine pulled on her “outside” clothes; jeans, a long-sleeved t-shirt and plain ballet flats. She cleaned all the make-up from her face, tied her hair back in a ponytail and took a pair of non-prescription glasses from a drawer.
On her way to the club’s back entrance, she poked her head through the door to the bar and left a message for Lisette with the bar staff, then stepped out into the balmy Montmatre night.
The dome of the Sacre Coeur Basilica shone bright against the charcoal sky. Her city. One she didn’t know nearly well enough. Something she needed to remedy. The street still bustled with life as people strolled along the footpaths or sat at pavement tables with glasses of wine. Bars and cafes buzzed with life.
Katrine breathed deeply, feeling the warm air in her lungs, on her skin. As much as she loved the women of her adopted family, being away from them, away from the club, gave her a freedom they didn’t have. Could never have. She could stay and watch the sun rise. Let its heat caress her skin.
She walked to Rue Foyatier, to the top of the iconic stone staircase. She loved this view. It wasn’t especially beautiful, the surrounding buildings non-descript, but the steep run of stairs represented the divide between her two worlds.
Muted globes of light sat atop the line of iron lampposts, barely showing the way down the famous 222 steps. She walked down the half-lit stairs with tall, sinewy trees dotted in between. The lights of cafes and nightclubs along the Place Saint Pierre beckoned below.
Montmartre thrummed with life, a consequence of the vampire presence. The night was their domain and they’d built a vibrant nightlife which humans embraced.
She reached the bottom of the steps and turned right, towards her favorite pizza place. Her stomach growled. Such a human thing. That she needed food only highlighted that she wasn’t really a part of her other world.
A delicious, cheesy aroma enveloped her as she swung the door open. Her stomach grumbled again.
‘Katrine,’ Jean-Pierre, the rotund and moustachoed café owner, waved to her from behind the counter. ‘Come, come, cherie. Your table is free.’ He came out and swallowed her in one of his bear hugs. Like the women at Eternel, Jean-Pierre was family.
He led her by the hand to a small, round table in the back corner. Her spot. The first time she’d come to La Boheme, she’d sat at this solitary table and just people watched. Soaked up the normalness of human life and wondered what that must be like.
Tonight, again, quiet conversation and delicious aromas filled the intimate space. On the rare occasions she’d come here in the day, it was the same, but sunlight would stream through the multi-paned windows and bring the jewel tones of the bohemian-themed interior to life.
As much as she felt at home in the constant night world of Eternel, she felt truly herself, out in the light, with no ambiguity about those around her being human.
She scanned the couples in the café. She could guess at which women were vampire. Those without food in front of them. Those with paler skin. Not so much those who were trying too hard with dark clothes and red lips. Katrine knew that genuine vampires tended not to draw attention to themselves away from places like Eternel.
Jean-Pierre brought over a small pizza, glistening with melted cheese and mouth-watering spicy salami. ‘Eat, cherie.’
The jovial owner always gave Katrine special attention. If he was curious about why she always came in the early hours, and always alone, he never questioned her. They’d chat when he had a quieter moment, but she never shared anything personal. She didn’t want to let something slip that might give away her truth and discredit the reputation of Eternel as being genuine.
She bit into a slice, savoring the deliciousness and wondering, not for the first time, what it must be like for Lisette and the others to be deprived of the joy of food. And, as the very first hint of morning lightened the sky, never enjoy the birth of a new day.
As bizarre as her situation was, it made her more appreciative of who she was. What she was.
Sure, her life was finite, but the compensations of being human outweighed an eternal existence in darkness.  




CHAPTER 2
It was a short cab ride to the Montparnasse Cemetery and the hidden entrance to the catacombs. While he had the vampire ability to move at lightning speed, taking the human option gave Lucien a fleeting sense of fitting in.
The waning night lights of Paris passed by as he made his way to his safe place. The females had established their enclaves, their light-proof residences, with the understanding of human society. He didn’t have the same privilege. It didn’t bear thinking about what would happen if the only existing male vampire was discovered.
He was such a cliché. He really should be swanning around in a black suit with a red-lined cape like the dancer at Eternal with his fangs permanently out. He smiled to himself. He hadn’t used his fangs for decades and he didn’t miss it. Didn’t miss having to kill to survive. He’d never been one to kill purely for entertainment like so many he’d known.
The cab dropped him on the corner of the Rue Emile Richard, the street that divided the two sections of the cemetery. The public entrance to the catacombs lay further along, but Lucien headed in the opposite direction.
Tall trees lined the road and loomed overhead, providing shadow. He doubted anyone would be strolling along the eerie road, but checked he was alone before easily scaling the brick wall, the creeping dawn giving him urgency.
Centuries old graves and headstones stood guard as Lucien moved briskly, but warily. The hidden entrance needed to stay secret.
Dropping to his hands and knees beside a time-worn grave, he looked up to the crumbling statue of a weeping woman who watched over his secret. A secret that had been common knowledge back when he’d been human, and which now gave him the safety and security his existence depended on.
He pushed aside a straggly bush that overhung the grave and brushed away loose soil at its trunk. His fingers easily found the rusted, metal handle and he pulled. His muscles strained against the weight and the sound of metal grinding against stone echoed in the stillness.  The wide, black, mouth to the world below opened up as the disc swung back on its hinge.
Lucien easily found the first rung with his foot and stepped onto the iron ladder. Getting the disc back into place took both hands and it finally thudded back into place and total darkness descended.
He dropped effortlessly into the low-ceilinged cavern.
The enveloping black didn’t hinder him. His very survival depended on a world of constant lightlessness
Perfect seclusion.
He groped for his stash of candles and matches and struck flame to wick. Flickering, yellow light bent along the curved walls guided his way to a narrow corridor that led further into the miles of tunnels and chambers.
Rock and pebbles crunched under his feet, the only sound in the thick, heavy silence. How different to the giggles and laughter and the rustle of silk dresses when he and his friends had walked, single file through the same tunnel, candles in hand.
Deep along the tunnel, it finally opened out into a high-ceilinged cavern, the light of his single candle barely reaching beyond his head.
His sanctuary.
The chamber where his coffin now waited was the same one where, centuries ago, they had held clandestine soirees. Nights of drinking and conversation, and sex that sprang from the seductiveness of the secret and forbidden.
Life had been taken from him down here. From him, and so many of his friends. And replaced with existence.
Lucien blew out the candle. In the depths of onyx blackness and thick silence, he climbed into the open coffin and reached for the lid. Even though no light could reach this far below the ground, centuries had forged an immovable habit.
As he closed the lid, a familiar sense of security and familiarity wrapped around him.
He stroked the satin lining, cool and smooth against his fingers. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d slept in a bed and wondered whether Katrine was in hers by now. Naked, with that glorious fiery hair fanned out across the pillow?
No one had sparked his interest with such intensity for at least a century. He’d go to the club again tonight.
He pushed back the cuff of his jacked and pressed the button on his watch. The neon blue numbers showed 6am.
He closed his eyes.
***
Body heat and quiet conversation filled the club. All the better for Lucien to remain unobserved in his quiet corner.
He couldn’t see Katrine, but he’d caught a glimpse of her unmistakable hair as she circulated among the patrons and played her part with convincing aplomb. Even when she was out of sight, he was attuned to the thrum of her pulse.
As he sat with a glass of whiskey he’d not drink, amidst the groups of friends and lovers, a rare pang of envy stabbed where his heart used to beat. He too had had a coterie of friends and his share of lovers. They’d partied, and laughed, and shared confidences. He’d even fallen in love. Until a plague of the undead had descended on Paris.
Those of his friends who hadn’t been slaughtered, fled the city. He’d been left in between. Neither dead, nor alive. Turned.
For centuries he’d had the company of his own kind, then the contagion took even that from him. Realizing he was the last remaining male, he’d isolated himself from humans and the female vampires. He could conceal his identity easily enough in a crowd like this but forming any sort of connection would bring too much risk of discovery.
If anyone scrutinized him closely enough, they might note the pallor of his skin. Or if they got close enough, notice his lack of body heat, but his mind never ventured to what might befall him if discovered and he’d worked at avoiding that possibility.
He caught another glimpse of that unmistakable hair through the crowd and then she met his eyes.
Lucien picked up his drink and feigned interest in the amber liquid and the clinking ice cubes. He even pretended to take a sip, warmth from the small drop of whiskey he took into his mouth spreading over his lips. Kissing Katrine would send that same warmth through his body.
The memory of that joy, that connection that had fed his soul with his beloved Elise was all he had. His maker had taken his human life, but the embers of human needs and desires still burned. Embers that he hadn’t dare fan into fire.
Katrine now had her back to him, the thick waves of her burnished auburn hair cascading past her shoulders. The dark forest green of her dress accentuated her pale skin and hugged her body.
She fitted in with the other pale-skinned, beautiful Eternel women and obviously fooled the patrons.
Perhaps he could talk to her in this crowd. If she didn’t sit too close. The next time she caught his eye, if there was a next time, he wouldn’t look away.




CHAPTER 3
Alain Chastain shrugged on his jacked, grabbed the car keys and resigned himself to another night of endless coffee and endless questions.
A body in the Montparnasse cemetery, had been inconveniently discovered just as his shift was supposedly ending.
‘Sorry to mess up your night.’ Juliet Dubois hurried to catch up to him.
‘You kept me back for a stabbing? Can’t the night crew handle it?’
‘This,’ she slid into the passenger seat. ‘This isn’t your everyday murder.’
There was no point in asking for detail; he’d see them for himself soon enough. Make his own assessment. Juliet didn’t comment further. They understood each other’s idiosyncrasies.
Flashing red and blue from two police cars strobed across the cemetery fence and two uniforms were stringing police tape across the entrance. They parked, nodded to the uniforms and ducked under the tape.
Torchlight from two police guided them a few meters along the path, then onto the legs of a woman who lay sprawled between two graves, hair disheveled, blood congealed on her neck. Otherwise her clothes were undisturbed. The beam then trailed up to the victim’s throat, smeared and caked in shades of scarlet and burgundy, darkest around two puncture wounds.
‘Snake bite?’ One of the officers asked.
Hardly, the few species the country had certainly weren’t city dwellers. But that didn’t mean some crazy wasn’t keeping exotic pets.
‘In the city? Highly unlikely.’ Juliet confirmed, but didn’t offer an alternate explanation. That wasn’t like her. Alain glanced at his offsider who worried her bottom lip with her teeth. A sure sign something was ticking over in her brain.
‘What?’ Alain prompted.
‘What else would make a mark like this.’
It wasn’t a question. That she was reluctant to speak her mind had alarm bells jangling. Alarms that hadn’t rung for three decades. By the time Alain became a detective, vampires had integrated into society and bodies with bites were a thing of the past. He’d never seen one.
‘What do we know?’ Alain directed his question to the officer holding one of the torches. The officer handed over a plastic bag with a handbag and wallet.
‘ID. Renee Blanche. 25,’ the officer recited. ‘By her clothes, looks like she’s been out. Body’s still warm so she hasn’t been dead very long.’
‘Killed here?’ Alain looked around.
‘Can’t say. It’s too dark to see if there’s any signs of a struggle, but there’s no blood around apart from what’s on her.’
‘Coroner on his way?’
The officer nodded. Thankfully he wasn’t paying too much attention to the injury. That wasn’t his domain. The fewer people who saw that, the better.
‘Thanks.’ Alain’s not too subtle hint was taken, and the officer went back towards the gate.
Alain and Juliet moved away from the body.
‘What if it is?’ She didn’t have to elaborate.
He had no idea. Juliet had been a child at the time of the last vampire attack. In this very cemetery. He’d been a rookie assigned to a different arrondissement, and he’d heard talk, but nothing specific.
Thankfully it had been an isolated incident. The first after half a century, but it had sparked fear and outrage among the public. It was fresh enough in the public’s memory that fear of a recurrence still simmered two decades later, and the same outrage would be aimed at him, and his department, if it had indeed happened again.
‘Keeping it quiet will be the priority. We don’t want any unnecessary hysteria.’
‘I’m on the verge of a little hysteria myself.’
He wasn’t about to admit the same. His partner was an open book but Alain reciprocating that honesty wouldn’t achieve anything.
If news of a vampire attack got out, the demand for justice would be immediate, and vocal. He wasn’t sure he, or anyone, could deliver.
‘Let’s hope we don’t confirm our suspicions.’
***
The autopsy room echoed with disbelieving silence. The body lay naked, pale and stitched, the crusted punctures on her neck angry red against the milk-white of her skin.
‘I didn’t know for sure until I opened her up.’ The coroner wasn’t able to disguise the slight tremor in his voice, leaving Alain with no straws to grab. No nightmare to wake up from. ‘She’s drained of blood. She’s also had a child. There’s a Caesarean scar, quite recent. A few months.’
‘What will her death certificate say? What can we tell her family?’
‘Stab wounds to the neck.’
Alain’s eyes lingered on the twin wounds as the coroner brought the cloth up to cover the body. A bleak foreboding began to burrow into his gut. A feeling that would be a constant companion for the foreseeable future.
Silence followed them as they walked back into the office. He hoped Juliet’s mind was buzzing with plans for damage minimization if they had to go public. His own brain swam in foggy images of full moons and fangs and fear.
‘What details do we have?’
‘Her phone has text messages from tonight. To her mother, and a friend. And photos from a club.’ Juliet paused, and swallowed. ‘Eternel.’
Of course.
In itself, it meant nothing. Proved nothing. But it put them straight onto the he’d hoped to postpone for as long as possible. It wasn’t often that informing parents of the death of their child was the preferred option.
Alain glanced outside to where pink was beginning to streak the sky. He cursed that he couldn’t see beauty in the delicate tone. It only reminded him of diluted blood.
The burgeoning day at least brought some reprieve. Those he needed to speak to at Eternal would now be ensconced somewhere away from the light. Wherever that was.
‘Go home for a few hours, Juliet. There’s no need to distress the family at such an early hour. We can start this ball rolling soon enough.’
He’d go home himself, for all the good it would do. His body craved sleep, but he doubted his mind would oblige.




CHAPTER 4
The view of Pigalle from the rooftop garden never failed to entrance Katrine. The sun had almost finished its descent, streetlamps and windows beginning to light the night.
She leaned on the brick parapet. This view wouldn’t have changed much over the decades, or even centuries. Lisette and the others would have looked down on the same architecture, the same cobblestone streets since they’d taken up residence in this building. How fascinating to watch life pass by over so much time. To never age through revolutions and wars. How bizarre
They’d watched her grow up, yet they’d stayed the same. She changed. They never did. As soon as she’d been old enough to notice, to understand, they’d explained about her adoption. Children were so accepting, and she was loved and nurtured. She had no reason to feel anything other than safe.
The sun’s last rays disappeared, and darkness ruled. Eternel was open for business and her work ‘day’ was beginning.
Katrine made her way downstairs, past the two floors of apartments to the salon.
‘Bonsoir, Lisette,’ she kissed the cool cheek.
‘Bonsoir, cherie. Did you enjoy the sunset?’
‘I did. You should go up and enjoy the garden for a while. We can take care of things here. It’s a beautiful evening.’
‘I might do that a bit later. If I find someone who takes my fancy.’
Lisette had a penchant for treating some of her most ardent, and good looking, admirers to some private time in the garden. Sometimes she treated herself to a drink of their blood. A risky practice which took immense self-control, but one which the more intense vampire groupies saw as a badge of honor.
‘Do be careful. Some of them can be a little crazy.’
The practice wasn’t illegal, but it would only take one person to freak out and go running to the media with an exaggerated story to bring fear and chaos back to their ordered world.
‘Centuries of habit die hard. Allow an old woman her fun.’
Katrine shook her head and smiled. In another five years she’d be the same age as Lisette. The age Lisette would remain. How would it be, looking at the woman who was the only mother she knew when she herself looked decades older? Perhaps she would have separated herself from this life by then.
A strident buzz broke Katrine from her thoughts. The curious and fascinated were clamoring at the door.
But when she released the deadbolts and swung back the heavy timber door, it was a slightly disheveled, vague Alain Delon look alike in a not very stylish blue suit, brandishing some sort of ID.
‘Inspector Alain Donet and Sgt Juliette Broussard of the 18th arondissment.’ He pocketed the ID. ‘Could I speak to the proprietor please.’
Surprised and confused, Katrine simply stood aside and let them in. She closed and locked the door behind them again. They might have to delay opening.
She hurried in front, leading them into the salon. ‘If you’d wait here, I’ll find Lisette.’
The Inspector and his offsider remained standing, surveying their surroundings. What was all this about? Lisette kept everything absolutely legal. The club was her life. The life of all the women. They wouldn’t do anything to risk that security in any way.
Her knock on the office door was answered and she went in. Lisette was applying blood red lipstick in an art deco mirror. ‘Is there a problem?’ No one interrupted her here unless something was wrong.
‘I don’t know. The police are here.’
Lisette closed her lipstick, swept her hand over her glossy black hair and smiled at Katrine. ‘Then we’d better see what they want.’
Lisette’s calm reassured a Katrine a little as she showed the police into the office. Lisette held out her hand to the inspector.
‘Lisette Mercier. Welcome to Eternel.’
Katrine noticed the Inspector’s slight hesitation in taking Lisette’s hand as he introduced himself. Old fears or prejudices died hard?
‘What can we do for you Inspector?’
She didn’t offer them a seat and Katrine heard a coolness in her voice that she never used for patrons.
The Inspector seemed hesitant. Not the forthright confidence she would have expected.
‘There’s been a murder.’  He paused, and visibly swallowed. ‘Committed by a vampire.’
Katrine’s heart thumped. Did he suspect Lisette? Or one of the others? Ridiculous.
‘And how does that concern us? Just because we’re vampires, we’re automatically suspects?’
That was the only conclusion Katrine could come to as well.
‘Not specifically, but the victim was here last night.’
Ahh, there it was. The authority that should go with the situation. And that strong jaw and assertive voice. He straightened his shoulders. His very broad shoulders.
‘We’ll need to speak to all your … all of you.’
She didn’t blame him for not knowing what to call them. And then realization hit. She would also be under suspicion? Did she declare her humanness and clear herself of involvement?
‘You’re going to take us all in for questioning?’ Lisette’s tone had softened slightly. ‘In handcuffs?’ She half-smiled. ‘We’re not that sort of a club.’
Katrine suppressed her own smile. Lisette was back to her seductive self.
Not even the hint of a smile teased the corners of the Inspector’s mouth. All business. Pity. The full curve of his lips would be even more attractive if he’d smile.             
‘No need for that. If we can just speak to everyone, one at a time. We can start with you.’
‘Of course, Inspector.’ Lisette slid elegantly into an armchair and crossed her legs. ‘Katrine, cherie. Can you let the others know what’s going on, and reassure them that there’s nothing to be worried about.’
But there was something to be worried about, otherwise why were they here?
Katrine made her way to the salon to open the club and tell the others as much as she knew.
By now a predictable group of expectant patrons clustered at the door as Katrine unbolted and swung it open. Some greeted her by name and made their way to their usual tables. Others smiled hesitantly, as if expecting her to flash her fangs as they passed. If she had any.
She mingled, unable to settle into conversation with anyone. Too soon Lisette was back, and it was Katrine’s turn to speak to the Inspector.
The office door was open, and he now sat behind Lisette’s desk, his offsider on the sofa, notebook on her lap.
‘Come in, Ms Fournier.’
She almost stopped to look behind her. It took a moment to remember that was her name. They only used first names at the club, but she was Katrine Louise Fournier. Hearing it spoken was like hearing about someone else. A reminder of who she was.
‘Have a seat.’ He indicated the leather armchair.
They sat in silence for a few moments, his blue-grey eyes watching her. Sizing her up. This was his show to run, he could break the silence.
‘Lisette tells me you weren’t here for the whole of last night?’
Katrine’s stomach lurched, her instinct to curse Lisette for telling.
‘That’s right. I went out after my performance.’ She had nothing to hide. At least, not about her movements.
The sound of the Sergeant’s scribbling in her notebook unsettled Katrine. If she just answered the questions, she’d be fine.
‘Can anyone verify that?’ He certainly didn’t mince words. Katrine wondered if he was as cut and dried in everyday life. Did they both take on a different persona to do their jobs?
‘The owner, Jean-Pierre. He knows me well.’
‘What time was this?’
‘I don’t know exactly. After midnight.’
‘So you were back before daylight.’ A statement based on his knowledge of vampires.
The sun hadn’t completely risen by the time she’d returned, so she wouldn’t be lying. ‘Yes.’
Anxiety crawled through Katrine’s stomach. Being selective about the number of people she interacted with outside of Eternel gave her control of who knew her and what they knew. Being questioned, officially questioned, was like blundering around in a lightless room.
She’d had her secret for so long, it was something she clung to instinctively, fearing if her identity was exposed, Lisette and the club might lose credibility
‘Did you happen to pass the Montparnasse cemetery while you were out?’
Katrine shook her head. ‘I didn’t have enough time to venture that far. It’s not exactly an enticing place at night. Is that where the murder happened?’
‘Did anyone see you return here?’
She shook her head again, anxiety escalating as she gripped the armrests of the chair.
‘Before you went out, did you notice this woman?’
The inspector held out a driver’s license with a small image of a non-descript young blonde. ‘Apparently she was here with a small group of friends. A group of women.’
Katrine shook her head. ‘I talked to quite a few people, but not a group of women. Is that the victim?’
‘Yes,’ the Sergeant confirmed.
She wasn’t foolish enough to believe she was safe from suspicion.
She almost blurted out ‘I’m not a vampire’. What harm was there in revealing the truth? Those who mattered already knew. It wasn’t like it would be frontpage news. Who would care?
It would clear her of suspicion, but she would feel she was betraying the credibility of Eternel. Of Lisette. She’d be all but saying “I’m not one of them.” Distancing herself from those who’d raised and cared for her. But she was one of them, in all the ways that counted.
‘So we are your first point of suspicion?’
‘She was here last night, and your venue is the closest to the cemetery, but we will be questioning everyone.’
Everyone was the six other enclaves scattered around Paris and its outskirts. Two other clubs similar to Eternal, the others just unobtrusive groups who didn’t draw attention to themselves.
A vampire attack was a rare phenomenon. As far as Katrine knew, her mother would have been the last victim. Having a specific suspect group obviously put a lot of focus on places like Eternel.
‘If you have nothing else to add, Mlle Fournier, can you please ask,’ he consulted a list at his elbow, ‘Isabelle to come and speak to us.’
He might have dismissed her from questioning, but he held eye contact as she stood up.
She nodded and left the room.
After finding Isabelle, she mingled with the clients, but her thoughts were distracted. The club was filled to capacity, as always, but what would it be like if news of this murder got out? The placid fascination people had for vampires would surely turn to fear, and with fear so often came violence.
It didn’t bear thinking about. The women would survive if the club had to close, but their safety could be jeopardized. It had taken decades for vampires to be accepted as peaceful, responsible members of society but Katrine was sure it would only take one sensational headline to undo that trust.
The turn of events had robbed her of any desire to be friendly and sociable, but she had a job to do. She scanned the room for someone who looked like they mightn’t demand too much from her. Would be happy to just sit and be in the company of a ‘vampire’.
There. In the far back corner. Sitting alone. Oh yes, now that she was selectively looking, how could she not notice the compelling eyes that had honed-in on her. He was interested enough to look at her but didn’t favor her with a smile. Aloof.
Sexy.
He’d do. He’d more than do. Plenty of good-looking men and women came to Eternel. It had become somewhat of a hangout for the beautiful people. The elite.  But it wasn’t often someone actually attracted her, and it was more than just the perfectly proportioned face and body-hugging black jacket with its open-necked, crisp white shirt. If she was into New Age hocus pocus, she’d say he had a magnetic aura. Intriguing.
Katrine wove her way between tables and sofas, between vampires and humans, and pushed aside the flicker of fear that the Inspector had ignited. The mystery man in the corner was just the distraction she needed.
He was even more delicious up close. She was a sucker for brushed back James Dean hair and what woman wouldn’t get a little damp and tingly from the direct stare of those ink blue eyes.
Playing vampire had become nature and no one ever questioned her authenticity. But a vague sense of disquiet snaked up her spine.
‘I’m glad you could join me.’
She wasn’t surprised that his voice was as warm and smooth as the whiskey in his glass.
He stood and pulled out her chair. A rare, gentlemanly gesture.
‘I’m Lucien. And I know you’re Katrine.’
She hadn’t performed yet, hadn’t been introduced to the audience, so he’d been here before. How had she not noticed? He had a presence, as well as the striking looks that commanded attention and Katrine was more than aware of a few envious glances from some nearby women.
‘Well you obviously know a little bit about me then, so I’m at a disadvantage.’
‘I’m Parisian born and bred. Have never ventured too far from the city. I know little about popular culture, and a lot about French history.’
She liked that he hadn’t just listed personal achievements to try an impress her. And that he loved Paris.
‘I can’t imagine feeling the same way about another city. But perhaps that’s because I haven’t been anywhere else yet.
‘Paris is my heart.’ He smiled and for a moment Katrine thought he was going to laugh.
Her infrequent hook-ups were focused on things other than stimulating conversation, and here it was refreshing to talk about something other than being a vampire. But must have a fascination of some sort, otherwise why be here? The subtlety of his interest intrigued her.
He picked up his glass and a ring on his little finger clinked against the crystal. A patterned gold ring with a square blue stone. Very similar to the clan ring Lisette and all the women wore with red stones. Many die-hard patrons wore similar. Copies that didn’t have the same, distinct pattern, nor the look of age of Lucien’s ring.
He looked at her, head slightly tilted and the strangest ripple of something skittered through her body, as if a cool finger had stroked her from toe to the top of her head.
‘I’m looking forward to watching you dance again. You tell a very moving story.’ He paused to sip his drink. ‘Very convincing.’
Katrine pressed herself back against the chair, cold fingers squeezed her stomach. Surely not just an innocent comment. He couldn’t know.
‘Thank you.’ Keep it simple.
The feeling dissipated as quickly as it had manifested, and she concentrated on enjoying the company of such a hot, and slightly inscrutable man.
‘Your partner has quite a following.’ Lucien inclined his head to the sofa where Luis was holding court to a gaggle of young women.
Good. He was changing the subject. ‘He certainly does. He plays the part well. Apparently women find the idea of a male vampire very alluring.’
‘And you don’t?’
‘Luis is totally adorable and his persona very seductive, but that’s an act. My only knowledge of male vampires is far from attractive.’
‘But surely it wasn’t only the males who killed, back in the day when they still did that?’
Of course he was right. Before the contagion wiped out the male of the species, vampire killings were a terrifying yet accepted part of life and little could have been done to prevent it. Her mother’s killing had been an isolated incident. Until now. Now the perpetrator could only have been a female.
‘Very true. Vampire history is violent, but thankfully it’s far enough in the past now that we can have a bit of fun with it without bringing up memories for anyone.’
‘Did you ever think you’d see the day when you could all live openly like this?’
‘I don’t think anyone could have foreseen it.’ Speaking in generalities still answered the question and didn’t require a lie. ‘It took a lot of trust on both sides.’
‘Do you think there is still fear?’
Apart from the seductive pull of his ice blue eyes and the perfect planes of his face, this conversation had its own seduction. Intelligent discourse was such a rarity here.
‘Not openly, or even consciously, but I suspect a kernel of distrust may linger in many people’s hearts.’
She reluctantly glanced at the slim watch on her wrist.
‘You’re leaving me already?’ This time he graced her with a slight lift of the corners of his mouth.
‘I am.’ She stood, already anticipating when they could rekindle this conversation. ‘For a little while. But perhaps we can talk more later. Privately.’
Lucien leaned back in his seat. The hint of a smile finally flourished into the real thing. ‘I would like that. Very much.’
***
He followed her progress through the room to the exit beside the bar. A few patrons greeted her as she passed. Her own group of admirers, yet she’d promised him private time after her performance. Anticipation fizzed in his belly at the thought.
Strange, he mused, that now that he’d decided his own fate, his remaining time took on more meaning, more excitement. Perhaps knowing one’s end was in sight freed the mind and heart to simply enjoy.
Such peace flowed over him, peace he’d not felt since before his turning. Why had he not come to this decision once he remained the sole male, and saved himself a century of heartache? Had the human will to live remained so strong in him?
Immortality had little going for it when the endless nights were only filled with loneliness and longing for friends and loves lost.
It might not quite be his last night yet. The mysterious Katrine might keep him tethered to this existence a little longer, but she’d already made it one of his most memorable. And the night was far from over.
The full room ensured his secluded position was ignored by the other Eternel women and Lucien’s thoughts stayed with Katrine, wondering whether hers were only on her performance preparation.
Sooner than he’d expected, Lisette was announcing Luis and Katrine, the already dim lights darkened completely, and a spotlight illuminated Katrine on the small stage.
Last night he’d watched a dance performance. Tonight he knew a little more about the woman in the spotlight. Knew that she was even more beautiful up close and that he craved to touch her naturally pale skin and feel its softness, and its warmth. He wanted to feel the pulse of her blood beneath his fingers and beneath his body.
But he also wanted to hear her laugh, or whisper, or even hear sadness in her voice. To feel the brush of her breath over his skin as they lay talking quietly.
He missed such small intimacies.
***
Katrine’s body ebbed and flowed with the music. The nuances of the story showed through her eyes, the tilt of her head, a detailed movement of her hand. He was no dance connoisseur but he knew artistry when he saw it. A sensual woman who showed what she felt through her body. And not just on the stage he suspected.
That he knew her secret, that her dance story was more truth than people knew, gave Lucien a sense of connection. He didn’t doubt for a moment that she’d come back to talk to him again. Privately, she’d said.
Usually he ensured his private time with women was not prolonged or anything other than physical. While it went against his human nature to be distant and brief in physical interactions, anything else would have risked exposure. And whatever consequences that would have brought.
But with the decision made to be done with this empty existence and consequences no longer mattered. Maybe fate had brought two people with secrets together for a purpose.
Lucien and the room continued to watch Katrine and Luis enact their fateful attraction. Two figures stood at the far end of the bar, also watching the stage but also scanning the crowd with intent, not casual perusal.
With nothing to go on but an instinct developed over centuries, Lucien contemplated leaving before the lights came up again. Ridiculous, he knew, but something tightened in his gut as the pair whispered to each other.
As far as he knew, he’d never come close to being discovered and the existence of a male vampire wouldn’t even be on their radar. Something about this pair made him uncomfortable, but in light of his recent decision, did it even matter?
Even if more time with Katrine came to nothing, he’d allow himself the long-denied freedom of being a woman who attracted him rather than merely someone compliant and safe, and then be done with this empty existence.
That thought filled him with happiness. A feeling that had left him when his heart ceased to beat.
Katrine and Luis were in their final clinch, Luis’ fake fangs poised over Katrine’s neck. Lucien closed his eyes against the tableau. In the early days he’d been guilty of fulfilling what that scenario hinted at. It had simply been the way they lived.
His maker had left to adapt to his new existence alone, with the blood hunger surging through his body, uncontrolled until he was able to think above pure physical need.
It was a need, a hunger, of a more primal nature that thrummed through his body now, watching Katrine. Wanting Katrine. This time, this last time, he had the luxury of anticipation, and that was delicious.
The eruption of applause brought Lucien out of his reverie. Katrine and Luis took their bows and left the stage, soft lighting and the quiet murmur of voices once again filled the salon.
He’d thought it would be some while until Katrine returned with a costume and make-up to deal with, but only a few moments later she was at the door beside the bar, beckoning to him.
Lucien left his untouched drink on the table and made his way between the sofas and tables to Katrine, still in her white lace dress. The dress of her human persona, the real Katrine.
This was a complex woman, and that only added to the attraction. For the first time in centuries he was letting himself indulge the needs of his mind as well as those of his body.
The whispering couple who he’d noticed earlier also stood near the door, now talking to Katrine.
‘Thank you, Inspector. I’m glad you enjoyed it.’
Inspector?
The crazy knee-jerk fear that had plagued him back when the authorities hunted vampires almost stopped him from walking past. Irrational, but ingrained and those last few steps to Katrine were leaden.
‘I want to show you something.’ Katrine took his arm and drew him through the door into the corridor.
‘I’m getting preferential treatment?’
‘Being besties with the owner has its advantages.’ She led him to the end of the corridor, then up a narrow staircase, the fabric of her dress swaying around her calves as she ascended in front of him. Smooth, lightly muscled calves that disappeared under the full skirt. Skin that would be warm to the touch.
At the top of the stairs she opened a door to the dark, starry night and they stepped out onto a rooftop terrace.
But not a bare, soulless terrace.
Timber trellis enclosed three sides and pots and planters filled the space with foliage and white flowers of all shapes and sizes. And an intoxicating, sweet fragrance lingered in the air. Almost overpowering to his heightened senses.
Lucien moved through the paths between the plants, brushing the leaves and petals. ‘So beautiful,’ he murmured, lifting a large white trumpet-shaped flower which filled his palm. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d been in a garden and just appreciate its beauty.
‘Our night garden.’ Katrine’s quiet voice came from behind. ‘Plants whose blooms and scent come into their own after the sun goes down.’
An inexplicable wave of sadness washed over Lucien and he fought to keep his voice steady. ‘Like vampires.’
‘Yes.’
But not like you, he wanted to say. While the silvery moonlight painted her skin alabaster, Lucien didn’t doubt for a moment that golden sunlight brought pink to her cheeks and fire like polished copper to her hair. Sunlight which she could endure. The sunlight which would soon free him from his no longer sustainable existence.
This time with Katrine would be a double-edged sword. It gave back what he’d given up; unhurried time and connection beyond a physical need. But at the same time was a painful reminder of what he’d gone without for centuries.
‘Come and see the best part.’ Before he could pull way, she’d reached out and taken his hand.
Panic sparked through Lucien at her touch. Surely she’d recognize the coolness of his skin. Living in this enclave she’d be more aware than anyone else of the giveaway signs.
But he’d spent the last two centuries being careful. Being bored and lonely. He tightened his hold on Katrine’s hand as she led him to the corner of the terrace.




CHAPTER 5
The gazebo had been her idea. The garden was lovely in itself, with its lush green foliage and white blooms, but it had needed somewhere to sit and just take it all in. A place where the women could come and absorb the beauty of the night that was their life. Where some of them sometimes brought their companions.
She’d only ever come up here on her own. Bringing Lucien was a spur-of-the-moment decision. She needed the distraction from the upheaval of the police visit. He intrigued and attracted her in a way no man had before. Or perhaps she’d just never let herself before.
She’d certainly never held hands before. Up here, on this Paris rooftop, his fingers intertwined with hers had an intimacy that the most torrid nights in bed couldn’t match.
‘This is really something.’
They stood before the classic, white timber gazebo, but his words only emphasized her own thoughts.
‘I love it.’ She led him up the three steps into the semi-enclosed space and to the wide, plush seating that ran around the inside.
‘Your special place?’
‘Yes.’ His quiet question and the grip of his hand brought truth to her lips.
‘Come, sit with me.’ He drew her down onto the plump, soft cushions. ‘Share your thoughts about our beautiful city.’ A broad sweep of his hand took in the expanse of Paris lights and shadows below them.
They sat, thighs touching, hands still joined. Katrine shivered as an unexpected chill skittered through her.
‘You’re cold.’ Lucien released her hand and moved to take off his jacket
‘No, no. I’m okay.’ Her shiver had nothing to do with the cool evening.
‘If you’re sure.’
She was liking this guy more by the minute, and that was exciting. But it was also unwise.
When, or if, she ever made the move to live her true, human life, she’d be free to pursue the feelings that he was rapidly seeding in her. But while she still lived this double life, she’d keep it like her other, fleeting liaisons. Just a bit of fun.
This was just a distraction from the disquieting turn of events tonight.
‘I enjoyed your performance very much.’ He sat back, his arm along the back of the seat.
Katrine wasn’t sure if she was relieved or disappointed that he hadn’t touched her again, but better safe than discovered.
For now.
‘Thank you. We try to keep the patrons happy.’
‘Your partner plays an interesting part. Is it strange imagining a male vampire?’
‘Oh, Luis totally gets into it. But he’s too over the top to be believable.’ Okay, so she was stretching the truth. Luis’ portrayal of predatory bloodlust was very real according to stories told by Lisette and the others. Katrine liked to forget that Lisette also admitted it hadn’t been a gender-specific attribute. But she wasn’t going to share that inside information.
‘You are very believable.’
‘Thank you. That’s my job.
Lucien’s arm brushed her shoulder along the back of the seat. Accidentally? 
‘What more can you tell me about your story, Katrine?’ The tips of a finger stroked once over her bare skin and she almost forgot what he’d asked.
What could she truthfully say?
‘That I’ve been at Eternel for over twenty years. That the women here are like family to me.’ She turned to face him, bringing one knee up onto the seat. ‘That I’ve never had male company up here before.’
That disarming smile parted his lips again and he bowed his head. ‘I’m honored by the privilege.’
The old-world gesture somehow didn’t seem out of place from him.
‘The enjoyment of something special is doubled if it’s shared.’ As she said it, the realization of the truth sparked like a sudden flame in the dark and Katrine wanted it to grow stronger. ‘Sometimes it just feels right.’
She hoped that didn’t sound as cheesy out loud as it did in her head. She wasn’t a flirt and even if she was, that line certainly wouldn’t be in her repertoire.
‘Well thank you for sharing with me. It can be our little secret.’    
‘So, what brings you to Eternel?’ Better to take the focus away from herself.
‘It’s a Paris icon. I wouldn’t be a good Parisian if I didn’t see what all the fuss is about.’
‘And what is the fuss about?’
‘A natural human curiosity, I think.’
‘Even after all the decades of peaceful integration? I know our performance plays into the graphic history, but do you think people just want reassurance that it’s a thing of the past?’
Except it might well be a lie after the Inspector’s little revelation.
‘I suspect they probably do. They want to see with their own eyes. But maybe they secretly hope to see something that proves that their underlying fears are justified. Vampires have suppressed their natural inclinations, and so have humans. But only suppressed, not erased.’
‘Wow, you’ve given this a lot of thought?’
‘I just find people fascinating.’
‘And vampires?’
‘I don’t differentiate.’
‘You’re in the minority then. People might behave like they’re accepting, but many still see it as a freak show. You seem to know a lot about it?’
He mightn’t be one of the obviously over the top fans, but maybe he was just more subtle. Definitely more intense. And sexy.
‘I have an interest in people. And history. My curiosity isn’t that different to everyone else’s. I might have a bit more actual knowledge.’
The women hadn’t glossed over their violent history but hearing from someone else somehow gave it more gravitas.
That shiver skittered along her spine again. She’d never considered herself in danger, but there’d been a vampire murder and that was something she’d never had to take into consideration before.
‘You are cold. Shall we go back inside?’
Inside she’d have to think more about the Inspector’s visit and Lucien was one sexy man in more than just looks that overrode her unease. ‘Not just yet.’
‘I’m glad.’ He smiled, and gently stroked his finger along her bare shoulder. This time the skitter of sensation was low in her belly.
‘Me too.’ Katrine relaxed back against his touch and his hand stayed around her shoulder.
‘You won’t get reprimanded for taking time away from downstairs?’
‘No.’
‘Good. So tell me something more about yourself.
What could she say that wouldn’t raise awkward questions? That was true, but innocuous.
‘I love going to visit the Montmartre carousel.’
His lips did a slow dance into a broad smile. ‘I knew we’d have something in common. Why do you like it?’
‘Well, it’s not the grandest or prettiest Paris carousel, but I think that’s why it appeals. It’s a little piece of history that isn’t trying to be noticed.’
‘Blending into everyday life. Like vampires?’
‘Don’t go reading anything deep and psychological into it. I just think it’s pretty.’
‘Have you ridden on it?’
Katrine shook her head.
‘Want to?’
‘It’s not running at this time of the night.’
‘You have an imagination, Katrine. We can imagine. Come on.’ He stood and held out his hand.
‘Now?’ She couldn’t remember the last time she’d done anything on the spur of the moment. Life was ordered and predictable. Safe.
‘Yes, now. Come with me, Katrine. Have a little adventure.’ His hand still waited for her to take it. She took it.
Lucien pulled her to her feet and led her back to the door to the stairs. Reluctantly Katrine withdrew her hand from his. ‘I’ll just let them know I’m going out and meet you outside.’
Their footsteps echoed on the bare timber in the narrow stairwell, almost in time with the increased beat of her heart. She hadn’t felt such excited trepidation since the first time she’d ventured out into the real world.
***
Lucien leaned against the wall of Eternel, rubbing his hands together, trying to hold the residue of warmth left by Katrine’s touch.
The simple act of holding her hand had meant more than any of the physical couplings he’d had over the centuries. He closed his eyes. If those fleeting moments of connection were all he’d have, he wanted to ingrain them in his memory.
‘Don’t let me keep you up.’
He opened his eyes. ‘And miss our adventure?’ Whatever it would be. ‘Let’s go.’
They walked, side by side, the brief intimacy of the terrace seemed to have evaporated into the night air, replaced by a friendly awkwardness.
As they reached the summit of the Sacre Coeur steps, he took her elbow. She’d put on a jacket and he was denied the delicious warmth of her skin. She certainly didn’t help down the stairs, but she did she didn’t pull away from his ingrained chivalry, and that made him smile. He hadn’t had anything smile about in too long.
Katrine didn’t seem to mind the silence between them. Neither did he. They reached the bottom of the stairs, the Dome of Sacre Coeur towered behind them from the top of the hill. He never tired of Montmartre. After centuries of discovering all its dark places to hide, places to watch the world, it was as familiar as a well-worn glove.
The last time he’d strolled the streets with a woman on his arm had been the night of his turning. Of Elise’s death, and his birth into this undying night.
A savage memory, and he rarely looked back at it, but Katrine slid her hand into the crook of his elbow and the gesture brought his old life flooding back. Being with a woman for the pleasure of her company, not just her body.
He wanted to clasp his hand to hers, reassure her that she was safe. An assurance he hadn’t been able to give Elise. But there was no need to reassure Katrine. The streets of Montmartre were safe from predatory attack now.
They arrived at the path above the carousel. Lucien stopped, drawing Katrine to the balustrade overlooking the silent ride. Not a grand carousel, but compact with two levels, its prancing horses half hidden in the moonless shadows.
‘It’s still beautiful, even without all its lights and music.’
She’d just given away that she’d been here in daylight, but he wouldn’t question it. They were both had their secrets.
The hint of chill in the air turned to drizzle as light flecks of rain began to fall.
‘Come on.’ He held out his hand this time, and she took it.
When they reached the shelter of the darkened carousel, Lucien helped Katrine up onto the lower deck.
‘Your carriage awaits,’ he indicated one of the curved canopies dotted between the wooden horses.
‘No.’ She pulled out of his hold. ‘You ride horses on carousels. This one.’ She stood in front of a white horse, its neck curved, legs extended in a gallop. It had stopped at the high point of its position on the pole. Too high for easy access.
‘Let me help you.’ Lucien slid his hands around her waist, the warmth from her body immediately seeping into his body. Oh how he missed the heat of a woman’s body. The fleeting touch as he effortlessly lifted her to the horse, not long enough. He craved that heat almost as much as he craved blood.
No, not blood. Its synthetic replacement. That was easily accessible. The warmth of a woman’s body could be bought, but it didn’t satisfy the deeper craving for the intimacy that came with being with someone you wanted to be with, not just someone merely fulfilling a bodily need.
Katrine settled herself, side saddle, on the white timber horse, held on to the pole and leaned down to him. Her glorious hair brushed against his face, her plump mouth close enough to kiss. ‘Ride with me?’
Lucien had watched the increased boldness of women over the decades. The same confidence that had once only been the domain of harlots was now acceptable, even desirable behavior of everyday women. Very enticing.
Whether he hesitated too long or she was teasing, he wasn’t sure but before he could brush her mouth with his, Katrine swung herself back out of his reach.
‘An offer I can’t refuse.’ He deftly hoisted himself up behind her.
The women who usually assuaged his desires gave themselves willingly enough, but it was perfunctory. A job, not a joy. Katrine’s playfulness, the lightness of her spirit brought him more than those liaisons ever had.
As he slid his arms around her waist, Katrine relaxed back against him. His chin rested on the soft waves of her hair and he closed his eyes, luxuriating in the feel of her.
‘Can you hear the music?’ Her voice, soft and wistful.
He could. Stored in his memory with the other remnants of his real life. ‘I can. And see the lights and feel the movement.’
She turned her head against his chest to look up at him. ‘You’re a bit of a romantic?’
‘I have my moments.’ He hadn’t for such a long time, but a century of solitude was beginning to fade with his arms around Katrine. ‘It’s a shame they don’t run the carousel at night, but it’s nice to have it all to ourselves.’
The gentle drizzle suddenly became a heavy downpour and rain drummed on the metal roof, large drops splashing up from the cobblestones.
‘Maybe we’ll be trapped here,’ Katrine said, wrapping her arms over his. At that moment, Lucien could happily have stayed in their isolated little corner of Montmartre.
Desire simmered between them and it momentarily took him back to his days with Elise. The build of anticipation, rather than just the urgent rutting which replaced such intimacies since he’d had to hide his identity.
‘I’m in no hurry to be anywhere else.’ At least not until dawn was imminent.
She felt so comfortable in his arms, in this unlikely location, in the rain. Feeling human was a luxury he’d stopped indulging in since he’d been on his own. With Katrine he felt more human than he had for a century.
The woman in his arms was human and smelled of some delicious perfume. She obviously had her reasons for her charade, and it was none of his business. Yet. And it wasn’t appropriate that he told her he was on to her secret.
‘Do you get away from the club often?’
‘Not much, but I could be convinced otherwise.’
‘Well I’m afraid this as good as it gets at the moment.’ Lucien leaned out from the horse and, keeping his hold on Katrine, reached his hand into the rain and dripped a few drops onto her fingers.
Katrine lifted her hand to her mouth and licked the drops. Whether she was being deliberately provocative or not, didn’t matter. Lucien’s cock responded.
‘This is pretty good.’ She snuggled deeper into his hold.
It certainly was. He closed his eyes, soaking in the feel of her, the scent of her. If nothing more came of it, this was what he’d replay in his mind when he faced the sun. Faced his end.
Thoughts about unattainable moments like these were a torture he avoided, but there would be no more decades of resentment about his plight. Just memories of the warmth of Katrine’s body, and her soul.
‘It’s been a while since a beautiful woman gave me her time.’ Unless I paid her. ‘I suspect you don’t give your time easily.’
‘I’m not often inspired to do so.’
‘I’m thankful that you’re inspired tonight.’
‘Tonight is a strange night.’
‘Strange, but wonderful.’ Lucien kissed the top of her head, then cupped her chin in his hand and tilted her face towards his. Didn’t she wonder about the unnatural coolness of his fingers on her skin? Or was she as caught up in this extraordinary thing that had drawn them together.
Katrine looked into his eyes and her lips parted as his mouth drew closer. Then her eyes closed, and her hand slid around his neck, drawing him down to her.
Soft lips, as he’d expected, but he hadn’t expected the jolt of raw desire to surge through his body. The gentle exploration of her tongue in his mouth was as if she was licking his entire body. Touching every long-neglected part of him.
It was so much more than a kiss. He didn’t share this intimacy with the women who fleetingly sated his needs. Hadn’t given this part of himself to anyone since Elise and was all but drowning in the roiling sea of desire and joy and memory unleashed.
He swept her gentle tongue aside with his own, delving into her mouth as if he could somehow inhale her humanity to restore his own.
Katrine returned his urgency, raking her fingers through his hair, then grasping it tight. She turned in the confines of their position on the carousel horse, pressing herself against him. Lucien groaned and tightened his hold on her, dragging her lower lip between his teeth.
Her mewl of pleasure clouded his control and before he could pull back, his fang pierced the tender flesh. The taste of the miniscule drop of blood it drew surged through Lucien like a flame touched to a line of fuel.
Katrine cried out, but she didn’t recoil. She growled with gratification and clung to him.
It took all Lucien’s conscious strength to drag his mouth from hers. A strength he’d never believed he had. The potent taste of fresh blood had the power to erase all rational thought from his mind. Thankfully the decades of using synthetic blood seemed to have dulled that power A little. He drew back, separating their lips.
‘Noooo.’ Katrine tried to pull him back to her mouth.
‘I need a moment.’ He wasn’t even sure he could go back for more. He had the taste of her blood now. Even though he’d fed, that primal need his turning had instilled raged through his body. Even overtaking his desire for her body.
‘I’m too much for you?’ She leaned back in his arms, a cheeky grin quirking her lips.
‘Something like that.’ He smiled back, forcing his mind to think about Katrine’s wellbeing rather than draining her of her blood. ‘It’s been a while. I got a little over enthusiastic.’ Minor understatement.
‘I’m okay with over enthusiasm.’ Katrine tilted her head. ‘You’re sure that’s all it is?’
Damn, she was perfect. She could have turned cold, or angry about his rebuff. Made it about herself, but it was concern in her voice, not sarcasm.
‘That’s not all it is.’ He drew her gently against his chest. ‘But I don’t want to spoil this,’ he indicated the curtain of soft rain that cocooned them.
‘Okay.’
She relaxed back into his arms, but her heartbeat raced like scared bird against his hand which rested under her breasts.
From fear or arousal?
His own arousal still hadn’t receded and the way she was pressed back against him, Katrine would be in no doubt as to his state. Thankfully she hadn’t been aware of the flicker of fear that had flared in his mind at the unwelcome reminder of his base nature.
He hadn’t tasted human blood in so long and it had been like a hit of heroin to a reformed addict. All-consuming. But he’d been able to reign it in, and he wouldn’t let it happen again.
If Katrine would see him again.
‘You’re an intriguing woman, Katrine.’ He sensed she’d dropped her guard now she was away from the club.
‘You’re a bit of an enigma yourself, Monsieur Lucien.’
Now was not the time to reveal he knew her truth. Exposing her truth would mean exposing his own. ‘We’re a good match then. Two fascinating figures on a dark carousel. All we need now is for it to mysteriously start going.’
‘You have a vivid imagination.’
Oh, he did, and where it was really going had nothing to do with being clothed and in public. But that was for another time, or for his fantasies.
Lucien moved the hand that lay over Katrine’s arm and looked at the watch on her wrist. 5am.
He wasn’t going to risk being caught with not enough time.
‘I should get you back to the club.’ He felt like a hypocrite, using her to cover for his own need to be gone by dawn.
Katrine raised her head to look at the still dark sky that had stopped spilling rain. She nodded but made no move to leave.
Lucien was pretty sure he still had plenty of time, but a kernel of fear snarled in his gut. The morning he’d face the sunlight was coming, soon, but not this morning.
He loosened his hold on Katrine and slid from the wooden horse.




CHAPTER 6
Alain watched the couple in the doorway from the seclusion of his car. He’d seen Katrine leave with some guy before they’d finished interviews at Eternel.
She’d left the club knowing she was potentially under suspicion for murder. Was she just reckless, or just confident in her innocence?
He’d become immune to gorgeous women over the years, and vampires had never held any attraction. But one look from those deep green eyes had his concentration threatening to abandon him.
Did he wish he was the guy pressing her up against the door and kissing her long, and probably hard? Hell yeah. But she was a potential suspect and would to have to stay in his fantasy bank.
That she’d left so suddenly after their visit was suspicious. Maybe he’d waited to see if she returned because he was worried about her safety. Or the safety of the guy, under the current circumstances.
He had an almost hundred percent solve rate and so far this case had so little to go on. He wasn’t letting anything slide.
Now that they were back at the club, within earshot of help, there was no need for him to be there. But he didn’t want to draw attention to himself, so he’d wait till she was inside before starting the car.
Katrine’s hands were still around the guy’s neck, one straying into his hair. Obviously enjoying every moment. Obviously a woman who enjoyed being kissed thoroughly.
Was a vampire’s kiss as cold as reputed? Would her mouth be cool to the exploration of his tongue? If her mouth was cool, what about the rest of her body?
It was hard to imagine Katrine being cold in any way. Not after watching her performance earlier. She’d exuded a sensuality that went beyond mere performance.
He shook his head. Back to business.
Katrine disappeared into Eternel and her date walked back down the road, hands in his pockets. Alain would bet he had a self-satisfied smile on his face.
Alain started his car and headed to his apartment.
Of all the women who worked at Eternel, Katrine appeared to be the only one who ventured away from the club on a regular basis. At least that they admitted to. That was a red flag in itself. But why would a vampire go to a pizza place? They didn’t eat did they?
He’d find out tomorrow. Alain stifled a yawn. He had sleep to catch up on from the night before. Thankfully so far they’d managed to keep the murder out of the media, but that couldn’t be guaranteed. Stuff always got out there and he didn’t want the added stress of having to answer for a leak.
As he drove to his apartment, Alain was more aware than usual of the darkness. The shadows, the cloud-shaded moon. He couldn’t even imagine no longer being able to see the light. Enjoy the sun.
But then the drive for survival probably overrode any feelings of loss. He’d never really thought about it before. Vampires had been an open part of society for as long as he could remember and held no more interest for him than any other race. Until now.
Now all the old myths and realities and fears of the past ran through his mind.
A text messaged beeped as he parked the car.
So, did you learn anything relevant, or just get a bit more of a vampire fix?
Juliet knew him too well. She had left Eternel after Katrine’s performance and obviously hadn’t totally bought his line about staying to get more a feel for things.
I have nothing to report ��
Sweet dreams
That’s what made her such a great partner. They could joke about personal stuff, but she’d not so subtly make her point.
***
Alain pressed another colored pin into the map of Paris, marking vampire clubs. Eternel was the closest to the murder site but that alone wasn’t reason enough to see its occupants as primary suspects. Until they had more to go on, every Parisian vampire was of interest.
‘No one we’ve spoken to so far raises suspicions.’ Juliet was back at her desk, flicking through her notebook.
‘The clubs are obvious places to find them, but surely not every vampire in Paris is associated with a club. Some must just live quiet lives. Well not ‘live’ I guess.’
‘Is that politically incorrect?’
‘Probably not, but I won’t tell if you won’t. What chance our perpetrator is part of an enclave, and not just some random vampire in amongst everyone else?’
‘At least we have a reasonably narrow suspect pool.’
‘Your positivity doesn’t give us any leads. We might as well know the killer was blond for all the good it does.’
It frustrated him more than he’d expected that they had nothing to go on. His solve rate was one of the best in the city and he had a reputation to uphold.
‘Do we really have any chance? It’s not like we can compare fang marks to anything, or anyone. And do we even know if they leave DNA?’
Usually Juliet came up with obscure questions that very often led to a new line of thinking on a murder. This line was totally logical, but just sounded so ridiculous.
‘Is there anything in the records from the last killing?’
‘I’ve got someone tracking down the paperwork, but no idea if anything like that was even noted. It was decades ago.’
‘Don’t suppose there’s anyone still around who was on the case back then?’ There were a few old timers in the department, but he wouldn’t ask unless the records gave them nothing. With the delicate nature of this case, information needed to stay contained.
Alain pulled on his jacket and grabbed his phone. ‘Ring me if the paperwork yields anything. I’m going to check Katrine’s pizza place alibi.’
***
‘Oh yes, Katrine was here on Friday night. Well, Saturday morning. Late, as usual. Around three.’
‘So, you know her quite well?’
‘As well as you can know a patron over time.’
He’d been upfront about who he was when he’d asked to speak to Jean-Pierre, but not the reason for his interest. There was no obligation to divulge that.
‘Is Katrine in trouble?’ His tone came across like fatherly concern.
‘Not at all. We just need to clarify a few things. Do you remember what she ordered?’ He wasn’t going to ask outright whether she ate anything.
‘Her usual. A pizza and a café au lait. At her usual table.’ He pointed to a table for one in the back corner.
Why would she come here, order pizza and not eat it? Had vampires evolved somehow that they now also ate food? He really needed to brush up on what was myth and what was reality now?
The memory of Katrine’s hot kiss in the doorway jogged his memory. ‘Does she always come alone?’
‘As far as I know. I might not have been here every time she’s been in.’
There wasn’t much more he could ask that was relevant. ‘Thank you for your time.’ They shook hands and Alain left.
Back in the car he made minimal notes. Even though there should be nothing to see in daylight, he’d drive past Eternel.
There was a couple in front of the black door, taking a selfie with the gold Eternal sign behind them. The guy then grabbed his girl and playfully pretended to bite her neck.
Alain shuddered. Not so funny anymore.
He looked up at the two rows of windows above the club, all shrouded with dark shutters. Except the one at the end. That window was open and curtainless.
He knew from Lisette that all the women lived on the premises, and true to vampire myth, slept during the day. But someone was moving about in the room. He couldn’t make out any detail. A cleaner perhaps? He hadn’t asked if the club employed any humans.
One thing that wasn’t myth, he knew, was vampires’ aversion to sunlight. While synthetic blood had been developed, modern science hadn’t yet been able to cure their sensitivity to sunlight. Whoever was up there might give a less biased view of the residents.
Alain parked, crossed the road and rapped the gothic-looking wrought iron knocker on the heavy black door. Waited, then knocked again.
No one came, and he had no way, no right, to force whoever it was to open the door.
Back in his car, he sat and watched some more. Maybe they would leave soon. He could spare an hour.
Half an hour later his patience was rewarded when the black door opened.
And Katrine stepped out.
She wasn’t swathed from head to toe. To the contrary, she wore a bright green, full-skirted dress with thin straps so her arms and shoulders were bare. She didn’t ignite in a ball of flame, or even start to sizzle a little.
Katrine pulled the door closed behind her, slid on a pair of large sunglasses and the strap of a bag onto her shoulder. As she strode along the sidewalk, the sun turned her hair into a halo of copper around her face.
Alain’s mind buzzed with thoughts and questions. She looked amazing. Had he missed the memo about vampires now being able to go outside? If she wasn’t a vampire, why hadn’t she said so? He couldn’t keep his eyes off her body in that dress. What else had she lied about?
Their suspect was absolutely a vampire, and if he was to believe his eyes, Katrine wasn’t.
He watched her figure receding in his side mirror.




CHAPTER 7
Sleep eluded her.
Lucien’s kiss, his possession of her mouth, in the doorway had stayed in her mind and resonated in her body for minutes, hours after they’d said goodnight. Closing her eyes to try and sleep only heightened the memory. Not so much the sensations from that last kiss but the unexpected way her body had thrummed with pleasure when he’d nipped her lip.
Even bringing herself to orgasm remembering how it felt to be held against his body, failed to bring sleep. As daylight broke, she gave up.
She slid out from the tangled sheets and drew back the curtains to a cloudless, cerulean sky. All sign of the night’s rain had evaporated, and her stomach had rumbled.
Silence filled every corner of the building as she closed the front door behind her. No one else would surface until dusk. Someone might well be awake in their light-proofed rooms, but they kept to themselves.
Her 50s inspired sundress brushed against her calves as she entered (bakery name). The aroma of fresh baking and coffee hung enticingly in the air and her stomach rumbled again. Who’d be a vampire and miss out on buttery pastry and delicious coffee? No thanks.
Most mornings she ate in her room. Most people’s breakfast time was her last meal before sleep. Meals were a solitary thing. The women wouldn’t have minded if she ate in one of the common areas, but Katrine preferred not to draw attention to their differences. For them, and for herself.
As she took her food to a table out on the footpath, she wondered what Lucien was doing for breakfast. As physically close as they’d been, she knew little about him. Which was how she usually preferred it on the occasions when she sought out male company.
The brioche was delicious, and still warm. Katrine licked a smear of butter from her lips and remembered the touch of Lucien’s mouth. His gentleness, yet his possession.
Thoughts about the men she met rarely lasted longer than the moment. But her time with Lucien was unlike most of her liaisons with its sizzling chemistry, but there was no rush to take it to its inevitable conclusion.
Nice.
Hot.
And something she’d fantasized about for more than a year.
Katrine smiled to herself. Weren’t women supposed to fantasize about mind-blowing sex? She’d had that, many times. Her fantasies, cravings, were for the deeper connections she’d not let herself have.
Until last night. Until Lucien.
And, she reluctantly admitted, while Inspector Alain Donet’s visit had sent all sorts of panic through her, his smooth good looks had also played more than a little havoc with her body.
She’d met two sexy, interesting men in one night.
Maybe you’re a bit of a slut, Katrine.
Nothing wrong with that. She was a healthy young woman with healthy appetites which she usually kept restrained. But she didn’t have eternity like her vampire family.
Her mortality rarely played on her mind. That she’d grown up among women who’d never aged was just the way it was. 
But eventually she’d age beyond where they would always stay and she didn’t know how that would play out. Maybe she needed more mornings like this. Human mornings with breakfast and daylight. Slowly wean herself off the night world.
How good would it be to be to sit here with someone? Have a coffee and a croissant. Take a walk down to the river. Hold hands. Be herself. 
As she watched life go on outside the café, and inside it, Katrine didn’t want to go back to the club.
***
It never rains, but it pours. Inspector Donet was talking to Lisette again and Lucien sat at the same small table.
He’d caught her eye the moment she’d entered the salon, but then the quiet corner had been the first place she’d looked.  As much as she wanted to go to him, she was here to work and not indulge her growing attraction.
She moved among the tables, happy enough to mingle and play her part, but the lingering memory of Lucien’s mouth, his body made her more conscious than usual that she was playing a part. Not being herself.
As she took a seat at a table of young women dressed in black lace, Katrine glanced to the back of the room. Lucien raised his glass to her.
‘How’s your night going?’ she said to the women.
‘Fabulous,’ one replied.
‘This place is so sexy,’ said another.
‘Pity there’s no guy vampires,’ added the third. ‘That would be so hot.’
Katrine loved her vampire family but had never really understood the fascination.
‘What would be the attraction?’
The women all contemplated her question before Number Three replied. ‘They’d be mysterious, maybe a little bit dangerous.’
Like Lucien. Was he watching her now? Did he think the same about her? Was it just curiosity that motivated his attention?
‘So, what were they like?’ Number Three’s eyes widened in anticipation.
Her only knowledge of male vampires was from Lisette and the girls. Hopefully she could get away with second-hand information.
‘As varied as human men. Some good looking, some not so much. Some good. Some bad.’
‘Is it different with human men? Who’s better?’ Number Two put in her two cents worth.
‘You can’t ask that, Marie.’ The admonishment in Number Three’s voice wasn’t enough to conceal her own interest in the answer.
‘Even vampires don’t kiss and tell.’ Katrine hoped they’d buy her evasion.
‘So you have been with a human guy?’
Katrine gave them an enigmatic smile. She usually had to fend of some sort of questioning most nights, but tonight it weighed more heavily on her.
‘I’d better circulate some more.’ Katrine stood and smiled.
The three heads all came together in whispered conversation as she moved away.
She wouldn’t go to Lucien yet. It would be hard to take herself away once she sat at his table, and she was here to work. For a little while more at least.
Before she could move to another group of patrons, there was a touch on her elbow. The tingle that skittered along her bare arm quickly evaporated as she turned to face Alain Donet.
‘Could I have a word with you, Katrine.’
***
The alarm in her eyes wasn’t unexpected, but not what he’d like to see in those amber depths.
Officially he was off duty, and even though Katrine was no longer a suspect, she could have relevant information or insights that might prove useful.
but he needed to tell her that he knew her secret. And that he’d like to take her for pizza.
‘We can talk in the office.’
Wariness shone in her eyes. Eyes he now knew belonged to a warm-blooded human woman. Who didn’t have fangs. Was a part of him relieved that he wasn’t attracted to a vampire? Was that discrimination?
She opened the office door and led the way inside. The Tiffany lamp cast soft rainbow light and Katrine moved to the large desk, leaning against it rather than taking a seat. Light from the lamp caught the red contents of the small glass bottle on her pearls.
Alain swallowed hard. She was a fake vampire. Reason told him that a fake vampire would carry fake blood. Part of the effect. Part of the role she played.
He wasn’t squeamish. A cop couldn’t be. But blood, fake or otherwise, in this context was a far cry from bloodshed at a murder scene.
‘Interesting necklace.’
Her hand went to the vial, closing it between her fingers.
‘Real blood?’
‘Does it matter? Or do you think it’s blood from that murder?’
He couldn’t help but smile. Their previous conversation had been short and to the point. No chance for her personality to show through. He was enjoying this feisty Katrine, but there was a serious issue to address.
‘I know it’s not, Katrine. You aren’t even a suspect.’
Her eyes gave nothing away. No relief, or questions. Had her upbringing here made her so composed. There was so much he wanted to know about her life.
‘I know you’re not a vampire, Katrine.’
Her long-lashed eyes fluttered momentarily before she met his gaze again. ‘Oh yes?’
‘Yes. I saw you go out this morning.’
Katrine dropped her chin for a moment, then pushed herself away from the desk and flopped into one of the armchairs.
‘So are you going to expose my secret?’
‘There’s no need for that, but you might be able to help me. Help us,’ he corrected.
She looked up at him with a tilt of her head. ‘Inside information in return for your silence?’
He breathed a sigh of relief when she smiled.
‘You’re in a unique position. You can give us insights that might be of assistance.’
‘Like whether any of my family still have a bloodlust?’
‘We need clarification about various aspects about vampires. Things we can ask them, of course, but …’
‘But you don’t want to aggravate them? Don’t want to make them angry?’
‘Behavior patterns that the public aren’t privy to.’
Katrine didn’t answer, just tilted her head to the other side and looked at him expectantly.
‘There’s not much on record for us to refer to. Could we talk, somewhere away from here. Over pizza? After you finish, or tomorrow?’
‘Pizza would be nice.’
It was that easy?
‘Before opening tomorrow night? My sleep’s out of whack after being out yesterday.’
‘Whatever works for you.’ He’d almost forgotten the reason for her sleep disturbance. That doorway kiss. He watched her mouth as they arranged a time. Perfectly plump lips that looked velvety soft with their red lipstick. He wanted to kiss her so hard that it smeared.
There were women in Paris who weren’t already obviously interested in someone else, but Katrine drew him like a magnet.
‘Six o’clock? At La Boheme?’
‘It’s a date.’
She was teasing, but his heart did a crazy little skip. If he dropped her back at Eternel, would she kiss him in the doorway?
He quickly pushed aside that thought. Back to business.
‘I’ll be there.’
‘I know I’m asking about family, Katrine, but we didn’t think more lives might be at risk. I won’t keep you from work.’ He moved to open the door.
‘6.30 tomorrow then,’ Katrine’s enticing mouth rose into a smile as she moved past him. The liquid in the vial at her throat glinted ruby red.
***
Katrine had disappeared through a door with the Inspector. Was she in trouble?
He watched the door, and waited, not doubting that she’d come back and sit with him soon. He wanted that. He wanted a lot of things that were no longer his to crave.
And then she was back, moving through the room and the vivid memory of how her body had felt against his flared in his body. His emotions hadn’t battled so ferociously within him since he’d had to come to terms with the need to kill to survive. Katrine had rekindled the humanity in him.
There was no point in fanning that flame. No point in torturing himself with what he couldn’t regain. The only flames that would bring him peace were those that would envelop him when he met the sun.
Their kiss would be with him in his last moments. The way her soft mouth had opened and invited. The slide of her red lipsticked lips over his. The warmth of her tongue dancing with his. Brief moments were all he could have.
No point delaying the inevitable. The necessary.
Lucien stood to leave.
He’d been so lost in his thoughts he’d not noticed Katrine’s approach. It only took meeting her amber eyes to shake his resolve.
‘You didn’t want to talk to me again?’
Her directness was disarming, but so arousing.
‘I did. Very much.’ Too much, which was why he’d been leaving.
‘Good.’ She smiled. ‘Then sit back down.’ She took a seat and patted his. ‘Since I shared my secret place with you last night, I want to know about yours.’
‘What makes you think I have one?’
‘Everyone has one. Somewhere just for themselves. Everyone needs that.’
This red-headed faux vampire threatened to restore his soul.
‘Yes,’ she said softly. ‘Everyone has secrets.’
‘Do you always get so deep and meaningful with the patrons?’
‘No. But I’ve never kissed one in a doorway before. In my book, that entitles me to get a little up close and personal with your mind as well.’
Her sense of humor was as alluring as her body and her kiss.
He would share his secret because it no longer mattered. He wanted her to know. The one person who might understand. He wanted to at least have the importance of his existence acknowledged somehow. 
‘I understand that I can’t encroach on your time here again, Katrine, but I would very much like to spend time with you away from all this.’
‘I don’t have to work every night.’
That she hadn’t even hesitated to reply made him ridiculously happy and a wave of relief washed through him; a weight he didn’t know he’d been carrying, lifted.
‘How about after my number tomorrow night, we can hightail it out of here? Maybe you can show me your secret place?’
‘Maybe.’
‘Ahh, a man of mystery.’
If only she knew. Would she be so amused when the truth was revealed? 
A deep, disturbing twinge gripped him somewhere inside and it had nothing to do with the thought of more time alone with Katrine. Lucien glanced sideways and saw Lisette heading towards them.
Was it an instinctive reaction to the approach of another vampire? Coming to Eternel had been the first time he’d put himself in such close proximity to others of his kind for this very reason. In case they could somehow sense each other.
But surely a male vampire wouldn’t even be in her thought process. Still, he wasn’t going to take any chances.
‘Your boss lady is heading in this direction.’ He put his hand over Katrine’s, reluctant to leave the evening without some sort of touch. ‘So I’d better not distract you any longer. Can’t have her thinking you have favorites.’
He stood and pushed his chair in, ready to head for the door. He cursed the fear that was rapidly suffusing his body. Cursed that it had replaced the desire and anticipation that Katrine had roused.
Fear of exposure would always hang around like the cloying stench of dead bodies. Even if the twinge that had a vice-grip on his gut had nothing to do with Lisette’s approach, he’d had enough of constant apprehension.
‘I’ll see you tomorrow,’ he blew her a kiss, hating his rapid departure and hoping his instincts were wrong.




CHAPTER 8
Katrine’s stomach growled at the cheesy, spicy aroma of pepperoni pizza that had been placed in front of her. Without hesitation she picked up a slice, took a bite and sighed with pleasure.
She’d come deliberately early to indulge herself and the melty cheese and tangy tomato sauce wasn’t disappointing. It didn’t matter if Alain arrived at any moment. She was starving. 
Even half feeling like she may be betraying her family by meeting him, talking to him, couldn’t dull her appetite.
While she waited for one man, her thoughts were on another.
Lucien’s abrupt departure last night had surprised her. If he’d bothered to turn up again to see her, why hadn’t he stayed longer? Lisette had seen the kiss he’d blown her as he left. Had that put the strange tightness in her voice, the wariness in her eyes. That Lisette had even questioned her about him was strange too. She never usually taken too much interest in who she spent time with at the club. Her philosophy was that the longer a patron stayed talking, the more he’d spend at the bar.
‘Pizza must be good if it deserves such intense concentration.’
Katrine looked up to meet Alain’s grey eyes. He pulled out a seat and sat down.
‘It is. You should get one.’ Katrine took another bite.
Alain signaled for a waiter. ‘Would you like a glass of wine?’
Katrine nodded. She wasn’t one to drink alone so enjoying wine was a rare treat. ‘Something white.’
He ordered two glasses of Sauvignon Blanc and Katrine enjoyed the feeling of being looked after. Not in the way Lisette and the women had looked after her, raised her. In the way a man looks after a woman. It felt good.
But countering the good feelings was the niggle of uncertainty about where the conversation might go.
Well, she had hoped it might take a little longer to get to the nitty gritty.
‘Do you spend much time away from the club?’
‘Not a lot. Our business hours don’t usually allow for much daytime activity.’
‘Like working permanent night shift.’
‘Exactly.’
‘I’m going to be honest, Katrine. I’m curious about how you came to be at Eternel.’
She drew a deep sigh. Since she’d been old enough to grasp the uniqueness of her situation, she’d known this question would come from someone, at some time. But the relief she thought she’d feel at finally being able to tell her story wasn’t there. Would the truth somehow betray Lisette and the family.
Alain must have sensed her reluctance+
‘That isn’t a police questions, Katrine. It’s not relevant to the case. I’m just intrigued by your situation.’
‘I understand. It must seem a little bizarre from the outside.’ She could ease into it.
‘I wouldn’t say bizarre. But definitely fascinating. None of your patrons have ever picked that you’re not also a vampire?’
Katrine shook her head. ‘Not that they’ve ever said. Or asked. I think they get so wrapped up in just being there that they don’t look for it.’
Their wine arrived and she took a grateful sip. ‘Lisette has looked after me since I was a baby. It’s the only life I’ve known. The women raised me. Educated me. Took me into their way of life. Kept me out of the child welfare system.’
Of course he wanted to know more. He had normal curiosities, as well as being a detective. She very much appreciated that he was letting her go at her own pace.
‘My mother was killed by a vampire.’
His glass stopped halfway to his mouth, but he didn’t say anything. Couldn’t?
‘I think it was the last reported vampire killing. Thirty years ago.’
He took a sip from his glass. ‘I’m waiting on those records as we speak. What do you know about it?’
‘Not much. Only that Lisette adopted me. She and the women felt a responsibility because of what one of their kind had done.’
‘Incredible. So, when were you told, or did you work it out yourself, that you weren’t … were …?’
She understood his confusion. ‘From when I was quite young. Lisette hired a nanny so that I could have some semblance of human life, see daylight, go to school. She explained as much as I would understand as I got older. I went to boarding school from age twelve.’
She hadn’t thought about her life as a continuum like that before. She rarely looked back and just balanced her dual existence as best she could.
‘When did you find out how your mother died? Did that change how you looked at your family?’
‘Around the same age I went away to school. No, it didn’t change anything. If your mother had been killed in a car crash, would you look differently at the members of your family who also drove cars?’
He looked contrite. ‘I’m sorry, I guess I’m not as impartial as I thought I was. And that’s part of why I wanted to talk to you.’
‘And the other part?’ She suppressed a smile. She didn’t imagine he enjoyed being on the receiving end of awkward questions either. 
‘The other part is just wanting to enjoy your company. Which I am.’
‘Here’s to mixing business and pleasure.’ Katrine picked up her wine glass, as did Alain, clinking them together.
It was more than the wine that had her lightheaded. The men she usually chose to spend meagre time with weren’t interested in personal conversation. Talking about herself served no purpose. She hadn’t realized how exhilarating it was to share something about herself with someone. To be completely herself.
‘I do have to get serious for a bit, Katrine. Any insight you can give me as to what might push a vampire to kill would be invaluable.’
‘I really don’t know if I can help you, Alain. I can only speak for the women I know. I’ve not mixed with any others. Killing humans is something they all put behind them decades ago.’
‘They’ve talked about it?’
‘Of course. It’s a part of their history, and why humans feared them. Why some still do, or at least not trust them.’
‘What did they say about your mother’s death?’
‘That it must have been a rogue. A solitary vampire because by then all the women had formed enclaves and were fitting in with society.’
‘There’s been nothing since. Well, up until the other night at Montparnasse.’
‘Montparnasse? Cemetery?’ The wine glass in Katrine’s hand shook and she put it down. ‘My mother was killed there. Or did you already know that?’
He shook his head. ‘I haven’t got the old paperwork yet.’
Katrine pushed the half-drunk wine aside. Her mother’s death was a tragic fact from the past, not something she’d thought about too much since she’d grown up, but this reminder now settled a tightness in her stomach.
‘The location may be coincidence. Once I’ve got the files and can compare all the details, we’ll be able to make that call. Not ruling anything out at this stage.’
‘Vampires are a very tight group. They might be accepted more now, but they still mostly keep to themselves. With a few exceptions.’ One of their own apparently had taken up with a human before Katrine’s time and the snippets of gossip she’d heard, Lisette had been furious.
‘Mixed couples?’
‘Yes. The groups don’t hide away, as you’ve probably found, but the couples tend to keep to themselves. I don’t know how you’d even go about finding them.’
Alain nodded. ‘Katrine, have you ever seen any hint of violence in any of the women? Or heard anything about violence within any other enclave?’
Katrine shook her head. ‘No. Not from anyone, anywhere.’ She understood he had to. ‘I’ve never seen it, heard it or felt it. Either towards me or between the women.’
‘Do they all take synthetic blood? Do any vampires ever take human blood?’
It was inevitable that the discussion would eventually get complicated. She was protective of her family and their kind and didn’t want to put any of them under suspicion. But she wouldn’t lie either.
‘Some do. Sometimes. It’s always consensual and usually at the request of the human.’
‘It’s not dangerous? It never goes too far?’
She’d opened the box now, no point in trying to close the lid on the topic.
‘As far as I know, it’s never gone too far. It would have to be extreme to take someone to the point of death. But it has nothing to do with bloodlust, or thirst. It’s driven by the humans. They see it as some sort of badge of honor to get a vampire bite.’
‘And the women can control it?’
‘Yes. It’s not done when they’re thirsty. They make sure of that.’ They. The gulf between who they were and who she was, what she was, was widening as they spoke.
‘I won’t ask you who. But if I need to know, I will have to get details.’
‘You think it would be someone who’s already got a taste, or has rekindled, a taste for blood?’ Like Lisette. She wasn’t the only one who took men up to the night garden, but she did go up there the most.
‘I don’t know anything at this stage. This is information we’ll have to examine. Thank you, Katrine. It can’t be easy being in the middle like this.’
Weren’t cops supposed to be hard-nosed and all business? Not that she was complaining. Explaining her life situation had unloaded a weight she hadn’t even realized she’d been carrying.
It had been her own private thing, but she’d been caught out and now, somehow, she felt different. Like maybe she belonged more in this world than her night world.
‘I’m not in the middle of anything. My family have nothing to do with this.’
Alain didn’t contradict her.
‘Ok, Inspector, your turn under the spotlight. Tell me the Alain Donet story.’
His brow creased and she loved that she’d caught him off guard. That the coolness and control had a chink.
‘Extremely ordinary and uninteresting I’m afraid.’
He relaxed back in his seat, loosened his tie and undid his top button. An innocent gesture that she found unexpectedly intimate.
‘Born and lived my early life in Marseille. Came to Paris to join the police force and stayed.’ He took a sip from his glass, then gave its contents his attention. ‘One brief, disastrous marriage. Now I’m just married to the job.’
He met her eyes. ‘I can’t remember the last time I just sat and had a drink with a beautiful woman.’
‘We’re not that dissimilar then. I can’t remember the last time I just sat and had a drink with a man who wasn’t a club patron.’ Or who wasn’t just for a hurried night of anonymous sex.
Alain clinked his glass to Katrine’s discarded one. ‘Here’s to breaking the drought.’
She hadn’t felt this fully human for a very long time and she was liking it very much.
‘I’d like to do this again, Alain. If your busy marriage would allow.’
The surprise that widened his eyes matched her own that she’d made the invitation. She was no novice at finding casual company, but that was done with intent. These words had come out of her mouth without a conscious thought.
‘I’d like that too,’ he answered immediately.
At least there was no embarrassing silence, and a smile lit up his steel grey eyes.
‘No business talk, I promise. He looked at his watch, and then outside. ‘You’ll need to get back soon? I can drive you, or we can walk.’
She did need to go back. Dusk was starting to drape itself over the city and her other life called. For the first time that she could remember, Katrine felt she was going to a job rather than going back to what was her life.
***
He was glad Katrine had chosen to walk. A bit of extra time with her took the business edge off their meeting. He didn’t often get to take a leisurely interest this beautiful city. Or in a beautiful woman. Both by choice, and tonight he’d chosen to take a step back to having a balanced life. His confidence in asking someone out had eroded years ago. Yes, the tough on the outside cop hadn’t handled rejection well. Katrine’s invitation had saved him the stress of asking himself. Now he’d just have to act on it.
When was the last time he’d been able to forget work and just enjoy a walk?
He was tempted to take her arm, but reluctant to show such familiarity. As they approached the Square Louise-Michel, the tinny strains of the old carousel carried on the night air.  Katrine cast a glance over her shoulder and smiled.
‘Did you want to go down?’
She shook her head and quickened her step. In minutes they reached the club where the inhabitants waited for darkness to complete.
He wouldn’t walk her right to the door and be reminded of her steamy clinch the other day. He wanted her in a clinch of his own but hopefully fate would sort that out.
They crossed the road and he stopped at the corner. Katrine moved closer and dropped a soft kiss on his mouth. Her lips didn’t part, but they did linger for a moment. A moment of promise. ‘Thank you, Alain.’
Before he could ask what for, Katrine turned and walked briskly to the club’s door.
He crossed the street, ready to walk back to his car. He cast a look back at Eternel, to the rows of windows on the upper floors. To what he knew must be Katrine’s room. No discernible movement, but knowing Katrine was most likely there put a spring in his step as he went back to his car.
***
‘You’ve been out a lot lately.’ Lisette’s voice startled Katrine as she was about to open her door. The hint of accusation made Katrine surprisingly defensive. She understood Lisette’s motherly concern for her wellbeing, but she rarely displayed it.
‘You’re up early.’ Lisette rarely stirred before it was fully dark. ‘I went to get something to eat. It’s too beautiful an evening to eat in my room. I’ll change and go down to let the staff in.’
‘No, no. Take your time.’ She brushed a strand of hair behind Katrine’s ear, her touch soft but cool. Vampire cool. ‘Sometimes I forget that my little Katrine has another life.’
Katrine slid her arms around Lisette’s waist. ‘Not so little anymore. Not for a long time.’ In ten years she’d be Lisette’s age, and then older. She would continue to age while Lisette, while the women, didn’t.
An inconceivable thought, and part of the reason she was spending more time contemplating her future. Perhaps eventually a future with a man in her life.
‘Actually, I’d like to finish after my number tonight.’
Lisette stiffened. ‘Oh, yes?’
‘Yes.’ She didn’t want to, wasn’t obliged to, elaborate.
‘Of course.’ Lisette kissed her cheek. ‘I’ll see you downstairs.’
Katrine went into her room and closed the door. Not long after she heard the sounds of the others moving around and getting ready for the night.
She opened the wardrobe and surveyed the array of dark dresses. There was no rule about what the women wore. It was what the public expected, but conversation with Alain still played in her mind. The relief his discovery of her true identity had brought to her still lingered, and black just didn’t feel right.
She reached for a red cocktail dress that she’d bought on a whim, but never worn. As she zipped the figure-hugging bodice and smoothed the skirt over her hips, for the first time since she’d started passing herself off as a vampire, Katrine felt like a fraud.
She’d come to accept it as just a job. That she wasn’t hurting anyone by playing a part. But since Alain had outed her, a stronger awareness that although this was the world she’d grown up in, the world she knew best, it wasn’t truly her world.
She looped her pearls and vial around her neck, holding the tiny glass bottle in her hand. Lisette had given it to her on her thirteenth birthday. When she’d told her about her mother’s killing.
And now there’d been another killing.
A shiver skittered down her spine. Maybe her early morning walks through the streets weren’t such a good idea for the moment.
But she hadn’t been alone the last time.
She’d see Lucien again tonight. Her two lives were converging at a speed she couldn’t have anticipated.
She closed the wardrobe door on the row of black dresses.




CHAPTER 9
Lisette had hovered nearby as Katrine had greeted Lucien after her number and had mouthed “goodnight” as they left. 
‘Walk with me, Katrine.’ Lucien held out his arm for her to take. ‘I need to tell you something.’
‘About your special place? Is that where we’re going?’
‘We might. It’s all related.’
‘It’s all very mysterious.’
Lucien put his other hand on hers. ‘You, Katrine, have your own share of mystery.’
If he wanted to keep her intrigued, he was succeeding. They arrived at a small café that wasn’t particularly crowded, and he guided her inside to a table in the corner. He pulled out her chair and took the one that put his back to the room.
‘This is lovely.’ She had a definite soft spot for old-style Parisian décor with its gilt and soft lighting.
‘It is, and it hasn’t changed over the decades.’
‘So it’s a favorite place? Hang on, decades? You don’t look much older than me.’ Katrine moved closer to peer at his face. His skin was a little on the pale side, but flawless. ‘Unless you’ve had work done?’
Lucien sat back in his seat and shook his head without a hint of a smile, and she was at a loss as to what had suddenly changed the mood.
‘I believe I can trust you, Katrine.’
‘Okay.’ She hoped he wasn’t going to admit he was a massive vampire groupie after all.
His mouth was curving into a smile. Something he’d not done much of in their time together, but she liked his seriousness, his maturity. The way that mouth had felt on hers.
But then his lips stretched a little further than just a smile and Katrine watched in disbelief as his two upper canines descended into fangs.
Damn, he was a vampire groupie.
‘Very impressive.’ But so very disappointing, and confusing. The admittedly convincing party trick didn’t gel with the man who’d taken her to the carousel.
‘They’re real, Katrine. I’m real. And I know you’re not.’
An iron fist gripped her gut. Words scrambled to form coherent thoughts in her mind. Thankfully Lucien broke her stunned silence.
‘A lot to take in, I know.’
‘But how?’ was all she could come up with. How, in post-contagion world, how could Lucien even exist?
‘I don’t know. When the infection hit, I waited to die like all the other males, but I didn’t. I went into seclusion while the females organized themselves and mediated a reconciliation with the humans. I didn’t know how my existence would be taken by either side, so I’ve never made myself known.’
‘Until now.’ Katrine waved at a nearby waitress. She needed a drink. ‘Why now?’
Lucien smiled. No fangs this time. ‘I feel I can trust you, Katrine. You understand the vampire world, and you have your own secret.’
‘Not any longer apparently.’ First Alain, and now Lucien. The secret that she’d held tight around her was slowly unraveled.
‘The first time I saw you I could hear your heartbeat. Feel it. Then watching you dance, the story, I was more than a little intrigued.’
Her thoughts raced like a dog chasing its tail. She passed herself off as vampire. He passed himself off as human. It sounded like the plot to a bizarre movie.
‘It’s been a long and solitary existence, Katrine, never being able to be myself. I felt my secret would be safe with you.’
‘A weight lifted?’
Lucien nodded and Katrine drew in a quiet breath when the tiniest bead of red appeared in the corner of his eye. Blood. A tear.
Wetness welled behind her own eyes. Sharing themselves in this way was more intimate than the kiss they’d shared.
Katrine reached out to cover his hand with hers as the waitress finally brought her drink. He spread his fingers so she could interlace hers. Now that she had reason to notice, Katrine was conscious of the coolness of Lucien’s skin against her palm and wondered how it would feel to have the length of his cool, naked body against hers. How would his hard, cool cock feel inside her.
‘Your little bombshell puts a whole other light on your special place. Are you still going to show me?’
‘I would like that very much.’
***
There was little passing traffic on the tree-lined street, but she’d never been worried about being out at this hour and felt safe in Lucien’s company.
‘We’re almost there,’ he said, as they passed an imposing pair of wrought iron gates, beyond which lay a vast, dark and eerie cemetery.
Katrine stopped and withdrew her arm from his.
The place where her mother had been killed. And another woman just the other night.
Was she a total idiot? Her feet felt welded to the ground.
Trust her fight or flight mode to default to fight. She couldn’t run if her life depended on it. And maybe it still did. She was in no position to fight either. Lucien was a vampire, apparently holed up in a cemetery where there’d been a vampire murder. Her blood ran a little cold. Blood he might want to drain from her body. Like the body Alain had seen.
Katrine backed away. How far back to the road which had more light and more people?
Her heart thumped like jackhammer against her chest as she tried to control her erratic breathing and think straight, but all that raced through her mind was that the killer was a vampire.
‘Katrine? Your heart is racing.’
It was, and that’s exactly how she felt. Out of all the vampires in Paris, had she lucked out and ended up at the scene of the crime with the killer?
Ridiculous. She finally managed to draw some deep breaths. She either trusted Lucien, or she didn’t.
‘Sorry.’ She moved back closer to him again. ‘There was a murder here the other night.’
‘In the cemetery?’
Katrine nodded. ‘Committed by a vampire.’ She had no guilt in sharing the confidential information.
‘You don’t think I …’
‘No.’ She cut him off. ‘No.’
Lucien took her hand and squeezed it. ‘You know what they’d think if they knew about me.’
‘They?’
‘The police.’
‘There’s no need for them to know. They have no reason to even suspect you exist.’ But she understood his fear. Remnants of old prejudices too often played out in over reaction and violence.
‘You still want to come?’
‘Absolutely. I don’t think you can shock or surprise me any more than you already have tonight.’ She could put thoughts of her mother and the other poor woman aside, even though she was at a cemetery. With a vampire. Sometimes there as no avoiding clichés.
Lucien took her arm and they walked along the perimeter until they came to a narrow iron gate inset into the wall. He pushed against it and it opened with a raspy screech. He guided her through and closed it behind them.
‘This way.’ He took her hand again and led her further along a path that wound through the grave sites. Some headstones loomed, some crouched, in the shadows of the trees. Chipped angels watched over the long-neglected dead and Katrine found it strangely beautiful.
‘Here.’ Lucien stopped them at a non-descript, crumbling cross half hidden by thick shrubbery.
What made this particular spot different to any other part of the cemetery. Were the indecipherable remnants of an inscription on the cross of some significance to Lucien?
Katrine looked closer, brushing her fingers over the rough indentations. ‘Is this your family?’
‘No. This is my home.’ He knelt down and pushed aside the shrubbery next to the cross, revealing a metal circle set into the ground. ‘Down there.’
***
‘Ooookay.’ Katrine’s skepticism didn’t surprise Lucien. After what he’d thrown at her tonight. ’And what exactly is down there?’
‘The catacombs.’
‘Here?’
‘Yes. This leads to a section that’s not open to the public. This is home.’
Katrine looked down at the circle in the ground.
‘This is where my friends and I came for secret parties. Then it became where we were turned.’ Thankfully the screams of terror and fear from that night had long since faded in his memory.
‘Once the craziness of the contagion settled, I came back here.’ His life in a nutshell. The very isolation and bleakness of where he called home reflected the way he now existed.
Katrine knelt in the tangle of weeds and grass that surrounded the metal disc. ‘What’s down there?’
‘Tunnels. Caverns. Safety.’ He knelt down beside her. ‘Loneliness.’
His only memories over the centuries were of fleeing, meaningless trysts. Clever banter, sensual words to get what he needed. Having a meaningful connection, had become fantasy. Something he’d given up even thinking about. Until now.
‘Will you come with me?’
She nodded and Lucien pulled on the handle, lifting the disc onto the grass. the dark nothingness of the narrow entrance gaped like a hungry mouth.
‘Yes. Please.’ Growing up she’d learned a little of vampire history, but Lucien still lived the way all vampires had been forced to for centuries. She leaned forward and brushed her mouth over his. ‘Show me your world, Lucien.’
***
He moved to the edge of the entrance, swinging his legs into the opening. ‘Wait until you see a light, then climb down the ladder.’
And he just dropped into the darkness. Katrine gasped, expecting to hear a thump as he hit the bottom, but all that emanated from the opening was a quiet whoosh. Moments later a weak, yellow light gleamed about twenty feet below. As her eyes adjusted, the outline of metal rungs came into view.
She shuffled to the edge, found the top rung with her feet, and a handrail. With a bit of awkward maneuvering she was descending into the almost darkness with the meagre moonlight disappearing into the distance above her.
‘Not much further, Katrine.’ Lucien’s voice reassured her from somewhere below, then his steadying hand was on her butt, guiding her to the ground.
She drew a deep breath and turned a slow circle, taking in their surroundings.
The single candle Lucien held cast very meagre light into the narrow circular room. The total silence was almost a physical presence, pressing around her. Lucien led the way to an opening the wall. A narrow corridor with a low ceiling barely skimming above Lucien’s head.
She followed close behind, thankful she wasn’t claustrophobic.
‘Is this the section where the skulls are?’ Her only real knowledge of the catacombs was that certain areas of the tunnels were lined with thousands, or was it millions, of human bones.
‘No. Nowhere near here. There’s no other access this section now.’ Lucien stopped at the entrance to another space. ‘This is where I was turned. And many of my friends.’ He stepped into the space and touched his candle to a row of others in a niche in the wall. ‘We were having a party when a clan of vampires trapped us here. Most were killed, some turned.’
Katrine’s imagination filled with the sounds and sights of innocent young men and women, cornered and killed. Or doomed to a half existence.
‘But you came back here? To a place of such dark memories.’
‘It became a refuge for those of us who were left, then my refuge when I was the only one left. The only male.’
Katrine had heard the stories of vampires being hunted, of having to hide, but it was of a time long gone. A distant memory for those in her family, but not for Lucien.
She took one of the candles and walked to the coffin which lay open in the shadows. ‘You really sleep in there?’
‘It serves its purpose. And is surprisingly comfortable.’
She couldn’t resist touching the faded and lightly frayed satin. Cool and smooth. This was where Lucien had slept for decades. Alone. Had woken up alone in constant darkness. How had he stayed sane?
He’d come up behind her and she turned, sliding her free hand around his waist. ‘I admire you very much, Lucien.’ She kissed him.
This time she was aware of the coolness of his lips, and his tongue as it slid into her mouth. The same energy that surged between them when they’d kissed on the carousel buzzed through her blood. Somewhere in the fog of desire that now thrummed in her body, she realized she was kissing a vampire, and that added an excitement that wasn’t physical.
Lucien pulled her hard against his body and a groan of satisfaction rumbled in her throat at the hard evidence of his arousal against her belly.
Katrine’s candle dropped to the floor, her hand snaking around Lucien’s neck, seeking that cool skin that now drew her like a magnet. Her tongue danced with his, then skimmed across the edge of his teeth and Lucien groaned. Her exploration was rewarded by the sudden descent of his fangs, the tips sharp against her tongue.
She waited for that delicious nip on her lower lip, that piercing of her skin that she’d thought merely playful over-enthusiasm in their last kiss. But she knew better now and wanted it all the more.
But Lucien pulled away.
‘I won’t let that happen again, Katrine.’ He rubbed his finger over her bottom lip. ‘I promise.’
She pushed her hair back over her shoulder, exposing her neck. ‘I want it, Lucien. It’s who you are, and I want that. I want you.’
His cool fingers caressed her throat and she wondered if he could feel how her pulse kicked under his touch.
He wasn’t the predatory vampire he’d been forced to be centuries ago. He’d tasted her blood and not lost control.
‘I trust you.’ She tilted her head to the side, giving him clear access. Clear consent.
She felt the slight tremor that ran through his body. She’d heard some of the women talk about the thrill of the bite, of the restraint it took. The sublime bliss of blood flowing into their mouths. 
She was going to give Lucien that bliss.
‘Not yet.’ His breath brushed against her neck as one hand pushed up the hem of her skirt, his fingers pushing aside fabric and cupping her sex.
Katrine gasped at the sudden coolness, her juices flooding his fingers as they delved into her heat.
‘Ahh, Katrine. So tight and wet.’ He kissed her neck, but she felt no scrape of teeth. ‘And real.’
The press of his hard cock against her belly was real as well, and she longed to reach down and touch, but the ministrations of thumb now circling her swollen flesh left her clinging to him as control of her body slowly seeped away.
Breath caught in her throat, then rasped in short bursts as his thumb and fingers increased their rhythm and the sharp point of his fangs pressed against her neck.
Her body tensed at the precipice of, then momentary pain in her neck, and she toppled. Exultant pleasure radiated from where Lucien pierced her skin. Waves of pain and pleasure. Then waves of heat and pleasure.
As the sensations receded, Katrine found herself sitting on the floor of the candle-lit chamber, wrapped in Lucien’s arms. Her fingers went to her neck and came away sticky, and red.
‘Are you alright?’
His fingers also brushed her neck and an almost imperceptible shudder trembled through him.
‘Are you?’ He obviously hadn’t taken the bite very far, but she had no idea what toll that restraint took on him.
His hold on her tightened. ‘More than alright.’
‘But you …’ She’d been so lost in her own pleasure she hadn’t given a thought to his.
‘You gave me something I haven’t had before, Katrine. A woman giving herself freely. My other needs can wait.’
‘Just as well,’ she murmured against his chest. Whether it was the force of her orgasm, or whatever it was that happened when Lucien bit her, but exhaustion was a heavy blanket slowly being drawn over her body.
‘I need to get you home, Katrine. Once you fall asleep, it will be deep and long. You need your comfortable bed.’
She couldn’t argue with that.




CHAPTER 10
Earth to Alain.’ Juliette waved her hand in front of his face. ‘Is the contents of that file really so engrossing? I’ve been trying to get your attention, but you’re somewhere else.’
‘Sorry.’ Alain swiveled around to look at her. ‘Just trying to get my head around the whole vampire thing. And they’re not words I thought I’d ever need to say.’
‘Anything in there that sheds light on what we’re dealing with?’
‘Only that our current situation mirrors the last known killing thirty years ago.’
After all his years in the homicide division, he could read the most graphic details with detachment. He closed the file on the images of the redheaded woman. Nothing gruesome. No marks on her except for two puncture wounds on her neck. No blood. Not a drop. Not on her, or in her. Her skin, as pale as milk against her burnished hair. The same shade as Katrine’s. He opened the file again.
‘And this,’ he held up a photo of the blood-drained body. ‘This is Claire Fournier.’ He gave Juliet a moment for the name to register.
‘As in Katrine Fournier?’
Alain nodded. ‘Her mother.’
Name took the photo. ‘Strong resemblance. She must have been a baby when this happened.’ She started to hand back the image, then stopped. Confusion creased the space between her eyes as she tilted her head, then her eyes widened. ‘But Katrine’s a vampire. Why the hell would she do that? I
Some humans let themselves be turned, or even asked to be, but strangely enough, it wasn’t illegal.
‘She didn’t. She’s not a vampire.’
‘And you know that how? Why didn’t she say that when we were there? To take herself out of suspicion.’
‘Sit down.’
Juliet sat down and Alain brought her up to speed about seeing Katrine. Only what she needed to know.
‘So Katrine was the victim’s child. Now there’s another killing, and this victim also has a small child. It doesn’t give us much, but at least it’s something.’
He was thankful that Juliet’s ever-practical nature always overrode her feminine instincts when she was on the job. If she’d had more time to analyze Alain’s story he had no doubt she’d detect his other-than-professional interest in Katrine.
‘Not much though. The investigation didn’t get very far back then. Even though it was almost half a century since vampires integrated, there was still a remnant of fear.’
‘Does it say that?’
‘Of course not. But there’s barely any notes.’ He held up the few sheets of typed paper out of the file. ‘You and I both know that the less evidence there is on a case, the more notes there usually are because we pursue any hint of a clue. It was reviewed regularly but always put back in cold cases marked as “no new leads”.’
‘But Katrine is the common factor.’
‘Yes. Obviously not as a suspect, but it’s all we’ve got to go on.’
‘What did she tell you about her enclave. Anything little thing we can grab onto?’
Alain ran a finger down the sparse notes he’d taken during their conversation, then tapped a point he’d marked with an asterisk.
‘That some of the women sometimes still drink blood. Consensually.’
‘Woah, that’s not a little thing. Are we going back to talk to the blood-suckers?’
Alain glared at her. For a young woman in the current day and age, Juliet had little regard for political correctness. He may, or may not, have had something to do with that.
‘Katrine didn’t give me names, and to be honest once she told me about her mother, everything else went out of my head.’ Not good policing and his distraction was a little more than he was letting on.
‘So we’re going back to Eternel?’
‘Yeah. The coincidence is too strong to be just that. She won’t like pointing the finger at friends. At family. But she’ll do the right thing. And ultimately, it could turn up her mother’s killer.’
‘I always thought they, the vampires, were fascinating because you never heard negative stuff. But knowing some still drink blood.’ She shuddered. ‘Puts a whole different perspective on it.’
‘They’re not predators, according to Katrine. It’s controlled and consensual.’
‘But obviously one of them, whether from Eternel or not, has gone way further than that.’
A thought suddenly flared in Alain’s mind. If Katrine was the one common connection, and they went sniffing around, was she safe? She saw them as family, but did that go both ways? Lisette had taken Katrine under her wing, but no one else owed her loyalty.
Dread chilled his blood as totally irrational thoughts of a vampire uprising behind the walls of Eternal turning on their adopted human.
‘What?
His concern was probably written all over his face. ‘Nothing. My imagination is just running ahead of itself. Just wondering if this connection is important, whether Katrine’s safe among them all.’
‘We don’t have any reason to think that, do we? Both victims were young mothers. That’s not Katrine.’
‘True.’ But his gut told him to be worried. He couldn’t base it on anything, but his gut was rarely wrong.




CHAPTER 11
Katrine looped the pearls around her neck and adjusted them in the mirror. Yes, they covered the two marks on her neck and now the crystal vial sat at the base of her throat. She was back in her black lace, more aware of her humanity than before, and so much more conscious that she had a part to play.
Sounds of the others moving around, getting ready for the night, came from beyond her door. Her hand lingered on the knob with a strange reluctance to join her family.
She’d lived with these women for over two decades. She knew them, understood their history, yet now she wasn’t sure she’d be able to hide what she’d experienced. Or would they be able to tell? Like after the first time she’d had sex and had been convinced it somehow showed on her face
Her family were genuinely good women. Unprejudiced. But she’d never reveal the truth about Lucien to them. That he wanted his identity suppressed was enough for her. She trusted them, but totally understood his fear of exposure and his need for secrecy.
She drew a breath and opened the door. Business as usual. 
‘Ahh, there’s my girl.’ Lisette had paused at the top of the stairs at the sound of Katrine’s approach. ‘It’s not like you not to be downstairs by now.’ She tilted her head and appraised Katrine. ‘You must have had a good time last night. He was very good looking.’
‘He?’
‘Your mysterious secret admirer who’s been here for the last two nights.’
She should have known Lisette knew more than she gave away but she rarely took more than a cursory interest in what Katrine did when she left the club. Her interest in the outside world was all but non-existent.
‘He,’ there was no point denying she’d left with Lucien, ‘is very nice and I enjoyed his company.’ Lisette knowing she’d been with a man wasn’t new territory, but she didn’t imagine daughters went into detail about their sexual exploits, they had never discussed it.
‘Enjoy, my darling.’ Lisette stroked her cheek. ‘Take your pleasure where you find it.’ Her fingers brushed the pearls around her throat, then she turned and went downstairs.
Katrine’s fingers went to the spot under the pearls where a gentle heat still radiated from Lucien’s bite. Had that been just an innocent, motherly gesture, or could Lisette sense what had happened.
No, if Lisette in any way sensed Lucien was anything other than human, she’d not keep quiet it to herself.
Her own guilt at having a secret was just playing on her conscience.
Katrine went downstairs to help open up. A residual hint of the lethargy Lucien’s bite had induced still lingered but she had to give her job her full attention tonight.
He had left her at the door with another soul-searing kiss, then brushed his lips over where he’d marked her neck and whispered thank you.
They hadn’t made further plans, and that was alright.
Lucien’s revelation risked a lot more than the exposure of her own secret did.
While Alain seemed a reasonable man, if he knew there was a male vampire in Paris, he wouldn’t discount him as a prime suspect. Someone who didn’t have a reputation of being a well-integrated member of society and didn’t have the security of a whole enclave to give him an alibi.
Katrine could imagine the probable hysteria in the city if it was known a solitary male vampire had survived. The very fact that he’d kept himself hidden would surely arouse the worst type of suspicion.
There was no obligation to tell Alain. Perhaps she’d not see him again and it wouldn’t even be an issue.
***
He’d barely been asleep a few hours when the phone had blared on the empty pillow next to Alain’s head. Another body in the cemetery.
The traveler coffee he’d drained as he drove to the office had done its job and he couldn’t help but wonder if this one also tied into Katrine.
Photos of the latest victim already adorned the case board, her wounds all too familiar. 
‘So much for it being a random, one-off thing.’ Juliet said before he’d even got his jacket half off. ‘If there was going to be another one, I honestly didn’t think it would be so soon after the first.’
‘Me either. The escalation is crazy quick. Something triggered them to start, and whatever it was, it hasn’t eased off.’ He closed his eyes, knowing the answer already to this question. ‘I don’t suppose there’s anything new to go on?’
‘Nothing physical.  Her name is Marie Broussard. 25, single but has a six month old. We. You? Will need to check if she’s ever been to Eternel. There’s nothing in here,’ Juliet held up a mobile phone, ‘to put her there but we need to speak to her friends.’
‘If there’s a connection there, at least it’s somewhere to focus.’
Not even an hour later they had the information that Marie had a thing for one of the Eternel barmen and had gone there last night with a friend.
If Katrine had worked last night, they could question her now rather than having to wait until nightfall to speak to the others.
***
Lucien hated lurking in the shadows, like the predator he’d been so long ago, but he didn’t want to draw attention to himself. He could just cross the street, take his usual spot at the club and have some time with Katrine. But the feeling of unease that had slithered through his body when Lisette had come close wasn’t to be ignored.
If there was the slightest chance she’d picked up on what he was, the risk wasn’t worth taking. According to Katrine, Lisette rarely left the premises which didn’t leave him much opportunity.
They hadn’t made a plan to meet up again. She’d let him carry her home, too exhausted to notice the speed with which they’d travelled. He’d been reluctant to put her down, wanting to hold on to how she snuggled against his chest.
But he’d set her down on her feet outside the club’s doors and as she’d slumped against him, he’d wiped the smear of blood from the puncture marks on her throat.
It had taken all his restraint, down in his chamber, to just pierce her skin and not drink. Her intense response to the bite and his fingers on her sex had helped distract from the reawakening of his long-dormant taste for human blood.
He’d kissed her gently and helped her open the door, then watched until a light came on in an upstairs window.
As he’d moved away, to return to the solitary confinement of his chamber, a movement had caught the corner of his eye. Someone coming out of Eternel.
Opening the door slowly, peering out then slipping in through the small gap and closing the door slowly. Someone dressed all in black, including a hooded top that hid their face.
A patron who was ashamed to be seen at such a place?
None of his business.
Katrine’s window was in darkness now. The ridiculous thought flited through his mind that if she’d been in her room, he’d throw pebbles at the window like a vampire Romeo.
In a way they were as doomed as the Shakespearian couple. Her family would never accept him, and he’d already planned his demise.
But they weren’t in love. In lust, most definitely, and a very healthy dose of it. And he liked her. That was the dangerous part. Lust could be dealt with, but feelings of any sort weren’t a luxury he could afford.
Gentle kisses in the moonlight were for humans and he shouldn’t have let himself fall back into old ways. The primal intensity of their kiss in the midnight hours was all he would give. For her wellbeing. And for his.




CHAPTER 12
It was as if the last few days hadn’t happened. She was sitting with a young couple, playing her part, waiting to perform. No Lucien at the back table. No Alain, asking questions or waiting to take her out. And that’s where her thoughts were, rather than on doing her job.
She’d thought she liked her life uncomplicated. Uncomplicated was easy, but she was beginning to realize it was also boring.
Tonight, she had nothing to look forward to other than the brief time she’d be on stage, losing herself in the music and the movement. Then what?
Nothing more than the same inane conversations. She straightened in her seat, forcing her concentration back to the couple and pushed back the disquiet that was unsettling her.
‘What would happen if you went out in the daylight?’ the women in the couple was asking. ‘Would you go up in a ball of flame?’
‘Rita, that’s a terrible thing to ask,’ her other half admonished, but Katrine could see the same question in his eyes.
‘Something like that.’ She’d heard stories about how vampires would punish their own by exposure to sunlight. Thankfully inter-vampire fighting had died out with the males of the species. But would this recent killing change that?
‘So, how old are you?’ Miss Persistence was on a roll.
‘A lady never tells.’ Katrine smiled, and fiddled with her blood vial, hoping that would put them off getting too personal. She didn’t want to lie, and tonight she wasn’t in the mood to have to think too hard about how to answer the tricky questions.
‘It must be amazing to never get any older.’
It must be. But she’d never know. Wrinkles, and aches and pains and all the side-effects of aging would be hers eventually.
‘It has its advantages, but is it worth never seeing the sun again? Never enjoying a delicious meal?’ She really needed to get her mind back on the job, and not drifting off to the places that her time with Alain now led her thoughts.
She’d always been aware of the everyday human pleasures vampires no longer enjoyed, but now a light seemed to shine on all the delights the women, and Lucien, could no longer have.
This wasn’t good.
She’d always had a calm mind, took each day as it came and knew with reasonable certainty what it would hold.
Not anymore.
‘So, when was the last time you had a real meal then?’ Miss Persistance’s other half now joined the interrogation. Katrine looked at her watch.
‘Sorry to cut this short, but I have to get ready for my number.’ She stood, giving them a smile. ‘Enjoy the rest of your evening.’
There was more than an hour till showtime, but she would go up to the terrace and take advantage of some quiet time to get herself back into the right frame of mind.
She moved through the crowded room, acknowledging a couple of the girl and a couple of regular clients. In the corridor behind the bar she turned towards the dressing room, then changed her mind and took the stairs to the roof.
The faint scent of the night garden met Katrine as she stepped onto the terrace. She walked among the white blooms and green foliage, then turned away when she came near the gazebo where she’d brought Lucien. Desire flickered low in her belly.
She moved to the low wall, where they’d looked out at their Paris. If she ever moved away, she’d miss this. The view. The space. But if she was in her own place, she wouldn’t have the need to get away.
A movement below caught her attention. Someone stepped out, lifted their head to look up at her, saluted then walked away.
Lucien. She already recognized that brisk, deliberate stride. Had he been waiting and hoping she’d leave the club? Why hadn’t he just come in?
She sat on the parapet and drew her knees up. This was her life now, balanced between two worlds. She laughed. When had she become so philosophical?
Since two men had ventured into her life and pulled her out of her complacent life.
She swung her legs back to the terrace, stood and stretched. Enough contemplation for now. The fresh air and seeing the enigmatic Lucien had rekindled her energy and she was looking forward to her number.
Luis might have arrived. She’d have a cheeky drink with him, share some banter and put her all into their routine tonight.
He lounged in a battered armchair, scrolling through his phone.
‘Looking for a hot date?’ Katrine teased. He had more offers than he could ever take up from club patrons, but he rarely took them up. While he played up his persona at Eternel, and enjoyed the attention, he preferred his real life.
‘Could be.’ He gave her his endearingly cheeky smile. ‘Some of us prefer not to slip out of the club with a hunky looking patron.’
So Lisette, and now Luis knew. Katrine drew a resigned sigh. ‘Can’t a girl have any secrets around here?’
‘Not when it involves an Alain Delon look-alike. You have great taste, cherie. He doesn’t play both ways, does he?’
‘Dream on, Luis. You’re spoiled for choice and don’t need to encroach on my territory. Now do something useful and help me with my dress.’
Katrine untied a scarf from around her neck and quickly looped her pearls around her neck. But not quickly enough.
‘Well, well. Who’s playing on both sides now?’ Luis pushed aside the rows of pearls where the bite marks were slowly fading. ‘Who’s the lucky woman? Was it good?’
She had no problem letting Luis think she’d hooked up with a woman, vampire or human.
‘I don’t kiss and tell, Luis.’ She pulled her dress off, and Luis dropped the white lace over her head and pulled up the zip.
‘Well, Miss Katrine, you’ll be able to put a whole new slant on your role tonight. So, tell me. What’s it like? Being bitten?’ He propped himself against the make-up table, crossed his arms over his chest and looked at her expectantly.
Katrine touched her neck. A smile crept into the corners of her mouth at the memory of the heat and (pleasure) that had surged through her body.
‘That good, huh?’
She nodded.
‘Damn. It’s a crying shame that all the boy biters died out.’
Oh, but they haven’t. As much as she trusted Luis, that truth was something she wouldn’t share.
‘So, are you going back for more?’
‘Luis, Luis. You haven’t shown this much interest in my life since I bought a pair of Jimmy Choos.’
‘I never knew my girl had a wild side before. She’s racing off with a patron and hooking up with a vampire. Anything else you need to tell Luis?’
A knock sounded on the door and Isabelle’s voice called, ‘ten minutes ladies and gentlemen.’
‘Thanks,’ Katrine and Luis answered together.
Katrine changed her shoes, then took Luis’ cloak from its peg behind the door and fastened it around his shoulders.
He took a pair of fake fangs from their case on the dressing table, slid them into his mouth then gave Katrine a wide grin.
The memory of the sting of Lucien’s fangs on her throat trilled through Katrine’s body and she playfully slapped Luis’ arm. ‘Behave. We’re professionals.’ Then she pinched his behind and swept out of the room. 
***
The lights lowered as Alain walked into Eternel. Time for Katrine’s performance. He wouldn’t interrupt the staff until it was over.
The room was too dim for him to see much of who was in the room. Conversation had ceased and all attention was on the small stage.
He’d seen Katrine dance before but watched with a different perspective tonight. She moved with grace and sensuality. He knew now she danced as her true self. A human self who had suffered at indirectly at the hands of a vampire. Knowing her story made her performance all the more poignant.
He glanced around the darkened room, unable to determine who were staff and who were patrons. He’d talk to the barman Renee supposedly fancied. And to Lisette.
He was still clueless as to what he was even looking for, but he’d check for story consistencies and look at everything with a different eye. And everyone. What, or who, was it about this place that had spawned a killer?
Was it his imagination, or was there something undefinably extra in Katrine’s performance tonight? He allowed himself a moment’s self-indulgence to think it may have something to do with their recent time together. Hardly a great police deduction. More like wishful thinking.
Her hair glowed auburn under the stage lights, its long waves swaying across her shoulders and arms as she moved. He much preferred it under natural sunlight.
Her partner dipped her across his thigh, flung back his cape, lowered his fangs to her throat and the lights faded to black. The audience clapped and cheered as the lights came up again and Katrine and Luis took their bows.
Alain didn’t want to think about what their reaction would be if they knew that two not so fake vampire attacks had taken place not so far away. Potentially by someone who might be in their midst right now.
The curtain swept closed and the lights came up to their usual ambient dimness. Alain scanned the crowd for the Eternel women. The women who owned fangs had a certain vibe about the them. A confidence. He supposed being around for centuries would give you that.
Katrine had that same sensual confidence, no doubt absorbed from living in this environment her whole life.
Lisette was her mother figure. The woman who’d given her a home, and a family. He looked around the room again. No Lisette. He’d try her office, via the bar and a chat to the victim’s crush.
It was easy enough to determine who that was, even if he didn’t already have the name. The bar staff were all more than passably attractive, but what woman wouldn’t be drawn to the tall and muscular young man currently making a production of pouring an icy blue liquid from a cocktail shaker.
Alain waited until the barman came to him.
‘What can I get you?’
‘Orange and soda, and a few minutes of your time.’ Alain fished his ID from his inside pocket and showed the barman, who blinked, and nodded.
‘Here?’
‘No, no. I think Mlle Lisette won’t mind if we use her office.’
Alain waited for him by the door and they both went along the corridor. He knocked on the office door, and when no one responded, Alain pushed the door open.
‘Have a seat, Paul.’ He indicated the two armchairs, taking one himself.
‘I haven’t done anything wrong,’ the young man’s voice was defensive.
‘I doubt you have. I just have a few questions.’
Paul nodded and relaxed a little.
‘Are you familiar with this young woman?’ He pulled out ??’s driver’s license and showed him.
He took it looked closely, then handed it back. ‘She’s been here a few times, with her friends. We’ve chatted, but no more than I do with any other customers.’
‘Do you remember talking to her last night?’
Paul nodded.
‘What did you speak about? Did she happen to say what her movement would be after she left the club?’
‘I asked what cocktail she wanted. She said she had a baby at home, so she bought a mocktail. Her friends had a bit of a go at her about that. From what I heard, the friends were going to a party after here, but she was going home. Babysitter.’
‘You didn’t happen to notice how long she stayed?’
‘Sorry, no. Lisette might though. She was talking to the group at one stage.’
‘Okay, thanks. You don’t know where she is at the moment? I don’t think I saw her in the club.’
‘She should be there. I’ll find her and send her in?’
‘Yes, please.’
‘Sorry I couldn’t be of more help. Is the woman,’ he pointed at the license in Alain’s hand, ‘in trouble?’
‘I’m afraid I can’t say at this stage. Thank you for your assistance, Paul.’
The barman took the hint and left the room.
Alain surveyed the room as he waited for Lisette. Comfortable chairs and a couch, antique desk. Probably the original, he mused. Lisette may well have bought it herself. A hundred years ago. The building had been associated with vampires for centuries.
Pens and paper adorned the desk. No computer or mobile phone. He wondered how much these women even know about the changes in the outside world?
Did Katrine talk about what she saw on her expeditions, or didn’t they want to know?
He picked up a silver frame. Wasn’t silver like kryptonite for vampires? Or was that just silver bullets? Or was that all just myth?
A picture of a teenage girl in school uniform. Katrine, with her luxurious auburn hair in two long plaits. What had she told her school friends about her home life, he wondered.
‘She’s even more beautiful now, wouldn’t you agree, Inspector?’ Lisette’s sultry voice surprised him. Alain put the frame back on the desk.
‘I’m sorry to intrude on your space. I needed somewhere to speak to a few people. Do you recall this woman?’ Alain proffered the license and Lisette’s fingers brushed his palm. Cool fingers. Deathly cool, he mused, as a slight shiver ran through his body.
She looked at the photo, but nothing registered on her face.
‘I think so. Yes. For a few minutes. She was with a group of friends. Female friends.’
‘Did you happen to see her leave?’
‘No. Has she been killed as well?’
Alain wasn’t sure if her emotionless demeanor was a vampire trait. Did having their humanity taken also take their empathy? He nodded. No need to give away that there were now two victims.
‘And because she was here, we are under suspicion?’
‘We have to follow all our leads. Can you account for the presence of all your staff here that night?’
‘I don’t watch them, Inspector. Sometimes someone might take a gentleman up to the roof garden.’ She sat behind her desk, leaned back in her chair and crossed her legs. The silk of her full skirt rustled. ‘It’s quite romantic up there, in the Paris moonlight.’ Her red mouth curved slightly.
For a brief moment he could see the allure for men to explore the intimacy of a vampire bite. Only briefly though, as the photos of Renee’s ravaged neck flashed to mind.
Lisette lowered her eyes to the silver frame on her desk, appeared to be deciding what to say next, then raised her eyes to meet his. ‘Katrine was out last night. She came in just before dawn.’
Adrenaline kicked in Alain’s gut. What was going on here? Lisette knew their interest lay with vampires, and Katrine wasn’t one. Of course she didn’t know Alain was aware of that fact, so why was she throwing suspicion on someone who couldn’t be the perpetrator. Virtually her own daughter.
‘How did she seem?’ Had she been out with lover boy again? This time it wasn’t adrenaline that knotted his stomach, but she was a free agent. Free to spend time with whoever she wanted, whenever she wanted.
‘Fine. Same as usual.’ She paused for what seemed, to Alain’s police intuition, dramatic effect. ‘Perhaps a little more animated than usual.’
Alain wrote nothing in particular in his notebook and wondered again why Lisette was pointing him to Katrine.
‘Do you want to speak to her?’
Oh, yes. ‘Yes. Please.’
Lisette stood, brushing imaginary fluff from her skirt and ensuring Alain had a long glimpse of her voluptuous cleavage before straightening up. ‘I’ll send her in.’
Her skirts swished again as she passed.
A few minutes later Katrine knocked lightly, and came in. Alain stood, and couldn’t help but smile. Something the professional Alain rarely did.
‘Hello, Alain.’ She walked to him and kissed him on the cheek. He slid an arm around her waist momentarily and returned the gesture.
‘Have a seat.’ He went to close the door.
‘An official meeting?’
‘On the surface. I can’t say more for now, but let’s just stay here for a short while.’
‘Very mysterious.’ She crossed her legs, gazed around the room and whistled softly. ‘Just let me know when it’s okay for me to go back.’
‘While I have your undivided, unofficial, attention Katrine, would you meet me for lunch tomorrow?’




CHAPTER 13
A soft breeze gusted, blowing strands of hair across her face. Could she ever really give this up? Warm sun on her face. The tickle of grass on her bare legs. A good-looking man by her side. A human man.
Alain brushed the back of his fingers across her cheek, then pushed the strands of hair back from her face. ‘You’re getting freckles.’
Katrine crinkled her nose at his delicate touch. So gentle. So caring.
She could have more days like these, if she gave up her night life. It was becoming a more and more enticing option, but could she do it and not distance herself from the family?
Lisette encouraged her to make her own decisions, but those decisions had always kept her life as it was. Would that change if she did move away from that life?
Something tickled her chin. A piece of grass in Alain’s hand. ‘Where are you?’
‘Just enjoying the moment. The sun.’ A man I can enjoy it with. ‘And the company.’ She leaned over and pressed her lips to his.
He hadn’t mentioned her crazy life and she wasn’t sure if that was because he preferred not to think about it, or so she could keep the two separate.
He tickled her chin again. ‘I’m enjoying the company too.’
This was lovely. And addictive. And when she was out like this, like a real person, she could imagine not going back to the constant darkness of Eternel.
And she couldn’t expect Alain, or any man, to buy into her lifestyle. They might accept, and even understand, but that was easy when it wasn’t their own existence. But it was hers. At the moment.
For all the confronting things he dealt with, he had such a gentle soul.
She glanced at her watch. A few hours still.  Daylight hours.
‘We have to get back soon?’
Katrine made a spur of the moment decision. ‘Not if you don’t want to. I’ll call the club as soon as they’re up and about.’
‘Lovely.’ Alain squeezed her hand and she curled her fingers into his. Warmth crept through her at his touch. Warmth, but not heat. Not like the heat that surged through her body at the merest touch from Lucien.
She pushed that traitorous thought away. While she was in Alain’s company, he deserved nothing less than her complete attention.
‘Dinner somewhere along the river?’
‘Yes, please.’ She wasn’t going to admit she’d never been to a riverside restaurant or café. Even on the days she left Eternal she didn’t venture that far. A subconscious move to keep her tethered to the club and that life? To not give herself too much of a taste of what she was missing?
A taste Alain was now giving her, and she was loving the Paris she was coming to learn. She lay back on the grass, resting her head on Alain’s thighs.
His muscles tensed momentarily, then relaxed and he lay his hand on her stomach. A gesture suggested an intimacy they hadn’t yet reached. The warmth of his hand seeped through the thin fabric of her sundress, seeped between her thighs and she closed her eyes. But that only invited a searing memory of Lucien’s hand between her legs. 
How could she crave two such different experiences? Didn’t she, didn’t her body, know what it really wanted
She wasn’t being fair to Alain. Katrine stood up, holding out her hand. ‘Let’s walk.’ Keep busy. Keep talking. Keep her mind on the man she was with. A good man who apparently was more than a little interested in her.
He took her hand and stood up.
***
The walk and dinner had been perfect. They’d eaten, shared a bottle of wine, talked about books and made up stories about passers-by. Katrine had even joked that no one’s imagination cold come up with the story that was actually her life.
They sat at the tiny riverside table as the sun faded over the Seine and a sadness drifted over Katrine. She’d only ever watched the sun set from the night garden, and seeing the pinks and golds reflected on the water and the surrounding buildings only brought home what she’d been missing. She lived in a beautiful city that she’d barely seen.
Alain kept a hold of her hand as they took their time walking back to Eternel. As they approached the imposing dark building Katrine wondered whether the case had been playing in the back of his mind.
She moved to cross the road, but Alain drew her into the shadows of a doorway and slid his hands around her waist. Her arms slid around his neck.
‘Thank you for a uniquely wonderful day, Katrine.’ His mouth closed over hers. Soft, gently exploring when her lips parted. Although he pressed her hips closer, and was hard against her belly, he kept his hands on her lower back.
He tasted of the coffee they’d just had, and he groaned softly as her tongue delved deeper into his mouth. Her impulse was to grind against him, but she sensed his restraint. She’d just absorb the warmth of his arms around her and the tenderness of his kiss.
‘Will you still work tonight?’ he said, when they finally pulled apart.
‘No, I don’t think I will.’ It wasn’t late, but Lucille would have stood in for her and she just wanted some solitude to reflect on the day.
‘Good. I’d like to know you’re ending the day as Katrine, the beautiful woman I spent the day with. Is that selfish of me?’
She shook her head and looked across the road to Eternel with its wrought iron balconies and meagre yellow light in the lower windows. Dark and imposing. Making a statement. ‘You’ve brought something new to my life Inspector, and it’s taking some getting used to.’
‘I understand. Sleep well, Katrine.’ He brushed her lips softly with his, then her fingers.
She looked over her shoulder as she opened the door. He was leaning against the wall, hands in his pockets, watching her. She smiled and went inside.
She didn’t have to pass through any part of the club to go upstairs. The muffled buzz of conversation came from behind the heavy double doors. Should she let Lisette know she was back?
No. She was her own woman.




CHAPTER 14
‘Up here alone, cherie?’
Lisette’s voice surprised Katrine.
‘Yes. Just getting some air and enjoying the night.
‘The night is magic, isn’t it?’ Lisette joined Katrine looking
out to the lights of Paris. ‘Beautiful, dark and secretive.’
‘It does have its own beauty, yes.’ In her adult years she’d seen more night than day. Dark sky and city lights were her familiarity. She looked towards where the river, where she’d growing appeal.
‘So do you, my darling girl.’ Lisette pushed Katrine’s hair back behind her ear, then brushed her fingers along her cheek. ‘Come and sit with me.’
She took Katrine’s hand, her fingers cool, her grip firm, and led her to the gazebo. They’d had plenty of talks, spent time together in conversation, or just companionable silence, but never up here.
‘You did such a wonderful job on this garden, cherie. You’ve done me proud in the woman you’ve become.’ She squeezed Katrine’s hand, and Katrine squeezed back.
Lisette wasn’t one for many affectionate gestures. Hugs and cuddles had come from the other women in the house. While this unexpected affection warmed her heart, a tiny niggle of unease lurked in back of Katrine’s mind. Had she come up here to give her bad news of some sort?
‘Thank you, Lisette. Ummmm, is everything alright? Have these killings upset you?’
‘I’m worried about you, ma petite. Worried for you.’
‘What on earth for? The killer is targeting humans, and as far as anyone knows, I’m one of you.’ Everyone except Alain and Lucien. And it wasn’t Lucien.
If he’d wanted to kill her, he’d had plenty of opportunity. She knew without reservation that killing was no longer in his temperament. Kill her with pleasure, maybe. She smiled to herself.
‘That smile, cherie. That smile is why I’m worried. Your head has been turned. Maybe even your heart. Turned away from here. From your life and your family.’
She’d never heard concern in Lisette’s voice before. It brought a lump to her throat and a twinge of guilt about her increased forays into her human life. About liking it.
Lisette had always encouraged her, but probably she hadn’t counted on her embracing it. Or had hoped she wouldn’t. Katrine had never had any reason to contemplate changing her life. Not until two very different but compelling men had come along.
‘You and the girls will always be my family.’
‘We are. We saved you from a life of foster care and who knows what sort of future. And you brought me what my maker had denied me.’ Lisette stroked her cheek. ‘A child,’ she whispered.
Moved by the unexpected emotion in Lisette’s voice, Katrine looked into the woman’s face and was shocked to see blood gather in the corners of her eyes. She’d never known Lisette to cry.
She lifted her hand and thumbed the moisture away. Lisette caught her wrist, surprising Katrine with the strength in her grip and sudden anger in her voice. ‘I risked too much getting you. I’m not letting you go.’
‘I’m not going anywhere, Lisette.’ Katrine’s voice faltered. She’d never had reason to fear any of the women of Eternel, but the chill of Lisette’s hand now seeped into her body. She tried to pull away, but Lisette held tight.
‘I gave you the freedom to explore. To decide. I had hoped you’d have made your decision by now, Katrine. The right decision.’ She stroked Katrine’s wrist with her thumb. Her pulse jumped and her blood froze at a sound she never thought she’d hear from Lisette.
The unmistakable click of fangs descending.
Katrine tried once again to pull away and when that failed, she pushed against Lisette, but the move was useless. With seemingly no effort, Lisette pinned Katrine against a pillar with an arm across her chest.
Unable to move, or barely breathe, Katrine’s thoughts raced incoherently. Lisette was going to kill her? Why? There was no way she could fight back. She was going to die.
‘Open your eyes, Katrine.’
She hadn’t realized she’d squeezed them closed but didn’t want to face reality. If Lisette was going to kill her, she’d rather just disappear into her mind.
‘Stubborn.’ Lisette hissed. ‘Just like your mother.’ 
That brought Katrine’s eyes open to Lisette’s cruel smile only inches from her face.
‘You know she could have lived. All she had to do was tell me where you were. She didn’t, but I found you anyway.’
A glimmer of clarity seeped into Katrine’s confusion, but didn’t allay the fear that now raced through her mind and body. Her fight instinct was raging, but useless against Lisette’s strength. Maybe she could buy some time.
‘Tell me.’ She could only manage to rasp. She wanted time, but she also wanted to know.
‘Simple, cherie. I wanted a child. Your maman had one. She could have made it easy, but she didn’t.’ Lisette relaxed her hold and fingered Katrine’s pearls. ‘She chose to leave you. She could have had eternal life, to be with you forever. But she didn’t choose you, Katrine. I did, and I’m not letting you go.’
Realization seeped into Katrine’s mind like the first light of morning. Katrine had killed her mother.
‘I thought I could replace you. I’ve tried. But you’re my one and only. You’ll stay mine.’
Katrine was powerless. There was no escaping a vampire’s strength once they had their sights on you.
Lisette grasped one of Katrine’s wrists and brought it to her mouth. She drew back her scarlet lips and sank her fangs into the tender skin.
Hot pain seared through Katrine. Nothing like the ecstatic pleasure Lucien’s bite had created. All consuming, yes, but agonizing and debilitating. It was all she could do to just keep breathing. Deathly lethargy seeped through her as she felt herself being laid down on the cushions.
She managed to open her eyes momentarily, to see Lisette’s mouth on her wrist, blood dripping from the corners of her lips as she sucked the energy from her.
Even though her mind still had the will, leaden heaviness kept her motionless, then the pain receded to a dull ache.
Everything receded into a welcoming blackness, then something wet and sticky nudged her lips. ‘Open your mouth, Katrine.’
She clung to the miniscule thread of free will that remained somewhere and didn’t comply.
‘Come, come ma petite. Don’t fight this. You don’t want to be another body in the morgue, do you?’
The question floated through her mind, but she couldn’t quite grasp it to answer.
The answer was taken out of her control when Lisette’s cold fingers squeezed her mouth, forcing her lips apart.
A drop of moisture dripped into her mouth. Cool and metallic. Her body shuddered in revulsion. Lisette’s blood.
‘Drink, cherie,’ Lisette crooned softly as she stroked Katrine’s hair. ‘Your mother abandoned you. Feed, I’ll be yours forever.’
‘She will not.’ A voice came from somewhere and Lisette shrieked. A cry like nothing Katrine had heard before. Inhuman.
Katrine forced her eyes open. Lisette lay on the ground at her feet, the tip of a narrow wooden stake protruding from her chest. Then her body erupted in flames.
The unmistakable sound of burning crackled as Katrine drifted back into the arms of darkness and the last vestige of life left her body.
***
‘Katrine.’ A voice called somewhere in that darkness. Then her body shook as strong hands grabbed her shoulders and fingers pried her mouth open. ‘Stay with me, Katrine. Drink.’
She had no strength to resist when cold skin pressed against her mouth.
As fluid dripped into her mouth, she swallowed reflexively, and a burning hunger rose from her belly. Katrine opened her eyes.
Lucien. His mouth smeared red.
She grabbed his wrist which seeped blood from two puncture wounds and brought it to her lips. Sweet nectar flowed and a renewed energy fizzed through her veins. She couldn’t quench her newfound thirst.
Then knife-sharp pain ripped through her chest and her body arched so hard her back lifted off the ground.
‘Lucien?’ she managed to gasp. Such pain could only portend death.
She was being lifted, then settled against his chest, her head cradled against his shoulder.
‘It won’t last long, Katrine. Your body is changing. Becoming.
Katrine gritted her teeth against the spasms that roiled through her body and clung to Lucien, believing that the torture would soon end.
And slowly it did. Her muscles relaxed, the pain receded and Lucien was stroking her face. When her eyes finally fluttered open, he kissed her forehead and helped her to sit up.
The crippling lethargy was gone. The stars in inky sky shone like faceted diamonds. The warm breeze teased her skin like a thousand soft fingers. The plants in the night garden were luminous, and she could almost hear them breathing.
The assault on her senses was overwhelming, yet addictive. She wanted to touch everything. Feel it. Smell it. Taste it.
‘What happened?’ She looked down to her wrist, to the two blood-encrusted wounds, then to the smoking pile of ashes a short distance away. ‘Lisette.’
‘Yes. She all but drained you. She was going to turn you.’
‘She didn’t?’ This hyper awareness must be the result of her near-death experience. Her body overcompensating for almost losing its life force.
‘No, she didn’t. I didn’t let her. I couldn’t. Not once I realized she’d killed your mother.’
Katrine slid her arms around Lucien’s neck. What did you say to someone who’d saved your life?
‘Katrine.’ Lucien moved her back to look into her eyes. ‘You were dying. Nothing could have saved you. You’d lost too much blood.’
He let the silence speak as her mind processed what he’d said.
‘So you…’
‘I gave you my blood. The little Lisette got into you wasn’t enough to turn you. I took a little from you, then completed the exchange.’
Apart from the disarming awareness of her surroundings, Katrine didn’t feel too different from when she’d come up to the garden. Yet her mind knew she was different. So different




CHAPTER 15
‘You made me.’
The resignation in Katrine’s voice hurt more than an accusation would have. Yes, he’d desired to have Katrine as an eternal partner. But from her choice.
He’d made a selfish choice. ‘You would have died.’ She’d been in no state to decide for herself, so he’d made the decision. If she now resented that, hated him for it, so be it. ‘She was a killer. I couldn’t let her have dominion over you. To bring you to this world.’
She hadn’t moved out of his arms or screamed in rage. Or cried.
‘How did you even know we were up here?’
‘I’d come to the club, but was waiting outside for the courage to come in.’
‘Because you weren’t sure if you wanted to see me?’
‘No, ma belle. I was sure about that. I suspected Lisette might have picked up what I was. Then I heard you up here. Your footfall. And then what Lisette was saying.’
‘Vampire superpower?’
Lucien nodded. He wasn’t proud that he’d blatantly eavesdropped on their conversation. He could have chosen not to use his extra sensory hearing but had been curious to know about the private Katrine.
‘When it became obvious what her intent was, I came up to stop her. You’re very lucky some of your beautiful younger plants still need the support of stakes. She was older than me. More powerful. There was no other way to kill her.’
‘You do realize this is like being in a dream. One of those dreams where crazy weird things happen and it feels real, but then you wake up. And you’re glad it was just a dream.’
Her babbling was endearing. Lucien picked up her wrist, caressing it with his thumb. ‘No dream, Katrine. Look.’ The wounds on her delicate skin were healing right before their eyes and disappeared completely as she brought her own fingers to the place where Lucien had marked her.
‘It will take time to come to terms with all this.’ Lucien wished he could articulate the adjustments she’d be faced with.
Katrine shuddered. ‘How could she do that to me? To my mother. All those years pretending to care.’
‘She did care. In her own, warped way. That’s why she
wanted to hold on to you. I didn’t want to turn you, Katrine. I wanted to stop her doing it. But she’d taken it too far. I’m sorry.’
Stupid, useless thing to say. He’d changed her life, her very existence, forever. Without her knowledge or permission. An apology was as useless as a band aid on a spurting artery.
‘Don’t be. If it was going to happen, I’d rather it was you. And she needed to be stopped from killing again.’
‘She wasn’t going to kill you.’
‘No. but she’d killed others.’
‘Who? When?’ There’d been no reports of vampire killings for decades.
‘Only recently. It’s not been made public, but the police have been asking questions here.’
‘They suspected Lisette?’
‘No. At least I don’t think so. Her victims had been here. It was the one connection. No.’ She shook her head and the sadness that suddenly clouded her eyes pained Lucien. ‘I was the one connection.’
‘She killed your mother.’
She nodded and a bead of red welled in the corners of her eyes. Lucien thumbed away the fluid. Katrine took his hand, touched the blood, then her eyes. Her fingers came away red and she rubbed them together. Her acceptance of the way things now were.
‘There are other concerns to address right now. Like explaining that.’ She pointed to what remained of Lisette, still smoking nearby. ‘Questions are going to be asked about where she is. They’ll be looking for her.’
Lucien glanced at the smoldering pile of ashes. ‘I guess we can’t we just sweep it up and plead ignorance?’
The corners of her mouth quirked almost imperceptibly. Amidst the mayhem of the past half hour she still appreciated the darkness of his humor.
‘I won’t lie, Lucien. And I trust the girls. They’ll believe me and keep your secret.’
But what about the police?
She stood, her mind obviously on immediate issues.
He took her wrist before she could walk away. ‘Katrine, I know you feel fine now. Probably invincible. But soon you’ll be hungry. I know your sisters would see you through your first hunger, but I want that responsibility. That privilege.’
He kissed her wrist, where the skin no longer held any hint of her ordeal. ‘I want to look after you, Katrine.’
She moved into his arms, slid hers around his waist and kissed him with soft intensity. ‘Thank you. Come with me.’
She took his hand and led him to the rooftop door. They stepped through and she flicked the snib to lock the door.
‘This way.’ Instead of going down to the ground floor, she led him along a first floor corridor.
Narrow, dark and long, with doors along both sides. They made silent progress along the burgundy carpet until Katrine opened the door at the far end.
‘My humble abode.’ She let him go in first. ‘You can wait here while I …’ she rubbed her wrist, ‘explain.’ She moved to the (describe bed), sat on the edge and patted the mattress. ‘Wait for me here.’
He sat, and, pushed her down onto the plush duvet. ‘I will.’ He sealed his promise by pressing lips to hers. Her mouth opened under his, her tongue seeking his, but Lucien pulled away.
‘You’ve got some pretty complicated news to share downstairs. I’ll be here when you get back.’
Tonight he’d have a bed for the first time in centuries. And in it he’d have Katrine in his arms as he fell asleep, and as he woke.
She reached up to stroke his face and left the room.
Lucien lay down where her body had been on the duvet, luxuriating in the softness of the bed and knowing she’d be back.
***
They’d managed to shut the club an hour early and Katrine sat on one of the couches with the women of Eternal clustered around her. They listened with horrified incredulity as she retold her harrowing last half hour.
‘That bitch.’
‘Are you alright, cherie?’
‘How are you feeling?’
‘Where is he now?’
She loved these women. They were vampires, but they were still women and it never showed more than in a crisis. She pushed aside the thought that she’d loved Lisette as well.
‘I’m ok. I’m feeling all sorts of stuff that I’ll work through eventually, and,’ she couldn’t help the smile that crept onto her lips, ‘he’s upstairs.’
‘When can we meet him? What’s he like? Dark and brooding?’
Katrine laughed. ‘Well, he’s not like Luis.’ He’s magnetic and fascinating and sexy as hell. ‘He’s a nice guy who’s had to live an isolated life.’
‘Until he met you.’ Lucille cooed. A hopeless romantic.
He had changed her life, but his had changed as well, because of her. She had confidence in the women to keep this secret, but she completely understood the fear Lucien must have. Who knew what repercussions there might be if his presence became known beyond these walls.
‘So, you’re really one of us know, Katrine.’ Lucille squeezed her hand. ‘We need to celebrate. Crack your first bottle of (Fake Blood).’
She’d accepted her new reality but wasn’t yet sure it was something to celebrate.
‘Tomorrow,’ she promised. Whether it was her new connection to him as her maker, or just the surreal drama of the night, Katrine needed to get back to Lucien.
‘Well don’t keep him waiting.’ Isabelle teased.
‘Bonsoir.’ She stood and kissed everyone’s cheeks.
‘Check if your room is dark enough in the morning.’ One of the women warned.
‘If you’re not too exhausted,’ another added. They all laughed and it didn’t even seem wrong with Lisette gone.
‘If any sunlight comes through, just keep out of the way. We’ll get it light-proofed as soon as we can.’
She lived in their midst and knew their ways, but it had never really been relevant to her. So much to adjust to.
Upstairs she knocked on her own door. ‘It’s me,’ she warned, not wanting to scare Lucien.
She went in and for the first time ever, locked her door. Not that she expected anyone to come in uninvited, but she was taking no chances. He’d turned off all the lights except for the bedside which cast the room in a soft, amber glow.
‘How did it go?’ He lay, propped up on one elbow, her crisp, white sheet rumpled around his hips. ‘Come and tell me all about it.’ He pulled the sheet back and patted the mattress.
‘Are vampires always this presumptuous?’ Presumptuous, and sexy. She unzipped her dress as she walked to the bed.
‘I’m afraid the appeal of a big, soft bed was too much to resist.’
She remembered his solitary coffin in its empty chamber. ‘Only the bed?’
She shed her dress, and everything else. A naked man waited in her bed. A naked vampire.
He pulled the sheet right back as she reached the bed and he was more than ready for her to join him.
She slid in next to him. She was going to have vampire sex.
But she was a brand-new vampire. How could she match Lucien’s centuries of experience. As he drew her against his body, unaccustomed shyness flooded through her.
***
‘I’m a vampire,’ she whispered against his chest, a tinge of awe in her voice. Her fingers brushed the hair on his chest.
‘You are. We are.’ His hand roamed over her body, his eyes taking in the perfection of her firm, rounded breasts, the rounded swell of her belly, the lush copper curls between her thighs.
‘We have something in common tonight, my lovely.’ He hovered his mouth over hers. ‘I’ve never been with a vampire before.’
Her giggle was unexpected and only fueled his want for her all the more. But this was no hurried tryst. It wasn’t just to get his physical needs met.
This was Katrine.
He trailed his fingers over her breast, around the taut pink tips. She raked a fingernail over his own nipple.
He growled, his fangs descending with a crisp click. Such a sweet relief not to have to hide it, or try and stop it.
Katrine slid a finger into his mouth, finding the sharp tip.
‘I want to do that too. How?’
‘You’ll work out how to control it over time. For a while it will be spontaneous.’ He rolled one of her plump, pink nipples between his fingers, then squeezed gently.
She arched against him, moaned then cried out as her fangs appeared.
‘I need to see this.’ She sat up, and fumbled in the bedside drawer, pulling out a small hand mirror.
He lay back, loving her enthusiasm for this new part of herself. So different from when he was turned. Thankfully she wouldn’t have to go through the torment and confusion he’d been thrust into.
Katrine peered into the small mirror, her lips drawn back exposing her long incisors. She turned her head from side to side, testing their sharp ends with her tongue.
‘Will I ever get to do anything with these?’
‘I most certainly hope so.’ He cupped her cheek in his hand, running his thumb over one of the points. ‘You remember how it felt when I bit you?’
She put down the mirror and nodded, sliding back into his arms.
‘That’s what it’s like from the giving side as well.’ Exultant pleasure. Exquisite release when he’d pierced her throat. ‘That’s what it felt like for me too.’
‘So,’ she scraped one fang lightly over his nipple, ‘I can bite you?’
Lucien clamped his teeth together as heated need engulfed his body. He entwined his fingers in her hair and gently moved her mouth away. ‘Let’s go slow, me belle. As much as I’d love us to just follow our baser vampire instincts, I want to savor you. Savor the moment.’
She flopped back onto the pillow, a cheeky smile curving her mouth. ‘I certainly hope it’s going to be more than a moment.’
He knew his heart no longer beat, but he swore that was where the feelings Katrine was creating in him came from.
He traced a finger between her breasts, over her rounded belly to the lush curls between her thighs. Her hips lifted slightly towards his touch, then her hand circled his wrist.
‘Not yet. I have some unfinished business.’ In one, smooth movement she straddled him.
She was magnificent. Her tousled copper hair falling over her shoulders, brushing the taut tips of her dusky pink nipples. Luscious, full breasts and hips. Tapered waist. Such feminine perfection.
She leaned forward onto her hands, her hair a curtain around their faces. Silky. Soft.
‘How do I kiss you with these things?’ she whispered against his mouth.
‘Any way you want.’
Her lips tentatively touched his and he opened his mouth, her tongue taking immediate possession. He reciprocated, reveling in the feel of her fangs.
This woman was giving him so much he’d never had before. New experiences. New feelings. No. Resurrected feelings.
He would happily have stayed kissing her forever, and it seemed an eternity before she broke away and kissed a trail from his throat to his chest. She flicked her tongue over his nipples
‘Ummm, can I make them go away?’ She sat up and wiggled down his body until hour mouth was poised over his rigid cock. ‘Things might get a bit dangerous.’
That possibility did nothing to lessen his need to feel her mouth on him, but teaching her had its own erotic appeal.
‘Close your eyes and just think about them retracting. It might take a minute since it’s your first time.’
She closed her eyes, and almost immediately opened them again, gracing him with a beautiful, fangless smile. He laughed.
‘You’re a natural.’
Then her mouth descended, and her glorious hair teased his thighs as she enveloped him with her lips. He was mesmerized, watching her head slowly dip up and down, taking him in deep, then swirling her tongue as she moved up again.
He didn’t want to interrupt her ministrations but needed to touch her.
‘Come closer, ma belle,’ he managed to say between gasps of pleasure.
Katrine obliged, never losing contact between her mouth and his cock. He reached out to her delectable, rounded ass, caressing her smooth, cool fresh and dipping his fingers between the cheeks.
He found what he was seeking. The slippery, wet flesh of her sex. He needed no further invitation when she nudged against his hand.
The moment Lucien slid his fingers into her cool, tight flesh a growl rumbled deep in her throat, resonating around his cock. She was so responsive. Genuinely responsive. There was no faking the wetness that flooded his fingers. 
Her body shuddered and moment her mouth relaxed around him, Lucien slid his arm around her waist, rolled her onto her back and settled between her thighs.
‘Hey,’ she complained as her eyes opened. ‘I wasn’t done with you yet.’
He silenced her with a kiss. Soft and languorous. Katrine’s arms wrapped around him, drawing him down until his chest was crushed against her breasts.
They were touching from head to toe. Skin to skin, and an overwhelming joy flowed through him.
He never allowed full body contact with anyone for fear that the coolness of his body would give him away. But with Katrine, there was nothing to fear. Nothing to hide.
She wrapped her legs around his hips, lifting her own in invitation. He paused. The moment they were truly joined, everything would be different.
‘Look at me, Katrine.’
Her emerald eyes held his as he slid into her wetness and everything was different. He’d come home, to his own kind. She gasped and she tightened around him, her hips arching hard up against his.
He wanted to keep looking into her eyes, to watch her pleasure, to have her sees his, but it was impossible. The more she moved to meet his thrusts, the more he was lost in a world of new sensations. Lost in Katrine, body and soul.
Her fingernails raked down his back as guttural groan rumbled in her throat. He’d been lost in his own sensation but knew that she’d have the same overwhelming desire to bite.
He needed to feel her fangs pierce his skin, feel his blood flow into her mouth.
‘Bite me, Katrine.’ His words were like fuel to a fire, his own and hers, as he lowered his throat to her mouth.
Their cries mingled as she pierced his skin. Delicious, heated pain roared through him. He pulled back from Katrine’s bite and sunk his fangs into her neck.
She arched under him, tightened around him as she screamed her release and his own exploded in a kaleidoscope of sensation and emotion.
He rolled over, taking Katrine into his arms and brushed the hair from her face. Blood smeared her lips. His blood. He wiped it gently onto his finger and put it into her mouth.
‘Mmmm.’ Her murmur of satisfaction stirred his cock again, but the same delicious languor was sliding over him.
He dragged the duvet over them. ‘Rest now, ma belle.’




CHAPTER 16
‘Wake up, Katrine.’ Katrine opened her eyes, momentarily confused by the weight of something lying across her body. Oh, yes. Lucien. In her bed.
‘Mmmmm?’ She rolled over, pressing herself against his body, her hand snaking down to his cock.
His hand closed over hers. ‘Soon, soon. We have something else to do first.’ He climbed out of bed and held out his hand.
She pushed back the sheet and took it and he led her to the window.
The heavy curtains were drawn. He pulled them apart and drew her to him, holding her in front of his body, his arms wrapped around her.
‘Have a look, Katrine. One last look.’ He kissed the top of her head.
She looked out on a shadowy Montmartre, across the rooftops to where a thin line of pale, buttery yellow seeped out from under the fading night sky.
‘No more sunrises for you, cherie.’ He tightened his hold on her.
The slim band of light began to widen and brighten. Part of her wanted to watch it until Lucien said “no more”, but no good had ever come from holding onto the past. Darkness was her world now.
‘You don’t ever want to know what if feels like to let sunlight touch your body.’
There was something new in Lucien’s voice. Something sad.
Katrine pulled the drapes closed and turned in his arms.
‘You’ve seen that?’
He shook his head. ‘But I’ve been thinking about it lately.’
She wasn’t sure what he meant. ‘Thinking about what?’
‘Meeting the sun. Ending it.’
She slid har arms around his waist, leaned her head against his chest. ‘Why would you do that?’ 
His hold on her tightened. ‘Because I’d had enough of everything.’
She understood. His solitary existence. His need for anonymity. For decades, and who knew how long into the future.
‘Have you still had enough?’
His body relaxed, the tension now gone.
‘Now I’ll never have enough of you, Katrine.’ He kissed top of her head.
He didn’t have to tell her any of that. Share something so deeply private.
‘Thank you.’ She tilted her head up to kiss him and he responded. Not with passion, but with something that touched her deeper than just the physical.
‘And,’ he broke the serious mood, ‘we need breakfast. I presume you keep synthetic blood on the premises?’
She nodded. She’d seen the bottles of ruby fluid chilling in a fridge in the common living area.
‘Go get two.’ He pulled the sheet from the bed and wrapped it around her, and pushing her gently towards the door, gently swatting her butt.
All was quiet in the corridor. No one would be stirring for hours yet, but she was on a mission. She retrieved two of the small, cold bottles and scurried back to her room.
Lucien was in bed again, sitting up against the headboard. He held out his hand for the bottles, which Katrine handed over and climbed back into bed.
He opened them and gave her one back.
‘It’s an acquired taste, but a necessity.’ He clinked his bottle to hers and put it to his lips. So did Katrine.
Her stomach churned at the combination of the slightly chemical smell and the mere thought that it was synthetic blood and she gagged. Then she took a long swig, swallowing hard to keep it down, then wiped her mouth with the back of her hand and shuddered.
‘How much of this shit do I have to have?’
Lucien took the bottle from her hand and set it down on the bedside table. ‘That’ll do to start. Your body will tell you when you need more.’
She slid her hand under the sheet and reached for him. ‘My body needs more now.’
***
‘Lisette.’ Alain tapped his finger on the Post It which lay in the center of a series of lines on the white board. ‘Everything points to Lisette.’
‘Yes. All current victims had babies and had spent time at Eternal.’ Juliet pointed to another Post it. ‘Like our victim from thirty years ago. Katrine’s mother.’
‘And Lisette adopted that baby.’
‘And may be on the hunt for a replacement?’
‘Because Katrine might be making a move away from the enclave.’ She’d not said that directly but had admitted that she was spending more time out in the real world.
‘Theory on a white board isn’t evidence. What now? Do you think Katrine is in danger?’
‘Not according to our theory, but who knows the mind of a vampire? Does human profiling even apply? They were human, but how much of that is still relevant?’
‘So what now? More interviews? Surveillance?’
‘I don’t know what more we could ask at this stage. If we turn up on a flimsy pretext, she might get suspicious and flee. Hell,’ he rubbed his forehead. ‘How do you even incarcerate a vampire? There’s no precedent for any of this.’
‘Well,’ Juliet sat on the edge of his desk. ‘You could go out of hours and chat up Katrine and just keep an eye open.’
There was no point denying his interest in Katrine. Juliet was a cop, and a woman. Stuff like that didn’t slide by her intuition. ‘I could, couldn’t I?’
‘Just make sure you go home and change first. You don’t want to walk in there looking like a cop.’ She stood up, flicking his tie as she walked around to her own desk.
Two hours later Alain, in non-police jeans and white shirt, sat at the bar in Eternal.
It was business as usual with a full house and he’d yet to see Lisette, or Katrine.
‘Need me to round anyone up for you, Inspector?’ Paul handed him a beer.
‘Not tonight, Paul. Thanks. I’m not here in an official capacity.’
‘Becoming a fan?’
‘You could say that. It’s certainly piqued my curiosity. How about you? How’d you get this job?’ He could never quite turn police mode off.
‘A friend of a friend. Word of mouth. Like you, piqued my curiosity and Lisette was looking to hire some humans. I was her first.’
He was a good-looking young guy. Alain wondered whether he’d ever been a blood donor to one of the women here.
Was biting humans like a drug addiction where a little taste eventually becomes an insatiable craving?
‘Actually,’ Paul was saying, ‘I might need your investigative powers. I haven’t seen Lisette all night, and it’s not like her to not be around.’
Alain’s antenna buzzed. Lisette was under suspicion and now was mysteriously absent. He was back in cop mode.
‘Are you worried?’
Paul laughed lightly. ‘It’s a human instinct I guess, when something is out of the ordinary, but who knows what’s ordinary with vampires.’
‘So Lisette doesn’t usually leave the club?’
‘I can’t say for certain because I’m always behind the bar, but she’s always here for opening up. Always. But she wasn’t tonight.’
Alain’s antenna twanged louder. If she’d taken off, where the hell would she go? As far as he knew, the women rarely left the premises. But then, had everyone been truthful?
When he’d interviewed everyone, he’d tried not to let any preconceived ideas color his thinking. He knew nothing about vampires but hoped he didn’t let that ignorance push him in one direction or the other.
‘Well, it’s early hours yet. If you’re still worried tomorrow, let me know.’ He pulled out his wallet and gave Paul his card.
An interesting development, and all the more reason to hang around. That reason kicked up a notch when it was announced that Lucille? would perform instead of Katrine. He hadn’t seen her either.
So now two vampires had made themselves scarce. He’d been policing too long to believe in coincidences, but had nothing, nothing, to go on as to where they might have gone.
The lights dimmed, music started, and someone slid onto the seat next to him at the bar.
Katrine
He watched the performance. He was no judge of dance talent, and presumed the moves were the same, but this woman, this vampire, just didn’t put across the same vibe, the same intensity, as Katrine. Was it because a vampire and couldn’t relate to the story like a human anymore?
He turned to Katrine. ‘She’s not as good as you,’ he whispered.
She smiled.
When the lights came up again, Katrine put her hand over his. ‘I need to talk to you.’
He was surprised at the serious tone in her voice.
‘In the office.’
They both sat on the couch, Katrine turning towards him and pulling on knee up under her black lace dress. Whether it was the light, or his imagination, or make-up, but there was something different about her tonight. Her skin was like porcelain and he wanted to run his fingers over its perfect smoothness.
‘You’re looking lovely tonight, Katrine.’
She closed her eyes for a moment, then met his gaze.
Ok, this was definitely business. 
‘Lisette’s the one you’re after, and she’s gone.’
‘Lisette?’ Having his suspicions confirmed was one thing, but proving it would be another.
‘She admitted she killed my mother, and the others.’
It might confirm his suspicion, but in reality it gave him a whole lot of nothing. Heresay held no weight in court.
‘Okay, but you don’t know where she is?’
‘Oh, I know.’ Katrine seemed to shrink back into the corner of the couch. ‘She’s dead.’
He sure wasn’t expecting that. ‘How do you know? You didn’t..’
‘No.’ She cut him off before he could voice the unthinkable. ‘Not me, but I was there. Up on the terrace.’
Visions of a blood bath crossed his mind, then a horrifying thought. ‘Was she hurting you, Katrine?’
‘She was turning me.’
‘What the fuck? Do vampires still do that?’ His ignorance about this world astounded him.
‘They can, but it’s not done these days.’
‘So why? Are you ok?’ He looked at her throat but couldn’t see any signs of bleeding or bruising.
Her sudden, sharp laugh surprised him. ‘Depends on your definition of ok.’
Realization slowly sparked and he looked more closely at her. Her cheeks no longer held the pink that the sun had kissed them with from their time by the river. If anything, she was a little paler. Alain reached out and took her hands.
Cool.
Unnaturally cool.
She pulled them out of his hold.
‘She drained me to the point of death and fed me her blood. She felt she was losing me to the real world.’
And he’d been a part of that. But this wasn’t the time for personal recriminations.
Katrine spoke so matter-of-factly of a concept that was so foreign to him, to humans, but it had been an integral part of vampire existence.
Obviously not ‘had been’ anymore.
He was looking at a newly created vampire and had no idea what to do with that realization. Or the news about Lisette.
Before he could say anything, Katrine stood. ‘You need to meet someone. Wait. I won’t be long.’
She walked out of the office and he couldn’t get his head around the bomb she’d dropped.
Katrine. The woman he’d kissed. She looked and sounded the same, only now she was no longer human.
Existing vampires were one thing. They were just there. Always had been. The Katrine he’d been getting to know had lived in that world, yet hadn’t been a real part of now. But now …
He hated that he wasn’t sure how he felt about that. Was the hollow feeling in his gut a sense of loss? Or was it a vestige of some sort of prejudice that he hadn’t known he had?
He closed his eyes and drew a deep breath. This wasn’t the time or the place for sorting out personal feelings.
The office door opened and Katrine was back, with the guy from the doorway.
‘Alain, Inspector Donet, this is Lucien.’
Alain stood and offered his and. The responding handshake was brief, but strong.
‘Let’s all sit down.’ Katrine dragged over chair and sat, leaving the men to take separate ends of the couch. In the moments it took to settle into his seat, he fleetingly wondered how she felt in a room with two men she’d kissed.
‘Inspector.’ Lucien turned to Alain, taking ownership of the situation. ‘By her own admission, Lisette Mercier killed Katrine’s mother, and the recent women in the cemetery. Last night I found Lisette in the process of turning Katrine against her will, and I killed her.’
Alain sat back and rubbed his eyes. ‘Any more bombshells you’d like to drop on me tonight?’
Katrine was now a vampire. His primary suspect was now dead, and her self-confessed murderer sat calmly next to him.
‘Just delving into the very dark recesses of my very meagre knowledge of vampires. Is there a body?’
Lucien shook his head.
‘Where did it happen?’
Katrine stood and opened a drawer in the desk. ‘We’ll show you,’ she held up a key.
It was hard to reconcile that the woman he’d kissed, who’d lain on the grass with him in the sunshine, was no longer human.
She looked the same. Sounded the same, and was now implicated in … In what exactly?
Their main suspect, for all intents and purposes, had apparently disappeared.
Without a word, he followed her out of the office with Lucien bringing up the rear. At the top of the narrow stairs, she unlocked the door and they stepped out onto the roof.
Unlike any rooftop he’d ever seen. Lush green plants filled the space like a suburban jungle. A subtle but sweet scent mingled with the foliage and the lights of Montmartre shone below.
‘This is amazing.’ But this was no time to get carried away by the scenery. Katrine led the way between the greenery to a small, white timber gazebo.
‘Here.’
She and Lucien stood aside as Alain approached the structure. He wasn’t sure what he was looking for, but he wasn’t seeing anything.
He stepped into the gazebo and walked around the space. Nothing, then light grey dust kicked up as he took a step. Realization dawned and he hurriedly shook the residue off his shoes.
Okay, he had two choices here. Report that Lisette had disappeared with no clue as to her whereabouts and with their prime suspect gone, leave the case unresolved. Like its predecessor. Or record the fanciful story he’d been told and tie up precious time and resources trying to prove it.
Case decisions were usually cut and dried, but there was nothing usual about this.
He looked around at the empty gazebo, the beautiful garden, the stunning city view. A city that was now free of a killer vampire.
‘Nothing to see here. It doesn’t look like there’s anything more to go on than we had before.’
He hadn’t asked how or why Lucien happened to be in the right place, at the right time and it was best he remained ignorant.
He took another look around the gazebo, not wanting to think about what it must have been like for Katrine at the hands of Lisette. Whether it had been painful. How distressed she must have been.
But now, as she stood next to Lucien, he sensed only concern as she took his hand.
‘I appreciate you telling me what happened, Katrine.’ And I appreciate the short time we had together. ‘I’ll see myself out.’
***
From the rooftop, they watched Alain walk to his car and drive away. Katrine slid her arm around Lucien. ‘Thank you for not just leaving me with this mess. This whole thing could have got very complicated.’
He kissed the top of her head. ‘I trusted your judgement about the Inspector. He’s a good man.’
‘He is.’ A good man who, if circumstances hadn’t taken such a dramatic and irrevocable turn, might have brought her to make a change in her life. But fate had taken that choice out of her hands.
‘How are you feeling, ma belle?’ Lucien drew Katrine against him. ‘About everything.’
‘A little bewildered. Sad. About Lisette. About what she tried to do and knowing it was probably her plan all along.’ She toyed with the ring on her little finger. ‘She gave me this. To make me part of the family.’ She slid it off and put it in her palm. ‘I’m not sure I can wear it anymore.’
‘All vampires wear the ring of their clan.’
She knew that, and the ring tied her to the others as well, not just Lisette. They were still her family. Her clan.
She moved to put the ring back on, but Lucien stopped her.
‘Keep that safe. It’s part of your history. But you’re mine now, in blood.’ He took his own ring off and took her hand. ‘And in my heart.’ He slid the blue stone, set in gold onto her finger.
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Chapter 1
The light cast by the headlights punched through the dark as Daniel drove. He should have left earlier. He knew that. Finding this place at night would be a challenge. He glanced at the dashboard clock, fretting at how long the journey was taking. Why hadn’t he planned better than this?
A shape loomed out of the dark, caught in the beam of light. A roo. Daniel braked and swerved. The tyres connected with the loose surface on the side of the road, sending the vehicle careening in a zigzagging trajectory. He tried to pull the car back on the bitumen and realised he had over corrected. Too late. The car spun onto the other side of the road and plunged into a culvert.
The seat belt dug into his chest. His head whipped back, striking the headrest.
“FUCK!”
He hit the steering wheel in anger and frustration. The headlights projected at a weird angle through the bush. He unstrapped the belt and pushed at the door. It didn’t open easily, with the metal groaning in protest. The extent of his dilemma was obvious. It was a full moon, and he could see there was no way he would get the car out by himself. He needed to call road service. At this rate, he would never reach the cottage.
He pulled out his wallet and searched for his membership card and the phone number to call, then dialled the numbers. No response. Pulling the phone away from his ear, he peered at the screen. No coverage. Fuck. He would have to walk until he either found a house where the occupants were still up, or until he had bars on the phone again.
Daniel locked the car and started walking. The road was isolated and traffic non-existent. There would be little chance of flagging down a passing car. A lone mopoke kept up a mournful cry, somehow earie in that environment. In spite of the moon, the canopy from the trees lining the road blocked out much of the light. Something rustled in the undergrowth as he passed it, causing him to take a step closer to the centre of the road and away from the verge. If another vehicle came, he could move out the way quickly enough. If only.
A small animal skittered across the road ahead of him, too fast and distant for him to make out what it was. A rabbit? Fox? He realised he was clenching his teeth and could feel a small pulse in the space above his jawbone and in front of his ear. The whole scenario seemed other-worldly.
He walked for about ten minutes before coming across a track leading off to the left. It looked to be well-used, so perhaps it led to a house. If so, they might have a phone he could use. He checked the screen of his mobile once more. Still no bars. He dithered uncertainly. There weren’t any signs or even a mailbox. Who knows how long he would have to keep walking along the road.
Five minutes. That’s what I’ll do. I’ll walk along the track for five minutes and if I don’t come across anything, I’ll turn back. He pressed the torch icon on his phone, and shone it ahead down the track. It appeared reasonably straight and that was reassuring. He could pick out the track in the moonlight and turn off the light. He didn’t want to flatten the battery.
Five minutes… okay, just a little further… no, this is going nowhere. Time to turn back. He flicked on the torch again, and there it was. A small sedan sat on a grassed area to one side of the track. He approached it, scanning the surrounds for any indication of the driver. Peering in through the window, he could see the car was empty. There must be someone around. Who would just leave a car here? A house must be nearby.
“Hello? Anybody there?”
Beyond the rustling of the trees, there was no response. This was getting ridiculous. Perhaps it had been stolen and abandoned. It happened. He stood, hands on hips, looking around. Clearly, nobody was within hearing distance. Just as he turned to retrace his steps back to the road, he caught a glimpse of a flickering light, deeper into the scrub. It wasn’t very strong, which was probably why he had missed it when he first peered ahead. It didn’t look like a house light either.
No harm in checking it out. Instinctively, he didn’t call out again and turned the torch off. He would see what or who was creating the light, and if need be, would quietly retrace his steps. Possibly hunters, given the moonlight. He didn’t want to be shot in mistake for a stray kangaroo.
The track narrowed ahead. Now he understood why the car was parked in that location. It couldn’t have been driven any further. Grass brushed against his shoes, sounding incredibly loud in the absence of other noise. Rounding a slight bend in the track, he stopped in surprise, and then ducked behind a low shrub to take stock. Ahead of him was a clearing and in the middle was a woman. She appeared to be alone, unless others were out of sight. A female hunter? She wasn’t dressed like a hunter. She was wearing a long gown of undetermined description. He couldn’t see the detail.
As he watched, she placed numerous items on a flatbed stone in the middle of the clearing. She walked around the stone in a circular motion, scattering something on the ground, forming a circle. Possibly red petals, but he wasn’t close enough to see. The light he had seen came from several candles, each standing in a glass jar providing a wind break. The woman now took the jars, and leaving one on the stone, placed the others at the four quadrants of the circle.
She stood, surveying it for a moment then shucked off her garment, dropping it to the ground. It had been a cloak, and that wasn’t all he saw. She now stood stark naked, bathed in the moonlight. With her long hair flowing around her bare shoulders, he briefly thought of Botticelli’s Venus, except this was in the middle of the bush, not the sea.
Holy shit. What was going on? No way could he call out now. Who knows what he would be accused of? Perving? Stalking? He hardly dared breathe in case she heard. He squatted lower behind the bush, wincing as his knees cracked in response.
A cloud drifted over the moon, and the scene before his eyes dimmed.
She threw back her head, her arms raised to the heavens. He strained to hear what she was saying.
“Mother Gaia, I call upon you in the guise of Aphrodite, always desirous one, sensual lover, to join me here and to witness this sacred rite.”
She slowly turned on the spot, her arms still raised. “I call upon the elements of earth, fire, air and water to watch over me, to guard, guide and protect me during this, my rite. Blessed Be.”
The woman moved to the flat stone and picked something up. She plunged it into a candle flame, until the tip glowed red, releasing an aromatic smoke. She moved slowly and deliberately around the perimeter of the circle, leaving a trail of curling smoke in her path. He couldn’t see what she was holding, but he could faintly smell something pungent. It was vaguely familiar. Eucalyptus. That’s what it was.
Returning to the centre, she focussed on the stone and the items placed there. Her voice faded in and out. It was impossible to hear everything she said. It was more of a low, melodic chant. Occasionally, he heard “hear my prayer” and the goddess featured as well. He caught his breath when she raised a dagger above her head with both hands, blade pointing downwards. Surely she wouldn’t… she wasn’t…?
She stood poised, her head towards the moon, face raised. He caught a glimpse of her features, arresting and commanding. In a swift movement, she brought the dagger down, not into her breast but into something that lay upon the flat stone. Was it some form of sacrifice? What had she just killed? He couldn’t see clearly enough from his hiding place. No way was he creeping closer.
She raised a goblet to her lips and drank, before casting the residue on the ground.
“I offer this gift to Gaia, mother of us all. May she look kindly on this libation and hear my prayers.” She returned the goblet to the stone. “I call upon the Goddess Aphrodite to close this circle. Blessed Be.” She walked the circuit of the circle once more only this time in the opposite direction, stooping to extinguish each candle flame at the quadrants, before stepping outside. The candle flame on the stone still burned, throwing off a soft, flickering light.
Her body bathed in the moonlight had a delicate, pearly sheen. Her long hair curled around her breasts but didn’t hide their ripe fullness. His gaze travelled over the soft mound of her belly, down towards the dark triangle. Unbidden, his cock stirred in response, straining against his tight jeans. He stifled a groan. Was he dreaming? He breathed out in short, sharp bursts, trying to bring the situation under control.
As he watched, he realised she was packing up. She plucked her cloak off the ground and flung it around her shoulders, fastening it at her neck. Time to go. He had no idea what would happen if she found him watching her but wasn’t going to hang around to find out. Perhaps turn him into a frog, or maybe a pillar of stone.
Backing away as quietly as he could, he walked back along the track, past the parked car and headed for the road. It was a blue Mazda. A perfectly normal sedan. He half expected a pumpkin pulled by mythical beasts. When he hit the road, he kept walking, keeping well to the side. It was only another ten minutes before he came upon a driveway—a proper well-formed driveway. This must surely lead to a house. He had taken a few steps into the drive when a car swept past along the road. It was a blue Mazda. The figure behind the wheel was only a silhouette.
Turning back to the driveway, he could see the lights from a house in the distance. Approaching the dwelling, he was startled when a dog started to bark and outside lights were flicked on. A man emerged from the door, shielding his eyes as he peered into the darkness. Daniel hoped the dog was tied up.
“Hi, there,” he called. “Sorry to bother you at this time of night. I had a slight accident back along the road and need to organise a tow. There was no connection on my phone. I wondered if I might use a landline to call road service?” He moved into the light so that the man could see him. He didn’t want the dog unleashed.
There was a moment’s silence while the man sized him up. “You just passing through?”
“No, I’m renting Lanes End Cottage for three months. I thought I’d be there by now.”
“That would be Bob Russell’s place. He said he had a short term tenant. Come in.” He held the door open, inviting Daniel to enter. The bright light of the interior was welcome in its normality. What he had so recently seen was anything but normal. He was about to mention turning off the road on the rough track but then decided against it. What would he say, anyway? He would be living in this community for the next few months. Best to keep some things to himself.
Michael Fielding, for that was the man’s name, had offered him the phone, and then a cup of tea while they waited for the tow truck. The biscuit he’d also provided did little to fill the ravenous hole in Daniel’s stomach. He had planned to pick up a pub meal in the town and be at the cottage long before this. All the pub kitchens would probably now be closed.
The mechanic rang back on Michael’s phone to say he would be at the car in ten minutes.
“Great. I’d better get walking. It will take me a while to get back to where I left it.”
“I’ll drive you there, mate,” Michael said. “You don’t want to be walking on a night like this. When there’s a full moon, anything could happen.”
“Are you going to tell me there are werewolves in the bush? Bunyips perhaps?” His mirth was barely concealed.
“Don’t laugh. Never assume the country’s safe on a night like this.”
“What do you mean?”
“Nothing.” Michael picked up his car keys and inclined his head towards the front door. “Just keep your wits about you, that’s all.”
Daniel pondered those words but followed Michael outside. He was pleased to have a ride back to the car. The tow truck driver introduced himself as Raff. He surveyed the Saab and turned back to Daniel with a wry grin. “Got yourself a spot of trouble, mate.”
“My fault entirely,” Daniel said. “Got distracted by a roo and I was probably driving too fast.” He looked with relief at the solid build of the man standing alongside him. “Can you get the car out of there?”
“Easy. It won’t be the first car I’ve pulled out of a ditch.” He connected the winch beneath the chassis and set about the business of elevating the front end, and then slowly pulling it back onto the road surface.
The three men inspected the panels for damage. “Lucky there’s plenty of moonlight,” Raff said. “Looks like the fender’s bent and a few bits will need replacing, but it should still be driveable. If not, I’ll tow it back to town.” He took a lever from his truck and prized the bent metal away from the tyre. “Bring it into the workshop tomorrow and I’ll see what I can do with it.”
Daniel turned the ignition and drove a few metres up the road and then reversed back again. “You’re right. It handles fine. What do I owe you?”
“Fix me up when you come in. Michael said you’re staying at Lanes End, so I’ll know where to find you. Don’t drive further than the town. You don’t want to push your luck in a damaged vehicle.”
“Well, you two have got things sorted, so I’ll leave you to it,” Michael said. With a nod in the direction of them both, he returned to his car and climbed in. He’d not spoken otherwise.
“Talkative chap, isn’t he?” Daniel remarked as Michael’s vehicle disappeared up the road. He realised belatedly he’d not thanked the Good Samaritan for his help. He would make sure to do so in the next couple of days.
Raff shrugged. “He says all he needs to say.”
“I’ll be on my way then.” Daniel stuck out his hand. “I would’ve been in strife if you hadn’t come out.”
Raff’s handgrip was firm. “Pleased to help. I’ll see you tomorrow.” He clambered back into his truck, and his tail lights soon disappeared into the distance. Daniel followed at a slower pace, fuelled by a mixture of caution and tiredness.
He drove cautiously through the town, noting a couple of pubs were still open, but more than anything, he just wanted to get to the cottage. He stopped off at a 24-hour petrol station and bought a meat pie and a carton of milk from a disinterested girl behind the counter. It was hardly gourmet fare, but it was warm and would have to do. He could shop for supplies in the morning.
The directions for finding the cottage were accurate. As he unlocked the door, he heard again the call of a mopoke. Perhaps it was the mopoke. Ridiculous idea. There must be hundreds of them.
☐
Cassie picked up the cloak and flung it around her shoulders, clasping the toggle at her neck. It wasn’t cold, but there was a chill in the air for anyone who was sky-clad. She heard the mournful cry of the mopoke, and the irregular call of other night birds. You were never truly alone in the bush. The cries were clustered back along the track towards where she had parked the car. Had something disturbed them?
She strained to listen, but aside from the thudding of her heart, she heard nothing. Instead she felt a faint vibratory tremor, one that started in her core and shimmied out to the tips of her toes and fingers. It was a warning of something, but of what she had no idea.
As she moved to blow out the last candle on her altar stone, the mopoke swooped out of the darkness and flew a circuit over her head.
“What is it, my friend? Has something disturbed you?”
Such was its ability to blend with its environment, she never saw the bird unless it chose to show itself. That didn’t happen with every ceremony, but she was always aware of its presence. Sometimes she glimpsed the outline of Boobook Man, standing in the protection of the adjoining trees, his cloak covered in brown flecked feathers.
She never approached him. She had too much respect to do that. If he wished, he would approach her. Was tonight’s flyover a warning, or was it a flight of support? Surely the latter. There was no danger out here. Perhaps he carried a message from Aphrodite. She knew the goddess would not be rushed. Answers would come when the timing was right.
With one last look around to be sure nothing was left behind, Cassie made her way back to her car. It was difficult not to be impatient. Now she had decided to ask for help, she wanted immediate results. That was unlikely to happen. Like Aphrodite, he would come to her when the timing was right. Who could it be in a town the size of Harrow, anyway? She knew most of the men, those who might be considered eligible. She had already considered them, and that was the problem. None of them measured up.




Chapter 2
Daniel took stock of his surroundings in the early morning light. He had slept solidly, but as was his custom, woke early. With a warm mug of tea between his hands, he stepped out onto the front veranda. The dawn chorus greeted him from the top of the surrounding eucalypts. There were no near neighbours, from what he could see. That suited him fine. He was here to work, not socialise.
Mostly he would work from the dining table inside, but there was a table on the rear deck as well, and perhaps sometimes he could bring the laptop out in the fresh air. A change of scenery always helped inspiration. He moved back inside to take stock of his new accommodation.
The bathroom was basic, but the water was hot. That was a tick. Again, the kitchen was basic, but it seemed to have everything he would need, and a few supplies were in the pantry as well, perhaps left by previous tenants. There was an open lounge-dining room, with a table that could seat six people, and then a cluster of saggy lounge chairs facing an open fireplace. It obviously got cold in this region. Hopefully, not during this visit. Two bedrooms led off the main room, and he had taken the larger of the two.
It didn’t take long to shower and unpack his belongings.  That just left breakfast. He opened the pantry door. There was a jar of oats, and an open Weetabix packet. He peered into the box and was met with a gauzy mat of weevil web. Eugh! It looked like breakfast would be in town. Later. Nothing would be open yet.
To pass the time, he set up his laptop and workspace, and checked the internet connection. The assurance that reliable and fast Wi-Fi was available was the deciding factor in renting Lanes End. It was crucial for his work. That done, he took a walk around the perimeter fence, noting a gate at the rear boundary. Something to explore? The cottage sat on a couple of acres, mostly natural scrub, but a small orchard grew close to the house, plus the remnants of a vegetable garden.
He surveyed the fruit trees hopefully. Any produce would be lucky to survive the ravages of marauding possums. He found a few almonds untouched. It reminded him how hungry he was. Except for odd bird calls, it was quiet. He liked that. He’d come to Harrow to get away from distractions. It would be perfect. Still, he was glad the town was in walking distance, especially when a breakfast beckoned.
☐
There was a choice of three cafés in town. That was promising. In time, he could try all of them. He wandered into the first he came to, Beans2U, deciding it was as good as any. Hopefully the name meant it had good coffee. He was aware of curious stares as he selected a table and sat down. Tourists must be thin on the ground if a stranger in town was so obvious. A waitress, whose name badge proclaimed her name to be Amber, approached his table and thrust a menu at him.
“Just coffee, or are you eating as well?”
“Is coffee the only choice? Perhaps I was planning on ordering a cup of tea.”
Amber ran her tongue suggestively around her generous lips, and pulled her shoulders back, thrusting her breasts in his direction. Daniel was momentarily reminded of the scene last night, and the breasts of the unknown nymph in the bush.
“Mister,” Amber husked with a low-lidded look, “you can order whatever you like, but right now I want to know if you want something from the menu, or just want to order something to drink.”
Phew. He felt the heat. It was enough to make his toes curl, and that wasn’t all that stirred. Was that a personal invitation or did she come on to all male customers like that? “I’ll take the menu, thanks, but I’ll start with a mug of flat white while I consider the options.”
“Coffee coming up. When I bring it over, you can tell me what else you’d like.”
Amber sashayed to the next table before looking back over her shoulder and delivering a quick wink, so fleeting he’d almost missed it. Looking around, Daniel realised the woman behind the counter was watching and had probably witnessed the whole exchange. He felt the heat rise in his cheeks. This wasn’t how he’d planned his first sojourn into town. The last thing he needed was a reputation. Not the lecherous sort, anyway. He would try one of the other cafés next time.
The café began to fill, and Amber was kept busy. He managed to place his order and eat his breakfast with minimal interaction. He was careful not to make eye-contact again with the waitress. When he fronted the till to pay for his meal, the woman behind the counter took his money.
“You’ll be the man staying in Bob Russell’s cottage.” It was a statement, not a question.
“Yes. How did you know?”
“I saw the car you drove up in. My husband, Michael, gave you a lift last night. He told me about it.”
Daniel hadn’t seen her the previous evening. Perhaps she’d been out, or in bed early. “I see news travels fast around here.”
“It does,” she replied flatly, still holding on to his change. “Don’t pay too much attention to Amber. She plays up a bit, but it doesn’t mean anything. I wouldn’t want you to get the wrong idea.”
He was being warned off, or was that only his imagination? That was two warnings from the Fielding family. Strange sort of coincidence. Daniel smiled at her to diffuse the situation and dropped his eyes to her name badge. Carmel. “I’m Daniel Burton. Pleased to meet you, Carmel. Your husband was a saviour last night. I must think him properly some time.”
“No need,” she said. “We’re neighbourly people around here.”
“So I’ve seen.” He pocketed his change. “Thanks for breakfast. I need to see about my car.”
The sunshine was bright when he emerged from the café. Raff had given him the address of his workshop, and it wasn’t hard to find. The man in question emerged from the rear of the shed. He wiped his hand on a rag before extending it in greeting.
“Morning. Found your way, I see. Can you leave your car here for a while? I’ve a job I need to finish, and then I’ll check yours over and see what needs to be ordered in. I’m not sure if that panel is repairable or if it should be replaced.”
“I don’t need it today, Raff, so you can have it as long as you need it.”
The two men surveyed the damaged.
“It won’t take long to put the quote together,” Raff said. “I’m an ay-one mechanic, but automotive painting is not my forte. I’ve got a mate dropping in later today, and he’ll give me a price on that side of things. I can fit the new panel to the car, but he’ll have to do the painting.” He slapped Daniel on the back. “Don’t worry, mate. We’ll soon have it looking as good as new. I’ll give you a call when the quote’s ready.”
“Not a problem. I’ll take a stroll around the town and explore my new territory.”
“There won’t be a lot to check over.  I’ll catch you later.”
Daniel nodded, and turned back towards the main street. He’d leave the bulk of the supermarket shopping until he had the car again, but for now he could locate the post office and the bank and whatever else was of interest. It didn’t take him long to walk up one side of the main street and down the other.
He came to a central square and the civic centre. To the rear was the library. He decided to duck in. He wanted to check out what research facilities were available, and it probably had the daily papers. While he waited for his car, he could catch up on the news.
The library was already full of patrons. There were lots of children, and at one end, a librarian was reading a story to a sea of pre-schoolers seated on the floor around her. She sort of looked familiar, but that was silly. He hadn’t been to Harrow before. Keeping as far from the reading session as he could, he found the papers and scanned them. There wasn’t much of interest, but then there rarely was.
He turned instead to the reference section, pulling out a couple of books that might help with his historical research. He glanced at his watch. Nearly lunchtime. Perhaps he could join the library and then could borrow the books. The librarian he’d seen earlier was sitting at the processing desk when he approached. He was taken by her unusual green-blue eyes, fringed with dark eyelashes and set in olive skin. The darker skin and light eyes were an unusual combination.
She looked up from her work and smiled. “Can I help you?”
The voice. It was familiar, but surely not? This was the voice of the woman he’d seen in the bush clearing last night. How could it be the same? She looked up at him, raising her eyebrows. He hadn’t answered her question.
“I’d like to join if I may, and then to borrow these two books and to put in a reservation for a third.”
“Do you have some ID?” Her voice was mellow and smooth, tantalisingly so.
Daniel fished out his wallet and handed over his driver’s licence. “I’m staying at Lanes End Cottage, so for the duration of my time in town, that will be my address.”
She smiled politely and quickly processed his paperwork, gave him a library card and checked out his books. She tapped out some details on the computer keyboard, before looking up again. Those eyes. He could drown in sea-green pools like that. He brought his attention back to what she was saying.
“I’ve reserved the book for you. It’s at our sister library in Eden Valley. It should arrive in the next day or so. I can text you when it’s in.”
“That would be helpful. Thank you.” He tucked the other two books under his arm. They would keep him going for a while.
“Enjoy your time in Harrow, Mr Burton. The books are due back in a fortnight.”
He opened his mouth to thank her again, but her eyes had already moved to the next person in the queue. On impulse, he didn’t leave immediately, but took his place at a reading desk, pretending to read one of his books. When there were no more customers wanting her attention, she jumped up from the desk and swapped to other tasks.
He watched her as she moved about the library, pushing the shelving trolley. In his mind’s eye, he saw those ripe, luscious breasts falling free, the nipples hardening in response to the night air. Her hair, previously flowing free, was now caught back chastely in a barrette, giving an altogether different impression, along with the shirt and practical trousers she wore.
As he watched, she scanned the library, seemingly to check nobody needed her attention, and then selected a book from a shelf, skimming it for a while before pausing at a particular page. She was engrossed, leaving him free to observe her. Surely he was mistaken. How could this serious, professional person be the same woman he’d observed in the bush?
Someone wanting assistance rang the bell at the front desk. Quickly, she jammed a piece of paper in the book at the page she was reading, and leaving it on a reading table, hurried off to answer the summons. On impulse, Daniel slipped over to the table to see which book it was that had caught her attention. Australian Native Orchids. Unusual choice. Perhaps she grew orchids as a hobby. He knew some people did that. Opening the book at the slip of paper, he saw the page featured a description of the Musky Caladenia. The deep purple flower was known for its musky scent. Unusual.
He glanced at his watch again. He really should make a start on his self-allocated word count for the day. As he left the library, Raff called him to say the car was ready.  The shortest route back to Raff’s workshop was through the library carpark. Parked in one of the bays was a blue Mazda sedan.
☐
Once the children’s book session finished, the library settled down to the normal routine. There were the regulars who came in to read the paper or use the library’s internet connection. Then there were others who came in to exchange their books. If she saw Mary Fischer, she knew it was a Monday, if Gertie Ferguson, then it was a Tuesday, and so on. Her regulars were dependable.
Daniel Burton had broken the routine. She reviewed the detail on his membership form. It didn’t tell her much. According to his driver’s licence, his home base was in Adelaide, but on the form, he had given the Lanes End address. She entered the information in the computer database, including his cell number and email address.
The books he’d selected were interesting. She learnt a lot about people from the books they borrowed. There had been some debate in the staff room about whether to order Fifty Shades of Grey for the shelves. They had, and it was intriguing to see whoever borrowed it usually brought to the check-out desk in the middle of their selection, not displayed on top of the pile.
Daniel Burton had borrowed books on local history and the development of the region. Strange choice for a man of his age. There was something altogether unusual about him. The way he had looked at her, for instance. She had wondered at first if she had a smear of breakfast across her face. His gaze had made her tingle, almost with a recognition of her own. That was ridiculous. She’d never seen him before.
There was still an inner vibration that was disturbing. When the inner forces spoke, it was a reliable portend of events about to happen. Daniel Burton was a very attractive man. Probably that was it. She laughed to herself. Hormones! They had a lot to answer for. Cassie ran into him again during her lunch hour. She was about to drop into the fish mongers as he came out of the supermarket, laden with bags in each hand. He noticed her too. The light of recognition she saw in his eyes sent a warm flush spiralling from her face and heading south.
She formed her face into a polite smile, rapidly trying to think of something suitable to say when Amber swept into view. Amber Fielding—never backwards about coming forward. They’d known each other since childhood, but had never been close. They didn’t have much in common, although Amber usually participated in seasonal ceremonies.
Now, she swept up to Daniel with a sultry smile. “Have you decided what you want?” she whispered in a Marilyn Monroe voice. She reached out and trailed a manicured finger across his cheek. With his hands full of shopping, he was powerless to stop her. He jerked his head back, his eyes registering surprise. Amber laughed, a deep, throaty and somehow suggestive laugh, and continued down the street. “Let me know when you’ve made up your mind,” she called over her shoulder. “You know where to find me.”
Even knowing Amber, Cassie was stunned at the audacity of the encounter. She looked back to Daniel, whose face registered the astonishment he must be feeling.
“Does she always come on that strongly?” he asked.
“Like a bunny in heat, you mean? Quite often. It’s all a game to her. Looks like she has you in her sights.”
“Some game. She never asked if I wanted to play. If I did something like that to her, I’d be up on a charge of sexual harassment.”
“Maybe,” Cassie conceded, “but here in the country, it can take a little while for social attitudes to catch up.”
In her mind, it was Daniel who trailed a finger across her face, teasingly outlining her mouth before leaning in closer and—
“Perhaps you could direct me to the best bakery in town,” he said. “I’m sure locally baked bread will taste better than pre-sliced supermarket offerings.”
Cassie hoped he didn’t have the ability to read minds. In her experience, it was mostly women who could do that. “Sure. They’re both good, so I suggest you try each and decide for yourself. I usually shop at Wilson’s. They have a good selection of bread and their vanilla slices are to die for.”
“Thanks for the tip. Perhaps I’ll take one back for afternoon tea.” He lifted his arms slightly, indicating his shopping bags. “I’d better get this lot back to the car.”
“Don’t forget the due date on your books. There are fines for overdues. I can extend them, though, if nobody else has reserved them.”
It was a daft thing to say, but she couldn’t think what else was appropriate. Certainly not was really on her mind—that she wondered what his touch was like, and why his eyes looked to be dark mirrors to his soul. What was he doing here in Harrow, and why was this feeling like molten chocolate swirling in the pit of her belly?
“Sure,” he said. “I won’t forget. I’ll be back before then, anyway.”
Lunchtime errands complete, she hurried back to the library. She’d seen her aunt, Rowena, in the street as well, and it reminded her of the meeting that evening. They would be wanting answers from her, and she still wasn’t sure what she would say.
☐
The quotation Raff gave him for the repair was reasonable. Not that he had much choice. Raff had the only workshop in town. The car was booked in for later in the week.
“I can lend you a set of wheels if you need them,” Raff offered. “Won’t be anything as flash as this, but they’ll get you from A to B.”
“I should be fine. The cottage is close enough to walk, and the fresh air will do me good. I’ll keep it in mind though.”
On impulse, Daniel drove back along the road that had led him to town. He couldn’t get the scene from last night out of his mind. It had been so fantastical, he wondered if he had dreamed it. Perhaps it had been an illusion in the moonlight. Why would a naked woman be chanting in the bush?
He passed the turn-off to the Fielding property and watched carefully for the track he’d found the previous night. There it was. There was nothing indicating if it was private property, or perhaps part of a reserve. This time, he drove down, stopping in about the same place as he had seen the blue Mazda.
Climbing out, he looked around. No sign of anyone else. Michael Fielding’s words were still in his ears. Can’t be too careful. The track narrowed as he remembered, and he followed it some fifty metres through the scrub before it opened into a natural clearing. In the centre was a flat stone. He hadn’t imagined it. Walking closer, he saw the remains of a circle on the grass, made up of petals and something else. It was dispersed in places, but still clearly a circle. He picked up some of the petals and sniffed. Rose petals. The circle comprised deep red rose petals and what looked like crumbled eucalypt leaves.
When he stepped into the circle to inspect the stone more closely, a breeze whipped up, picking up the petals and whirling them around him. He stood still, as pieces of leaf flicked against his face and stung his cheeks. The sun disappeared behind a cloud, casting a shadow over the ground. It made him uneasy. The whole setup did.
His eye was caught by a movement beyond the clearing and in the surrounding trees. Was someone there? His jaw tightened as he strained to see. There he was. A man stood watching him. It looked like he was wearing a long cloak. That was ridiculous. It must have been a long bushman’s coat. Probably a local landowner. He might be trespassing. He’d better ask permission.
“Hello!” Daniel waved and started to walk towards the side of the clearing in the man’s direction, lifting his feet over the long grass. Damn. He stubbed his foot on a stone hidden in the grass, causing him to stumble briefly. When he looked up again, the man was gone. How could he have moved so quickly? Where had he gone?
“Hello?”
He walked to where he had last seen the man, but there was no sign of him. The grass wasn’t flattened, and there was no indication anyone had been there. Puzzled, he looked back towards the clearing, and there she was again. His night-time nymph, as naked as she had been the night before. This time, there was nowhere to hide. He was out in the open. Surely, she would see him. As he watched, a shimmer appeared around her and she faded from his sight—right there in front of him. One moment she was there and then next she had gone. Was he going crazy?
In a daze, he stepped closer to the stone, taking care this time to lift his feet. There on the altar lay a single purple flower. He recognised it as the orchid featured in the book he’d seen in the library. He could have sworn it wasn’t there before. He shook his head. If he’d had mushrooms for breakfast, perhaps he could understand, but this was beyond the realm of reality. Michael Fielding was right, and it wasn’t even moonlight.




Chapter 3
Cassie was out of the library a couple of minutes after official closing. Sometimes she stayed later, but not tonight. The meeting was with the senior women, and she was the youngest to be admitted to the inner circle.  It was only because she was her mother’s daughter. Since her mother’s death, the other women had taken her under their wing.
She slipped home first. Monty heard her coming and ran to meet her, yowling a greeting. “And hello to you, too. Is it me you’ve missed, or the dinner you’re waiting for?”
The cat followed her to the bedroom and watched as she stripped off her work clothes and pulled on her jeans and a casual top. “It’s just a discussion tonight, Monty. Nothing special, so these clothes are fine.” The cat jumped onto the bed with a short, mewed response. “I haven’t forgotten. I picked you up a nice piece of fish in my lunch hour.” The tip of the cat’s tail twitched. “C’mon. I’ll feed you before I have to go.”
She moved towards the door of her bedroom. The cat jumped off the bed and ran for the kitchen where he sat in front of his bowl. His eyes didn’t leave her as Cassie unwrapped the fishy parcel and cut part of a fillet into bite-sized pieces.
“There is something to tell you,” Cassie said. “A stranger came into the library today and looked at me weirdly. It was as though he knew me, but of course he didn’t. I’d never seen him before.”
The cat’s yellow eyes blinked before he buried his face in the bowl. The fish!
☐
When Cassie arrived at Rowena’s house, the other women were already there. They were seated in the lounge room, with expansive windows displaying the view out over the surrounding garden and the bush beyond. The harsh light of day had dimmed, but the twilight hour still allowed those inside to appreciate the view. Lilacs and pinks streaked across the sky, giving the world a magical perspective.
Each woman nursed a glass of wine, and cheese and biscuits were in arms’ reach on side tables. The combined scent of sandalwood and bush essences wafted from an oil burner in a corner of the room.
“Welcome, daughter of Bronwyn,” intoned Carmel Fielding. “Blessed Be. Now you’re here, we can begin.”
Cassie accepted a glass of merlot and took a seat in the remaining armchair. Carmel had called this meeting and she sat up straight with an air of importance. Cassie sipped her wine and tried not to sigh. She’d not been looking forward to this discussion.
Carmel cleared her throat and began. “Blessings of the Goddess be upon us. The time approaches for the winter-sun ceremony. It will soon be August and already the sun is rising a little earlier each day.”
The women nodded in agreement. “I’ve found some of the river mint plants on my morning walk,” Marnie said. She was a local indigenous woman, versed in which plants were edible, or perhaps could be used for medicinal purposes. “Not many, but soon there will be more. I even saw some sprigs of wattle this morning. That’s early.” She pursed her lips, nodding as she did. “Global warming, I reckon.”
Her assessment was met with a moment’s silence. What was there to say?
“I have a suggestion,” Rosie Wilson said. “If we want to greet the sun, we should do that from the top of Mt Benson this year. That’s where the sun’s rays strike first.” She flung out her arms expansively, almost knocking over her drink. Cassie leaned over and grabbed the glass, moving it to a safer position on the table. Rosie always gesticulated exuberantly when she spoke.
“No argument from me,” said Anna Morris. “Not as cold as down in the valley, and that’s always a plus at that time of day. It’s still winter, after all.”
There was a collective shiver in the room of the thought of that early morning chill on bare skin, for those who chose to be sky-clad.
“Well, if that’s agreed,” pressed Rosie, “I think my Evie should be the maid this year. She’s the right age, and it’s time to introduce her to the knowledge and the ways of the clan.”
Carmel snorted. “She’s still too young. Amber would be a better choice.”
Cassie rolled her eyes and caught a glance from Marnie behind Carmel’s back. Amber definitely was not a ‘maid’ and anyway, she had filled the ceremonial role in a previous year. “Amber has already filled that role,” she said. “She performed well as we all acknowledge, but we need to give all young women a turn.” She put on her most diplomatic voice. “Really, the role suits a young woman on the threshold of life—a bud yet to be opened, just as the sun’s rays have yet to awaken the earth.”
“Exactly.” Rosie pressed her point. “Evie is the perfect age.”
Carmel’s lips pressed tightly together, but she couldn’t argue against fact. Amber had previously been the maid. The conversation moved on to more practical matters, such as who was to bring which of the ceremonial items, and who would collect the flowers. They already knew the date, and they always assembled half an hour before sunrise.
“Cassie, you’ll lead the prayers again?” It was half question, half statement from Marnie.
“I can, but I don’t have to, Marnie. You know we’re all equal and if anyone else would like to take that role, I’m happy for them to do so.”
“No way, girl. You’re the one with the Gift. When you talk to the Goddess, she listens. Just like your mum.”
It was true Cassie’s gift was passed down from her mother, and from her mother’s mother before that.
“That brings us to the second matter for this evening,” said Carmel, fixing Cassie with the look for which she was well-known within the group. “Cassandra, for the good of this community, it’s time you were partnered. You’re now twenty-six, and your best child-making years are slipping away. Have you given thought to our last discussion?”
Cassie didn’t answer immediately, battling her rising irritation. She wasn’t a baby-making machine. Why did it have to be her? She raised her eyes to meet those now focused in her direction.
“I know you’re all worried about the continuation of the Gift, and the benefits it brings to this community. There are two comments I would make at this time.” She held up a finger. “One, there are no guarantees I’d fall pregnant, and if I did, that I would give birth to a daughter.”
She held up a second finger. “Two, there are no guarantees a daughter would inherit the Gift, and then lastly—”
“You said there were only two comments,” interrupted Rosie. Cassie fixed her with a look of her own.
“—and lastly, I will not marry just any man to satisfy the needs of this community. If it were that simple, I would have done so years ago.”
She sat back in her chair, but her white-knuckled grip on the armrests indicated her state of mind. The women exchanged glances before Carmel spoke again.
“We’re worried you’re running out of time. You know Bronwyn would have wanted this too. She knew and understood the responsibilities associated with the Gift.”
Why does Carmel have to make this such an onerous obligation? I know better than any of them what my mother would have wanted, and it would not have been a forced marriage.
“If Bronwyn were still with us, she would have advised you on your choice,” Rowena said. “As she is now in the place of eternal light and peace, at one with the earth from which we come and to which we all return, it is our duty to advise you in her place.” She leaned forward, tapping the armrest lightly for emphasis. “We have given you time, but so far you have done nothing about selecting a mate. That gives us little choice but to take steps on your behalf.”
Did they have to be so serious about all this? “I told you I was working on it.”
“So you did,” Rowena said. “But what have you done? We haven’t seen any action on your part.”
“I asked the Goddess to help me. Last night. I held a private ritual at the stone.” The comment was met with astonished stares.
“But you could have asked us,” Marnie said. “You know we’re here to help. There’s my Raff, for instance. He’s knowledgeable in the ways and is solid and reliable. He’d make a good husband.”
Cassie knew Raff quite well, and there was no way she would consider him as her life partner. He was solid and reliable—and boring to boot. No, that was wrong, he wasn’t boring. Because of his mother’s indigenous background, he’d grown up with knowledge she didn’t have, but there wasn’t the connection she sought in a future mate.
“He will make someone a very good husband,” Cassie said diplomatically, “but Raff and I have always been good friends, not potential lovers.”
“Being good friends is an excellent start,” Carmel sniffed. “The love comes with time.”
Cassie mustered her fast-dwindling patience. “That may be so, but I held a private ritual and made my offerings to Aphrodite. I asked her to find me a partner I could love, one who could love me in return and honour my Gift.”
“But that could take months, years even, and you’re not getting any younger.”
Rowena had married her childhood sweetheart when she was twenty, and to her, that was the perfect age. She said so often.
“Thank you for reminding me.” Cassie broke a cracker biscuit in half with a resounding snap. “I’m not on the shelf yet.”
Twenty-six wasn’t old surely? Just because there was no one in town who appealed to her, didn’t mean she had to settle for second best. Certainly not Raff. He was a perfectly lovely man, just not the right one for her.
It begged the question—how would she describe the right man for her? She’d never imagined what he might look like, even more, what he might feel like and what he might do. She would know him when she saw him. His characteristics were important—sense of humour, someone with integrity… oh, and good lover. That was a given.
Carmel broke into her reverie. “Aside from the time factor, it can’t be just anyone. He needs to be one of us.”
“Or be prepared to become one of us,” Rowena amended. “There’s no point in finding a mate who doesn’t understand the ways. He might take you from us, and that would be no better than no mate!”
Cassie looked around at the women in the room, watching her with looks of varied concern, reflecting their individual level of anxiety. They meant well. She would keep telling herself that. She assumed what she hoped was a reassuring smile.
“The Goddess will help.” Her open-handed gesture begged the question. “When has she ever let us down? She will answer my prayers. I understand your concerns, but you must listen when I say, I won’t marry just anyone, and when I do, the mate I choose will be for me.”
“I still think Raff is a worthy option,” Marnie muttered, but none of the others commented. Carmel did allow herself a sigh, but that was only to be expected from Carmel.
“Right, then,” Cassie said, more brightly than she felt. “We’ll give the Goddess a chance to act on my behalf. As soon as there’s any news, you’ll be the first to know. Agreed?”
She turned to Rowena. “If there’s nothing else to discuss, I’ll head off now. It’s been a busy day, and no doubt there’ll be another tomorrow.”
“I think it’s all been covered, dear. May the Goddess be with you. I’ll see you to the door.”
As Cassie and Rowena made their way through the house to the front door, there was a murmur of voices behind them. No prizes for guessing what they were talking about.
☐
Daniel was happy with his output for the day. He’d made solid progress. The pressure was mounting on this project. He’d taken over from a writer who was dismissed for harassment issues, and he didn’t have the time usually allocated for a script development. If he delivered on time, there would be a handsome bonus for him. If he didn’t, there would be a sad loss of face. He’d staked his reputation on completing the script within the original time frame.
He stood and stretched, easing the cricks from his neck and shoulders. Shouldn’t sit so much. Getting out for a walk would be good. A rumble in his belly reminded him it was time for food. Decisions. He had stocked the fridge but wasn’t in the mood to cook. If he walked down to the pub, he could stretch his legs and buy a meal as well. He wouldn’t do that every evening, he told himself. Just this once.
The choice of which pub was easy. The closest. In time, he could try the other. It was an unusually balmy night, almost t-shirt weather, but he slung a jacket over his shoulder in case it was cooler when he walked home. To appease his conscience about going to the pub, he walked the long way around, traversing several streets before turning in the direction of the hotel. He passed some people in their gardens, either watering or just sitting on their veranda and taking the evening air. Everyone waved and called a greeting. Seemed a friendly community.
A few vehicles were drawn up in front of the pub, and the light spilled out through the windows of the front bar. When he pushed open the door, he was met by a series of inquisitive eyes. Several people sat on stools at the bar and swivelled to see who was entering their domain. Others sat at tables or played darts in the corner. A flat-screen television was fixed to an end wall and was tuned to a current reality cooking program. Nobody paid it any attention.
“G’day, mate. I didn’t expect to see you in here.” Raff threw an expansive gesture with one hand, the other firmly clutching a pint. “Welcome to the Harrow Arms.”
Daniel nodded at Raff and paused, looking around uncertainly. He was only after a quick pub meal, not a social outing. He didn’t want to get caught up in a drinking session.
The barman leaned on one end of the bar, chatting to a couple of people. He inclined his head in Daniel’s direction, and murmured something to them before straightening up and moving towards him. He greeted Daniel with a genial smile. “Good evening to you. What can I get you?”
The blackboard behind the bar proclaimed the special of the day to be a schnitzel with a choice of sauces. That would do. Nothing fancy.
“I’ll settle for your finest schnitzel with mushroom sauce and pint of Coopers Ale, thanks.”
The barman pulled the beer and placed it in front of Daniel. The glass frosted with the cold and a trickle of froth slid down the side. “Nice night for it,” the barman said. “That’ll be eighteen dollars. The schnitty will be out soon.”
“Thanks.” Daniel counted out the correct change, then picked up his beer and moved to a table by the window. It was a good vantage point from which to watch the street outside, but also to not get drawn in with the bar conversation. He sat down, resting his head briefly in his hands and massaging his forehead as though it could clear the fog of an intense afternoon’s work.
The table rocked slightly. Daniel looked up as Raff plonked himself into the opposite chair. “Got a headache, mate?”
“No, nothing like that. Just a bit tired after a long day.” It seemed he would have company, whether he liked it or not. Welcome to life in a small town.
“Try working on cars all day. Then you’d know what tired is. What is it you do anyway?”
“I’m a writer.”
“You mean like, books and things?” Raff settled back in his chair with a slight frown as he contemplated what that might mean.
“Sometimes, but right now, I’m working on a film script. The pressure’s on to get it finished.” He took a sip of his beer and wiped away the moustache of froth with the back of his hand. ‘That’s why I’ve come here for a while. I need to get away from the distractions of the city and pump out some solid work.”
Raff grinned. “You’ve come to the right place, then. Nothing much happens around here so you’ll be able to put your nose to the grindstone.” He sipped his own beer and gave a small belch, releasing a faint sour odour. “I haven’t met a writer before. I never thought of that as being work, though.”
“When you have to write to pay the bills, it soon becomes work.”
“I guess you’re right about that.” He didn’t sound entirely convinced. “So, what’s this film about then?”
Daniel was still considering how best to respond when he noticed a large tattoo winding around Raff’s forearm, and twisted his head slightly, trying to see what it was. His curiosity didn’t go un-noticed. Raff pushed his sleeve up and moved his arm closer to Daniel. It was a snake. A bloody big snake.
“It’s my totem,” Raff said by way of explanation. “It’s the one I was born with. My mother’s a Kaurna woman, and I was brought up with the old ways and knowledge. This here serpent reminds me of my culture and heritage.” He pushed his sleeve down again and picked up his beer. “Course, I have a bit of the white man in me too, so I have the best of both worlds.”
“What does a girl have to do to get a drink around here?”
Daniel knew who it would be before turning around. She must have come in while he was inspecting the tattoo.
“Buy it like everyone else, Amber,” Raff said. “See Tom at the bar.”
Amber pouted. “Raff, you’re no fun at all.” Her gaze slid over to Daniel. “We’ve got to stop meeting like this,” she simpered, pulling her arms back slightly and pushing her breasts forward in what he now recognised as a familiar action. “It must be destiny.”
Daniel smiled weakly. Not if I can help it.
“Schnitzel!” the barman called out, indicating the plate sitting on the bar. No table service here. Daniel pushed his chair back and crossed to the bar, picking up his meal along with a knife and fork wrapped up in a paper serviette. By the time he returned to his table, Amber had moved on, chatting to couple of women at another table.
His relief must have showed on his face. “Don’t let her worry you,” Raff said. “She’s like that with everyone. You’re the new bloke in town, so you’ll be the focus of her attention for a while. It’ll pass when someone else comes along.”
Daniel unwrapped the cutlery and sliced into the veal. It was tender. That was always a risk with a schnitzel. Perhaps it was made in-house and not a mass-produced and frozen item. Movement outside caught his eye. It was the librarian, hands in the pockets of her jacket and walking briskly down the street. Her figure was obscured by the protective clothing, but it didn’t erase his memory of what lay beneath. He thought he could faintly hear her footsteps, but perhaps that was in his imagination, wanting some tangible connection with her.
He watched her progress, wondering where she might be heading at this time of day. A large bird swooped low over her head. Odd. Frowning, he rubbed his eyes and peered out again into the evening. The bird was gone—if it had even been there in the first place.
Shifting his gaze back inside the room, he saw Raff was also watching her. The expression in his face was curiously speculative, as though he had wonders of his own. Raff was bound to know who she was, but something told Daniel not to ask any questions. He wouldn’t let anyone know what he’d seen. This was something he would keep close to his chest until he knew what it was about, and even then, in a small town, it probably wasn’t something to talk about. Particularly by an outsider. He turned back to his meal.




Chapter 4
The half-light cast a muted tone over the bush. Leaves dripped with early morning dew. Daniel opened the timber gate in the fence at the rear of the property. The area beyond was undeveloped, but there was a rough path leading down the slope. If he’d been at home in the city, he might still have been collecting zeds, but early morning birds had woken him. He tried to ignore them for all of five minutes before deciding he might as well get up. It was a beautiful time of day for a walk.
As he followed the path down the slope of the hillside, the temperature noticeably dropped. The atmosphere was other-worldly, far removed from the local village environment. Ferns slapped against his legs and a fresh, earthy smell hung heavily in the air. A couple of times, he thought he had lost the path and pushed through the undergrowth until finding the trail again. It opened out by the side of a creek, not very deep but running with clear water.
Lacy green fronds of fennel grew at the water’s edge. He picked some and chewed it, remembering doing the same when playing around local creeks as a child. It was a memory dragged from a long-forgotten past. He had no idea then of the crisp and tasty bulb that lay at the base.
“This here’s a woman’s place.”
Daniel whirled around. He hadn’t heard anyone approach. An elderly aboriginal woman stood behind him, with a tote bag slung over one shoulder.
“You shouldn’t be here.” It was an accusing tone.
“I’m sorry. I didn’t know I was trespassing. I was out for a walk and the path lead me down in this direction.”
The woman gave a snort of derision. “It’s not a question of trespassing. The land down by the water is a recognized women’s site. The Kaurna women have a spiritual connection to this land.”
Daniel rubbed his jaw in surprise. He hadn’t realized aboriginal sites would be in the area.  Made sense, though, when he thought about it. The bush was pristine. European development hadn’t touched it. “I didn’t know. There weren’t any signs.”
“We don’t need signs. Not the sort you read, anyway. People around here know where they shouldn’t go and abide by the ways of the old people.”
Daniel looked around. He half expected a group of aboriginal women to leap out at him from behind the trees, waving weapons or their fists, at the very least. How was I to know? Nobody had mentioned anything like this to me, particularly not Bob Russell when we finalized the lease for the cottage.
“If you show me the borders of the area that’s out-of-bounds, I’ll keep clear of it in future.”
The woman looked at him impassively. Daniel resisted the urge to shrug. He didn’t want to get her offside, any more than he already had. Unexpectedly the woman grinned, and with that, her demeanor changed.
“You white blokes don’t know anything. The area down here’s reserved for women’s business. Keep away from it, and you’ll be all right.”
She resettled the straps of her bag more comfortably onto her shoulder. Daniel could see it held leaves of some sort, which she must have been collecting. It definitely wasn’t fennel.
“I’m Marnie, by the way. You must be that bloke living in Bob’s place.”
“I am. There are no secrets around here. Pleased to meet you, Marnie.” He attempted a smile. “If you could give me pointers on any other no-go zones, I’d appreciate it. As both a ‘white bloke,’ as you put it, and a newcomer to town, I’m a bit ignorant of these things.”
“You’ll be right. Like I said, keep away from here, and you’ll be okay. If there’s anything else you need to know, Raff will tell you.” Without any form of farewell, she turned and headed away from him, along the bank of the creek. The encounter had been bemusing, to say the least. Daniel was still watching her when she paused and turned to look back at him.
“Watch out for snakes. If you encounter one of those, you’re definitely in the wrong place.”
With that, she continued on her way and was soon hidden from view by the undergrowth. What a bizarre encounter. Daniel shivered. There was a chill in the air he hadn’t noticed before, and the bottom of his jeans was damp. Time to go back to the cottage. At least he could get an early start on his work.
This time he was more observant, taking note of his surroundings and not just the path ahead. A flash of purple caught his eye. On closer inspection, it was a small cluster of purple orchids. They looked like the illustration he’d seen in the book at the library. Not only that, they looked like the single flower he’d seen on the stone in the clearing. Strange coincidence. On impulse, he picked a couple, and some of the surrounding greenery. It made him think of the librarian, yet another connection in this strange town.
☐
“I should be back around lunchtime.” Cassie grabbed the keys to the library van and headed for the door. This was the day she did her rounds, delivering books to people who were unable to get to the library. Some were elderly, others were not in good health. She was a popular visitor at the local nursing home, where she had a good understanding of the literary tastes of her customers.
On impulse, she picked up the book detailing the history of a local family. It had been requested by Daniel Burton and arrived with the morning deliveries from Eden Valley. Her route took her past his cottage, so she could drop it in to him. It would be on her way. It wasn’t that she was curious about him. Course not. Why bother texting him if she was going in his direction anyway? If he wasn’t there, she would leave it on the doorstep and send him a text to make sure he found it.
Lanes End Cottage was the last of her calls. The squeak of the front gate would surely advertise her arrival, but she knocked on the door anyway. And waited. A car sat in the driveway, so someone should be home. She was raising her hand to knock again when the door swung open. Daniel stood there, confusion etched on his face. His hair was ruffled as though he had been running his hands through it, and his bare feet indicated he was in casual mode.
The look he gave her was strange, unnerving even. What was that about? She cleared her throat. “I’m Cassie Craven—from the library. You requested this book via inter-library transfer. It came in this morning, so I thought I’d drop it off.”
“You didn’t have to do that. I could have come in to collect it, but thank you.”
He held out his hand for the book. She glanced at the extended  hand. It had the appearance of being strong, though the fingers weren’t calloused from hard work.
His fingers grazed hers as he took the book, delivering an unexpected but noticeable frisson. At least, that’s what it felt like. What caused that connection?
Surely, he felt it as well? He didn’t react, so perhaps not. Not everyone had her level of sensitivity to the auras of other people. This was something to think about in private.
Concealing her startled reaction, Cassie raised her eyes back to his. “I was doing the weekly book run and had to pass this way so it was no trouble.” She turned to go.
“Do I have to sign anything?” Daniel called after her.
She paused and turned back to face him. “I’ve checked it out to you already. Nothing to sign. Just keep your eye on the due date.” His expression was still quizzical. “I didn’t mean to disturb you,” she added. The way he was looking at her, she must have.
“I was deeply in the work zone,” he admitted. “It’s just taken a few moments for my brain to clear. It’s time I stretched and took a break anyway.”
He ran his hand through his hair, scruffing it even more. “”I’m about to make a cup of tea. Would you care to join me?”
Cassie hesitated. It was a long time since breakfast but her initial instinct was to leave. She should get back to the library, but he’d stirred her interest. She didn’t really know him, but he didn’t look dangerous. He appeared to sense her concerns.
“You’re probably due for a break as well. We can sit on the deck out the back.”
Somehow, sitting out the back seemed safer than sitting inside. Easier to leave if she had to do so in a hurry. “Okay. I can’t stay long, but you’re right. It’s way past morning tea time.”
He brought her through the house to where a set of double doors opened out onto the rear deck. Both doors were open, allowing light and fresh air to penetrate the dining room. Daniel filled the electric jug before pointing her in the direction of the table and chairs outside.
“Take a seat. I won’t be long. I only have English Breakfast tea—is that okay?”
“Perfect, with milk, thanks.” Cassie at down and took in the scene before her. At some point, a previous occupant had put a lot of time into the garden. It provided a lovely, relaxing backdrop.
“What do you think of Harrow?” she called, knowing Daniel could hear her from inside.
“I haven’t seen enough to make a considered opinion, but the town seems both quiet and friendly. Those qualities suit my purposes.”
A few minutes later, he carried out two mugs of tea, with a plate holding some biscuits carefully balanced on top of one mug. “Are there places I ought to see? Perhaps I need a tour guide, if you have any recommendations.”
Cassie regarded him coyly over the rim of her cup. “Amber might be willing to help out.”
Daniel rolled his eyes theatrically. “She’s not my type.”
“What is your type?” She ran her tongue around her lips in a parody of Amber.
“I know more about what it isn’t rather than what it is. Watch this space.”
There was an awkward moment’s silence as each absorbed the direction of the conversation. Cassie flushed inwardly. What’s going on here? It’s not like me to flirt with strangers.
Daniel smiled infuriatingly, but changed the subject. “Thanks for bringing the book. It was most thoughtful of you.”
“An unusual title, if you don’t mind my saying. What’s the interest in local history?”
“I’m undertaking research for a film script. I’ve been commissioned to adapt a novel roughly set in this region, and I need some in-depth detail about the era and how people led their lives. Accuracy is important to the audience.”
“When will the film be made?”
“That part is out of my hands. I just write it. It’s up to the producer to get the project off the ground. I hope that happens, of course, because then there’ll be an on-going role for me.”
“It might come to our cinema then.”
“Really? I didn’t think Harrow was big enough for a cinema.”
She laughed. “It’s not. We have to drive to Mt Torrens, but that’s not very far. If you look in the local paper, you’ll see the program for the coming week.” She indicated the copy of the Harrow Times, which lay on the outdoor table. “It has all the local news. We don’t focus much on the rest of the world here. Everything of importance happens in this valley.”
“So, you’re telling me Harrow is insular?”
“Not at all. It’s just that we’ve worked out what is important for us and how we live our lives.”
There was another strange look on his face, almost quizzical. “I’m sure living and working here has its moments. Perhaps you can tell me about that sometime.”
“Hm—I’m not sure what there is to tell.” She glanced at her watch. “Oh, crap. They’ll be sending out a search party soon. I’d better get back to work. Thanks for the tea.”
She jumped up, pushing her chair back. For a while, she’d totally forgotten about the library.  The route to the front door took her through the main part of the house. She glanced around surreptitiously, noting the laptop and research books set up on the dining table. That wasn’t all. A vase sat in a central position, featuring deep purple orchids offset with ferny fronds.
She stopped so abruptly, Daniel nearly bumped into her. “Where did you get those? You shouldn’t have picked them. They’re Musky Caladenia orchids—Australian natives and quite rare, around here anyway.”
“Don’t tell me I’m in trouble again. I found them on my walk this morning. What’s your interest?”
Trouble? What did he mean? “My mother used to cultivate orchids and I ended up with her collection. It sparked my interest as well, but not just for those you commonly see in a florist shop. I love finding native specimens and trying to cultivate those as well.”
“I can show you where I found those, if you like.”
Blessed be. He’d made the offer without her having to ask. “I’d appreciate that. I can’t look now, though. I should get back to work.”
“Why don’t you drop back later? What time do you finish?”
“I started early today, so finish at four. If I come straight here, there will still be enough daylight to see them. Is it far?”
“It’s a bit beyond the back fence. The path winds around the valley, but it won’t be too far down the hill.” He paused. “As long as we don’t go down by the creek. I’ve already been warned off once today.”
“Oh?”
“I met an aboriginal woman down in the gully this morning, and she told me it was a site for women only.”
“That would be Marnie. She’s right. As long as we don’t go down by the creek, we’ll be fine. Even I wouldn’t venture there without an invitation.”
She moved her bag to the other shoulder. “This time, I really must be going. I’ll see you after work.”
As she clambered back into the library van, Cassie was surprised to see Daniel amble out onto the front veranda. He raised a hand in farewell salute as she reversed out of the driveway and headed back to town.
Unusual man. He would find it quiet living in the cottage, but that evidently suited his needs. If she were honest with herself, she was pleased she had an excuse to come back. I’d like to get to know Daniel Burton a little better. No harm in that. He’s only in town for a short time, anyway.
She couldn’t tell him about her real interest in the orchids. Finding more was a stroke of luck. If she slipped home quickly before coming back this afternoon, she could bring a pot and a hand trowel. She might be able to carefully relocate a couple of plants to the greenhouse. She needed more if she wanted to extract enough tincture. Perhaps here was an opportunity to test what she already had.
☐
It was difficult to focus on his work after Cassie left. Daniel washed their cups and wandered back out to the rear deck, looking at the dense scrub beyond the boundary fence. He hadn’t expected it to hold such astonishing secrets. How many more were out there?
Returning inside, he did a quick internet search on the Musky Caladenia orchid. As Cassie said, it was a rare specimen. It was known to have unique medicinal properties that were not fully understood by conventional medicine. He looked at the flowers in his vase with newly appreciative eyes and kept reading.
Orchids are a symbol of fertility and love. The flowers are exotic and alluring.
The more he thought about it, that description didn’t just fit the flowers. The woman in the clearing two nights ago had been more alluring that any woman he’d seen before. He still didn’t understand what he had observed, but one thing he did know. The opportunity of getting to know the librarian better was one he looked forward to.
With that in mind, he slipped down the main street early in the afternoon and came back with a bottle of wine and the makings of a meal. Perhaps he could persuade her to stay a bit longer. Just the thought prompted physical stirrings. His stay in Harrow was about to get a lot more interesting.




Chapter 5
The afternoon dragged. Cassie had to check-in and re-shelve the book returns collected on the morning run. She also had a session to deliver to a group of high school students about searching library resources and on-line databases scheduled. The students were fidgety and whispered between themselves. Nobody was really focussed, herself included. Cassie paused meaningfully a couple of times, but then took pity on them all, herself included and wrapped up the session, releasing the students back to their teachers.
Usually, she took her time at the end of her shift—shutting down her computer, washing her coffee mug, and exchanging farewell chats, but not today. She watched her quitting time ticking closer and was ready to go on the stroke of four. It wasn’t just the prospect of finding the orchids that dominated her thoughts. Daniel Burton intrigued her. Until her morning’s visit, she had been mildly interested in him. He was a newcomer to town, and that was enough to spark curiosity in a small community. His looks were rugged rather than movie-star handsome, but he had the indefinable x-factor.
It could pique any woman’s interest. Just ask Amber. Not that she would. Amber gave every impression of wanting to devour him for breakfast. The physical appeal was obvious, but it was the underlying sensation that interested Cassie. She thought about the jolt she’d received when their fingers touched. It was some years since her mother died, but Cassie still remembered one of their last conversations.
“When you meet the man meant for you,” Bronwyn had said, “the vibration will shake you to your core. It will be a recognition that can’t be denied. This is as it was between your father and me, and that is how it will be for you.” She had grasped her daughter’s hand in hers to emphasise what she was saying. “The attraction is very strong for the women in our family, and has always been so.”
Cassie’s father had died in an accident when she was a child.  Bronwyn was an attractive woman, and although the subject of continued masculine interest, she never looked at another man after the death of her husband. She’d had the best, she’d said, and saw no reason to accept one of the ‘rest’.
There were many things Bronwyn had taught her daughter before she died, amongst them the distillation of herbal tinctures and their uses. Cassie had continued the research her mother started, but the opportunity to put this particular tincture to the test had not arisen. She had no idea of the strength, but suspected its aphrodisiac properties would be considerable. There was only one way to find out. If she only used a drop and assessed the reaction, that wouldn’t be so bad, surely?
With one eye on the sky gauging the level of remaining daylight, Cassie drove home, resisting the urge to plant her foot. The winter solstice had passed, so the days were lengthening. There would be enough time.
Monty looked up from his vantage point in the front window where he basked in the late afternoon sun. He yawned and stretched, his ears twitching as he contemplated his next move.
“This is a fleeting visit, Monty. I’ll chat to you later.”
The cat evidently understood, for he settled his chin on his front paws and closed his eyes. The slight twitch to the tip of his tail indicated he was not totally comatose.
She quickly changed out of her work clothes, pulling on a pair of jeans and a casual shirt. Going through to her workbench in the rear sunroom, Cassie examined the labels on her tincture vials until she found the right one. Muscal. There wasn’t much liquid in the tiny bottle. She had used many flowers to distil the required product, and the orchids were not readily available.
She unscrewed the lid and sniffed. She could just discern the faint musky scent. It was delicate, but distinct. Cassie closed her eyes, allowing herself to experience the heady sensation that swept over her body. How much was physical and how much was psychological was difficult to tell. The tightness in her breasts and the heat which engulfed her body in waves both teased and tantalized. It felt as though the world was closing in on her.
She jerked her eyes open, gasping for a breath of fresh air. She had to clear her head, and quickly. All around her, colours assumed a strange luminance, brighter and more intense. A faint purple mist hovered at the far reaches of her vision.
“Wow—that’s some reaction!”
Hearing her voice, Monty stirred and turned his yellow eyes in her direction. He was a good-looking cat. She’d always known that but now as she looked at him, Cassie realized he was handsome in a way she’d never previously appreciated.
She pushed open the back door and took deep breaths of fresh air. She had to hold herself together. If this was what a whiff of scent could do, what would happen when ingesting the mixture? Time was slipping by. She needed to hurry. To help clear her head, she opened a vial of Clary Sage and sniffed deeply. The pungent green smell caused a momentary flash behind her eyes, but the physical sensations she’d experienced began to subside. Best she take the Clary Sage with her as well. It wasn’t quite an antidote, but at least it helped clear her head. She slipped both vials into her bag.
Quickly stroking Monty under his chin, she dumped some fishy cat biscuits in his food bowl and picked up her car keys. “Don’t wait up for me, Monty. I’m not sure when I’ll be home."
☐
Daniel had left the front door open and heard the car pull up in the driveway. When he looked outside to verify it was Cassie, he saw her take a planter pot and hand trowel out of the trunk. He noticed she didn’t lock the car. Perhaps security wasn’t much of an issue in a town where everyone knew everyone else.
“Back already,” he said as though he hadn’t been listening out for her. He’d finally settled down to work, but her anticipated return remained at the back of his mind.
“Can I offer you a drink? Water, perhaps?”
“Thank you, no. I’d like to make the most of the remaining daylight.”
“Sure.” Daniel shut the front door and gestured towards the double doors at the rear. “I thought you might say that. We can have a drink after. Follow me.” He led her through the rear garden and opened a timber gate in the back fence, providing access to the path and the tract of bushland at the rear.
His memory hadn’t betrayed him. They located the cluster of flowers a short distance down the slope of the hill. The grass was still flattened from his early-morning trampling, and that in itself was a give-away. Daniel pointed out the orchids and stood back, allowing Cassie to move forward and examine them closely.
“What a find!” she exclaimed. “Why did you take note of them? Not many people would recognise them for what they are.”
Simple, really. I found one of the flowers lying on a stone in a clearing in a remote section of the bush.  Then I spied on you while you were reading up about them in the library. He shrugged. “I thought they might be orchids but had no idea what type. Botany is not my strong point.”
She circled the outcrop, looking for any other specimens. “I know I shouldn’t disturb them, but I want to propagate a couple of plants in my greenhouse.” She knelt down on the ground. “I’ll carefully dig two up and leave the rest alone. If I dig around the plant, I shouldn’t disturb the bulb and the root structure.”
“Can I help?” Daniel asked.
As she leaned over the plants, the neckline of her top gaped slightly, giving him a glance of those delicious breasts. He caught his breath. Down, boy. He quickly looked around at the surrounding trees, anything really, before looking back at what she was doing.
“No, it’s better I do this,” Cassie spoke quietly, as though even a loud voice could be disturbing. “They’re sensitive plants. I’ve found they respond best when only one person handles them.”
“I can understand that. Plants never thrive under my ministrations. It’ll be getting dark soon, so if you want to see what you’re doing, I suggest you lever them out now.”
Working swiftly, she dug a margin around the plants and eased them from the earth, putting them into the flower pot with some sphagnum moss and patting them down.
“I won’t offer to carry them, but I can at least take the trowel for you,” Daniel said. “You lead the way.”
☐
By the time they made their way through the back gate, daylight was fading and night crickets were screeching their song in the grass. Their progress was marked by the chorus of night birds, and at one point, a large bird swooped over-head, its wings making a muted whooshing sound.
The lights from the cottage beckoned as they came through the back garden. Daniel turned to Cassie. “If you want to water your plants under the garden tap, you can leave the pot on the deck to drain while we have a drink inside.”
“I didn’t mean to put you to any trouble. I should get out of your hair.”
“No trouble. I’ve done enough work for one day, and I’m sure you have too. I’d normally relax with a wine about this time.”
Cassie briefly held the pot under the running water as he had suggested, and placed it on the deck. The plants held firm and didn’t look traumatised from being disturbed. So far, so good. She wiped her feet on the door mat and followed Daniel inside.
With night falling, the cottage took on a cosier perspective. Daniel indicated they should sit in the lounge area in the comfy chairs. “If we need it, I’ll light the fire later. The temperature’s still mild, but might get chilly as the evening progresses.”
How late do you think I’ll be staying? Cassie pursed her lips, but refrained from comment.
Daniel placed a tray of nibbles on the small coffee table. She regarded the cheese, crackers, olives and stuffed vine leaves with some amusement. He was an attentive host. It wasn’t what she had expected. It heightened her feeling of anticipation.
“Would you like red or white wine? I have both.”
Cassie was happy with either but the dark colour of the red wine might make that a better choice. “The red. I drink more red in winter.”
As he moved between the open plan kitchen and the lounge, busying himself with the glasses and opening the bottle, she took advantage of his distraction to study him. He didn’t fit her perception of what a writer should look like. He wasn’t pale, didn’t have a limpid personality, and as far as she knew, didn’t smoke Gauloises. He came across as a practical, solid, and red-blooded man. He was neither introverted, nor totally absorbed in himself. In short, he seemed perfectly normal. There was something appealing about him, though. Had the Goddess worked so quickly? But, how could she? Daniel was an outsider. He was only in Harrow for a limited time.
That, in itself, was an advantage. She could test the tincture without being concerned about repercussions. After she’d assessed his reaction, she could leave, and when his project was finished, he would leave Harrow. There wouldn’t be any complications. She could do this. If she kept repeating that to herself, she could ignore the twinge of misgivings. She didn’t want to think about the ethics of what she was planning.
What would it feel like to have a man desiring her? Truly desiring, not just assuming that as one of the single women in Harrow, she was available. She wanted more than that. Otherwise, she might as well accept Raff’s overtures, and lead a nice, pre-ordained, totally uninspiring life.
What she hadn’t thought about was how she was going to deliver the potion. She would only use one drop. If there was no response, she could increase the dose next time. Next time? Focus on the here and now. Daniel came back with the glasses of wine and handed one to her.
Cassie sipped her wine and settled back more comfortably in her chair. “So have you worked on any films I might recognise?”
“Runtime was the last movie.”
Impressive. “Really! But it’s not even Australian.”
“Ever heard of the internet? I did attend a couple of meetings in the States, but otherwise we collaborated online. The only downside was the time difference.”
“I’ll have to make a point of seeing it now.”
“If you’re really interested, I have a copy on DVD. You can borrow it.” Daniel levered himself out of his chair. “Shan’t be a moment. It’s in a box in the bedroom.”
Cassie reached into her bag until her fingers closed around the Muscal vial, keeping an eye on Daniel’s back in case he looked back. He didn’t. Unscrewing the lid, she tilted the vial over his wine. A drop hung quivering at the edge before slipping into the ruby liquid. The vial was back in her bag before he returned.
“Here you are. Return it when you’ve watched it.” He picked up his wine glass. Cassie held her breath as he took a sip, trying not to look as though she was watching. “Eugh! This tastes foul. The wine must be corked. Don’t drink it.”
“Mine’s fine. Perhaps it is only the first sip. It might taste better after a while.” Surely the tincture didn’t taste that strong? The musky flavour should blend with the wine. While Daniel tipped his wine out in the kitchen, she quickly looked at the vial again. Clary Sage. She had dropped Clary Sage into his wine. Damn. I blew that. Perhaps the Goddess was telling me this wasn’t an ethical move. No wonder it tasted so bad. She stuffed it back in her bag as he returned.
“Give me your glass. I’ll tip that out also. Lucky I’ve got another bottle.”
“Really, there’s no need. My wine tastes good. Did you clean your teeth recently? That might have influenced the flavour. Drink some water and then try again.”
Looking perplexed, Daniel briefly rubbed his forehead as though to erase the frown before doing as she suggested. “You’re right. It tastes different now.” He took another sip. “Perhaps I hadn’t washed the glass properly.”
Cassie acquiesced with a shrug and smiled disarmingly. At least she hoped it was. He swivelled to look at her.
“Tell me more about yourself. How do you come to be living in Harrow?”
“It wasn’t a matter of choice. This is where my parents lived, and their parents before them. It’s a small, but close, community.”
“You must have made a conscious choice to stay here, though.”
“True.” There was a moment’s silence as she thought back to that time in her life. “I lived in the city while studying and gaining my degree. I could have stayed there, but my mother became ill and I had to come back here to look after her. That time re-affirmed my connection to the town.”
He had that strange look on his face again—quizzical, but unfathomable. What was going through his mind?
“So how do you spend your time here, when you’re not working, I mean?”
Cassie dropped her eyes. He was an outsider and she didn’t know him well. She couldn’t tell him about her connections to the Earth Mother or her gifts bestowed by the Goddess. What would he think if she told him the local community all embraced rituals and beliefs ensuring their collective well-being? Would he think he’d fallen into a witch’s den? Well he had—sort of.
“It’s a less-pressured lifestyle in Harrow, much easier to connect with the environment. That’s always good for the soul, don’t you think?”
“I’m sure you’re right. I spend so much time in front of a screen, conjuring up other realities that it probably doesn’t matter where I am. I’ve always found a quality shiraz and some tasty local cheese to be good for my soul, but I’m open to being convinced otherwise.”
Cassie acted on impulse, not giving herself time to think. “All right, then. Come with me.” She set down her wine and stood up. Removing the glass from Daniel’s hand, she put that on the table as well and held out her hand to him. “I’ll show you.”
He looked astonished, but stood up. His hand in hers was warm. She could have sworn there was a slight tingle at the touch, but pushed the thought aside. Before he could object, she dragged him outside onto the back deck. Night had fallen while they had been inside. It was a clear night, surprisingly so for that time of year.
“Look up,” she instructed. “Tell me what you see.”
Daniel looked about him. “Not much. It’s night for a start. There’s some moonlight, but it’s in the waning phase. There are some stars, and on a more earthly level, the shadows and shapes of the garden and the bush beyond.” He looked back at her. “Is that what you wanted to hear?”
“You’re looking in the right direction, but you need to interpret what you’re seeing.” She gestured towards the moon. “The waning moon indicates you’re approaching a time of retrospection. It’s time to recharge and evaluate your recent actions and their strategic relevance to your life goals. Do you follow that?”
He nodded. “I think so. I hadn’t thought of it in that light before.”
“You always will now. Then there are the stars. They have their own story to tell.”
“They’re certainly brighter here away from city lights.”
“The Milky Way stretches above us like a celestial river, carrying important messages on its path as the seasons change. The ancient ones relied on this information, and it’s just as relevant today. The challenge is knowing how to interpret it.”
“Hmm.” He peered skywards again. “Well, I know how to locate the northern compass point with reference to the stars in the Southern Cross.”
“Exactly. That’s a well-known practical use. The position of the stars and planets also changes with the seasons. By keeping track of that celestial guide, you’ll know what’s happening on the earth below. You’ll plant crops at the right time, and understand the coming seasonal changes.”
She didn’t want to sound as though she was giving a lecture and moderated her voice. “The people in Harrow observe and live their life by those changes. That’s just a synopsis, of course. There’s a lot more to interpreting those messages.”
As he looked towards the heavens, his face was illuminated by moonlight. Cassie knew some societies regarded the moon as masculine, a celestial partner to the feminine sun. To her though, as with the rest of the local women, the moon and her powers were overwhelmingly female.
Those wispy fingers of light were now caressing his face, and her fingers itched to do the same. She was close enough to discern a faint woody scent, and there was nothing musky about it. She wanted to trail her fingers down the side of his face, following the moon-lit contours. Why this almost irresistible urge to kiss him? She hadn’t even used the Muscal. What would have happened if she had?
He turned back towards her and as he did, the light bathing his face dissolved into shadow and his expression with it. She was totally taken by surprise when he took a step towards her, blocking the moonlight from view and then in a deliberate action, claimed her lips with his. She closed her eyes and after a millisecond’s hesitation, surrendered herself to the sweet sensation.
☐
The moon, the stars… how did she know these things? There was much about Cassie Craven that both intrigued and bemused. Turning back to the woman by his side, her upturned face was softly illuminated by the moon, her lips parted invitingly as she looked up at him.
There was a sweet, musky smell. It reminded him of something, but he couldn’t remember what. All he knew was he wanted to taste those lips turned enticingly towards him. There was a message in her eyes, but was he reading it correctly? He wanted to unclip the barrette in her hair and run his fingers through her loosened tresses. In a startling flashback, he saw the woman bathed in moonlight in that strange scene by the stone, and his arousal mimicked his initial response.
He reached out and seized her by the shoulders, drawing her close before claiming her lips with his. For a millisecond, there was no response. As a flush of embarrassment hit his ears, Cassie gave a soft moan, and opened her mouth in response to his probing. That was all the invitation necessary. Sliding his arms around her, he pulled her body closer, feeling her breasts pressing against his chest. Dammit. That wasn’t the only firm connection point. He didn’t want to frighten her off.
She placed her hands on his upper chest, whether to push him away or seeking further touch, he wasn’t sure. He broke contact, pulling back without releasing his hands, so he could look her in the eyes.
“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have done that. I never meant to accost you.”
“Accost me? I didn’t interpret it that way.” Her voice was barely audible. She didn’t make any effort to extricate herself. “The moonlight has another effect. I should have warned you about that.”
“You mean, as long as the moon is waning, I can bring you out here and have my wicked way with you?”
She coloured appealingly. “Just when the moon is shining is fine, and it doesn’t necessarily have to be out here.”
“But if I kiss you when we’re inside, how will we know the moon is shining?”
“Ah,” she said. “That’s part of the moon’s magic. It has far-reaching effects, even when you’re not fully aware of it.”
He contemplated her for a moment. Was she taking the mickey? “So long as there’s a moon shining somewhere, I can kiss you?”
She gave him a low-lidded look, quite out of character with his perception of how a librarian should behave. “Not necessarily, but it helps.”
“You never cease to amaze me, not since that first night.” His arms tightened briefly before he dropped a kiss on her lips. “Come on. We might as well go back inside. This is a conversation that can take place anywhere.”
Before he dropped his hands from her shoulders, he could have sworn he felt a slight vibration. Perhaps Cassie was feeling the cold. Their wine glasses sat where they’d left them, the ruby liquid signalling promise.
Reaching into her bag, which sat where she’d left it, Cassie pulled out what looked to be a small bottle. “I also study the therapeutic properties of flowers, hence my interest in the orchids.” She unscrewed the tiny cap, and dispensed a single drop of liquid into each glass of wine. “I distilled this one from the Musky Calandenia orchid. That’s the one you found. You might like to try it.”
She handed him his wine. He sniffed cautiously before taking a sip. “What’s the benefit?”
Maintaining eye contact, she sipped her own wine. “It’s still in the developmental stage... not everyone will experience the same sensation.” She dropped her eyes briefly before looking up again. Those lips of hers seemed to be conveying their own secret message. When she spoke, her words were curiously hesitant.
“Muscal is an emotional enhancer. It allows you to feel and experience emotions with greater intensity.”
That was all he absorbed before this amazing sensation swept over his body. There was that smell again—a sweet, musky, embracing smell. He looked at Cassie. She glowed, or so it seemed. Colours were more intense, had greater depth and purity. Why hadn’t he noticed her eyes before? They were the most mesmerising shade of green he’d ever seen. The air was vibrating. That was weird. It shimmered between them and he could have sworn there was a faint hum with it.
He took another sip of that amazing wine before putting his glass down again. Grasping Cassie by the shoulders, he turned her around so her back faced him. He pulled the barrette from her hair and cast it aside. Now loosened, her hair tumbled around her shoulders. He ran his fingers through the silky locks, marvelling at how soft and smooth it felt.
He turned her around again. Any semblance of the professional librarian disappeared, and the woman standing before him, with a look of wonderment in her eyes, resembled the woman from the stone in the clearing.
“You’ve no idea how much I’ve wanted to do that.” His voice caught in his throat. Forming the words was an effort.
“Perhaps you should have asked,” she whispered.
They stood for a moment, their eyes inviting the other to speak, or perhaps take the first step. Daniel struggled to comprehend the sensations surging over his body, starting in the pit of his belly and radiating upwards, downwards and outwards in a rolling motion.
I don’t understand what I’m feeling. Without her even touching me, she’s doing incredible things to my body.
“What have you done to me, you witch of a woman? Whatever it is, I think I want more of it.”
Her slow, sensual smile delivered more promise than any words might have done. She reached out and touched his face, sliding a finger lightly over his skin. The sensory vibrations sang their own song. “Don’t waste time thinking when there’s so much else you could be doing.”
Holding his gaze, she undid the top button of her shirt, then the next, and then the button after that. With a simple movement, she shucked off the garment, exposing her breasts in their lacy casing. She reached out and undid the first of the buttons on Daniel’s shirt. He seized her hand before she went any further.
“What are you doing?”
“Isn’t it obvious?” She didn’t drop her gaze, issuing a challenge instead.
With a moan that was half a sigh, he abruptly pulled her to him and kissed her deeply. Not the tender exploratory kiss they’d shared on the deck, but one that threw down the gauntlet and demanded more.
Breaking away from the embrace, he grabbed her by the hand and pulled her towards his bedroom. “I think I get the message.”




Chapter 6
The intensity of her desire was overwhelming. Cassie’s body was shaken by a slight tremor. The physical lure of the man was magnetic. Her body responded to him from the curling of her toes to the tingling on her scalp.
Taking his hand, she placed it on her breast. Reaching up, she wrapped her other hand around the back of his neck and drew his head down. There was an expression of wonderment on his face as he followed her lead and sought her lips with a greedy hunger.
When she grasped his butt and pulled him closer to where the heat pulsated strongest, she was rewarded with the clear evidence he was as excited as she was. There was even less doubt when he pulled his half-opened shirt over his head, popping a button in the process. Cassie ran her hands over his chest, relishing the firm muscles beneath her touch. She inhaled deeply, with the musky man-scent mingling with the sweeter scent she had released.
In a fluid moment, Daniel slipped off his jeans and reached for the fastening on hers, trailing kisses down the side of her neck as he did. Cassie gasped and jumped at the tickling sensation. Her knees threatened to buckle beneath her.
Daniel paused, his face flushed and eyes bright. “I’m not assuming—?”
“No.”
“But I didn’t intend—”
“No. Just shut up.” She placed her hands against his chest, pushing him back far enough that she could look him in the eyes.” You’re not doing anything I didn’t want you to.”
She reached behind her back and deftly unclipped and flung off her bra, releasing her breasts. She cupped them briefly and the nipples responded, morphing from dusty pink disks to tight buttons of desire. Daniel’s response was a cross between a low moan and the strangled gasp of someone who has forgotten how to breathe. The pupils in his eyes were dilated, emphasizing his wide-eyed look.
By the blessed Goddess, what am I doing to this man? Maybe this is wrong.
“Daniel, perhaps I’m the one who should be asking the question. If you don’t want this to go any further, I’ll understand. Liar. I don’t want this to stop at all.
“How can you say that?” he asked in a strained voice. “There’s nothing I want more than to get your jeans off and ravish you and your gorgeous body.”
She laughed with delight. He’d called her gorgeous. No one had ever said that before. It made her feel incredibly desirable. As she shucked off her jeans and underwear, Daniel rolled off the bed and removing the last item of clothing, revealed his obvious state of arousal.
“I don’t want to rush this,” he said. “I want to savor every moment.”
He drew her to him, and she took pleasure in the sensation of skin against skin before as of one mind, they sank onto the bed. Daniel reached into the toiletry bag sitting on the bedside table and withdrew a small foil packet.
“Allow me.” Cassie tore it open and slowly and tantalizingly slid the condom over his straining cock. He moaned softly at her touch, and all thoughts of taking it slow evaporated. Pushing her down by the shoulders, he slid a knee between her legs, prizing them apart. She didn’t need any prompting. She wanted him more than she’d ever wanted anyone. Now. Deep inside. She wanted every inch of him.
She wrapped her legs around him, trapping him against her body and drawing him close. Come to me. Join with me. Make love to me. She opened herself to him, raising her hips to meet him as he plunged into her moist, warm body. It was a heady, uncontrolled coupling, driven by intense desire and an overwhelming need for release. She thought she would explode, and then she did, clinging to him in paroxysms of passion, followed seconds later by his own shuddering climax.
They lay in close embrace, hearts still racing, breath ragged. Cautiously, she opened her eyes. The misty purple haze in the room slowly cleared as her eyes focused again. She turned her head to look at Daniel. The grin on his face said it all.
“I’ve said it before,” he stated as he dropped a light kiss on the tip of her nose, “but you’re a sorceress.”
“No, you didn’t.”
“Okay, I said you were a witch of a woman. Close enough. That was amazing.”
It sure was. I think I can safely say the Muscal is a potent blend. She gave her most enigmatic smile. “You’re not without some magical attributes yourself.”
Daniel rolled over on his back to lie beside her. “I feel as though I just ran the Boston Marathon, and I’ve never even been to Boston. I need a drink of water. Can I get you one as well?”
“I’d love one.”
It might have been the recent exertion, but it might also be a side-effect of the tincture. Whatever. Her mouth was incredibly dry. Daniel slid out of bed, and headed for the door, giving her a view of his tight, well-formed butt as he did. She heard light switches flicking on and from the flushing noise, realised he’d detoured via the bathroom. In a belated act of modesty, she pulled up the bedsheet, covering herself before his return.
He was back a couple of minutes later bearing two beakers of water, handing one to her before perching on the side of the bed.
“I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t mean to rush things like that.” He took a mouthful of water. “To be honest, I didn’t intend rushing you into bed at all.”
She raised her eyebrows at him in mock surprise.
“Not that any man wouldn’t want to, of course. I’d hate you to think though, that I invited you back here with nefarious intentions.” He started to shake his head, but with a gasp, stopped and raised a hand to his brow. “I don’t know why I feel so foggy.” He took another mouthful of water.
“Perhaps you should lie down again.” Cassie patted the bed beside her. “Maybe you’ve been working too hard today.”
“Not really, but it’s a good suggestion.” Placing the glass down on the bedside table, he slid under the sheet and lay down beside her, trailing a hand up the inside of her leg as he did. With a smile, she half-rolled to meet him. Now that she’d caught her breath, she was more inclined to embark on a more leisurely exploration of the body beside her. His response was no less than she hoped, but this time, their lovemaking was a gentle ride—teasing and responding and truly delighting in each other’s bodies.
Later, when Daniel slipped into the deep sleep of the truly exhausted, Cassie eased herself out of bed. She couldn’t stay the night. Some aspects of her life needed to stay private and she wasn’t ready for this episode to be known around the town. Dressing quickly, she collected the orchids from the back deck, turned out the lights and pulled the front door shut behind her. Sweet dreams, Daniel Burton.
The Muscal worked. She had no doubt about that now. But had it only been the tincture, or was he genuinely attracted to her? The question hovered on her thoughts on the drive home.
☐
It was fully daylight when Daniel awoke. He’d had the most amazing dreams, sensual and graphic. He’d even dreamt he was making love to the woman at the stone, ridiculous as that was. He rubbed his eyes, still hazy from sleep, and wandered over to the bedroom window. The sky was cloudy overhead, but with a bit of luck would clear as the morning progressed.
Unusual to sleep so late. No morning walk today… a shower, that’s what I need and then a strong coffee.
Washed and dressed, he wandered into the living area. A plate holding the remnants of cheese and crackers sat on the coffee table, along with two glasses, partially full of wine. One bore a lipstick imprint. He stopped, perplexed. The librarian… she was supposed to come after work. Obviously she did, or someone did. Why couldn’t he remember? There were hazy images of a body next to his… kissing… the sex—my God, the mind-blowing sex! Was that part of the dream? It must have been.
He carried the plate of cheese to the kitchen and came back for the wine glasses. There was a lingering smell about the wine. It was familiar, but what was it? He sniffed deeply. Sweeter than he expected. Musky. The open bottle sat on the kitchen bench. He picked it up and read the label. …smooth on the palate, with undertones of chocolate, with underlying blueberry flavors. Who writes these descriptions? He took a tentative sip from the non-lipsticked glass. No chocolate there. If anything, after its overnight airing, it was slightly acidic.
He looked around the room and blinked. There was a shimmer in the air, and from the corner of his eye, he caught a hint of purple mist. When he turned his head to look at it, the mist was elsewhere. He shook his head in confusion and promptly regretted the move.
I shouldn’t have done that. I must have drunk more than I thought. My head is spinning.
He poured himself a glass of water while the coffee brewed. It didn’t touch the sides.
Coffee made, he took it outside on the deck with his laptop where he could sit in the fresh air and check his emails. That was helpful. He could feel the mental fog lifting. His eye was drawn to a small trickle of dirt by the outside tap. It made him remember the flower pots. Cassie had watered the flower pots last night. He had shown her where the orchids grew. He remembered that much, at least.
He hoped he hadn’t behaved badly. He must have fallen asleep while she was still there as he had no memory of her leaving. He couldn’t shake off the feeling that something momentous had happened. He’d have to ask her. He could drop into the library and try to speak to her in private. The only catch was, he had no idea what he should ask. Perhaps she would just tell him and he wouldn’t have to ask anything.
Grabbing his jacket from the back of a chair, he headed out the front door and started in the direction of the centre of town.
☐
The walk helped to clear his head, though the eye shimmers still caused him some concern. It was a beautiful morning in spite of the earlier clouds, and as he looked, the colors of the trees and vegetation he passed seemed particularly vibrant. He even heard sounds with greater clarity.
There must be something magical about this country air, or perhaps it’s the water. How come I haven’t noticed this before?
As he passed Raff’s workshop, he could see the back half of the mechanic. The front half was obscured from sight, hidden beneath the open bonnet of a car he was working on.
“G’day, Raff!”
The man emerged, spanner in hand. He stood and stared for a moment, his face expressionless. He looked vaguely menacing, his eyes obscured by shadow. Daniel experienced a ripple of unease before the other man’s face split into a grin of recognition. He gave a wave before diving back beneath the bonnet. Obviously busy.
The main street had the same sort of activity he’d observed on his first day in town. Locals clustered in groups outside the post office, mums pushed prams, pickups and 4-wheel drives occupied a significant number of the parking spaces, and the cafés were doing a roaring trade. A few people looked at him curiously as he passed, some with a nod and a smile. Everyone noted a newcomer in a town like this.
The rumbles in his stomach reminded Daniel he hadn’t had breakfast. The offerings he spied through the café windows looked incredibly mouth-watering. Time to eat. He picked up the morning newspaper from the newsagent’s and with it tucked under his arm, headed for the nearest café. One he hadn’t tried before. He could read the paper in peace without the Amber factor intruding.
His thoughts of Amber made him think again of his strange dreams. They seemed so real. Usually his dreams faded quickly after waking, but not this time. The image was vivid—a woman wrapping her legs around his, her breasts pushing against his chest, her hand grasping his butt cheek as she held him deep inside her. The only thing he couldn’t see was her face.
It was an important dream, though. He didn’t know why, but the feeling was so strong. It would help if he understood it. Perhaps the library would have a book on interpreting dreams. Freud would say the dream was an indication of his repressed wishes. More likely, his subconscious was still dwelling on the scenario he’d witnessed on his way into town.
He paused outside a new age shop. The window was full of dreamcatchers, crystals and books with mystical-looking covers. Daniel smirked to himself. Would a dream catcher have caught his dream woman?
“Well, hello, Mister Writer. Looking for something to light up your day, or perhaps someone to light up your night?”
There was no mistaking the voice. Amber emerged from the shop and sashayed towards him.  Daniel closed his eyes and clenched his teeth briefly. Would he have to endure this performance every time he came down the main street?
Adopting his most friendly but keep-your-distance smile, he turned to greet the woman. The first thing he noticed were her breasts. Couldn’t help it, really. Her low scooped top revealed what a push-up bra supported. She noted the direction of his gaze, and tilting her head coyly to one side, pulled her shoulders back to push her breasts even more in his direction.
“Don’t tell me,” she purred. “You’re a breast man. Some men never get beyond that mother fixation. I can help you indulge that or overcome it, if that’s what you prefer. There’s so much more to discover about a woman. Don’t you agree?”
Daniel felt his knees go to jelly. The suggestiveness of the woman awoke overwhelming sensations in his groin. He needed to unfold the paper. Anything to hide what was happening. As he looked at her, it seemed as though he was sinking into the deep, dark abys of her eyes. He imagined himself, sinking onto those pillowed breasts, exploring her body as she opened up to him. He could have sworn there was a faint purple halo shimmering around her figure. She was an attractive woman, there was no denying that. He hadn’t appreciated her fully before. Was she the woman he’d dreamed about?
As she moved to go, Amber brushed past him, close enough to whisper in his ear. Her breast grazed his arm. “I know you want me, Mister Writer. I can see it ooze from every pore in your body. It will happen, and very soon, I promise you.”
There was a vortex that followed Amber. Daniel felt as though the air had been sucked out of him. He stood for a while, watching her swaying path as she walked back towards her mother’s café. That had been an embarrassing encounter, more so because he knew he had responded to her. How could any man help that?
Taking a slow deep breath, he turned from the shop window. If he’d been observant, he could have seen her reflection. The librarian stood there, holding a take-away tray of coffees. The look on her face was one that cut straight to his heart.
☐
Getting to work on time had been an effort. She hadn’t slept so deeply in a long time. When one of her colleagues muttered about coffee, Cassie volunteered to do the coffee run. The takeaway from their favorite café always tasted better than the instant blend the library provided.
She hardly remembered driving home. Her body resonated with a previously unknown song. She felt more alive than ever before. There were no doubts about the potency of Muscal. The effects had been amazing. She was glad she hadn’t slipped the potion into Daniel’s wine without telling him what she was doing. Okay, she hadn’t elaborated on what it might do, but she had told him it provided sensory enhancement.
That was an understatement. The impact had exceeded her expectation. She hadn’t planned on the sex. She hadn’t thought on going to bed with him at all. That was a lie. It had crossed her mind, but not yet, not like that. Now that it had happened, it seemed like destiny. The Goddess worked in mysterious ways, but surely Daniel was the man meant for her. His arrival in town coincided with her plea to Aphrodite, and there was definitely the vibration her mother told her about. He made her heart sing. She had never felt like this about any man before.
The big question was how would Daniel feel? His immediate reaction had been obvious, but how much was due to the Muscal and how much was a genuine response to her? How would he feel in the morning? These issues had still buzzed around her head when she gave Monty a saucer of milk and retreated to bed. It was a blissful sleep, more restful than she’d had in months.
Walking down the main street, Cassie felt the spring in her step. Her world was suddenly different. A couple of people turned to look at her, so perhaps they noticed it too. The barista in the café knew the usual order for the library staff, so she was in and out of there quickly. She was halfway back to the library when she saw them—Daniel and Amber. There was an intensity about them, but then there always was with Amber. With any man.
It was Daniel who drew her attention. She couldn’t miss him, and not just because of his height. The vibration would have alerted her he was close. It was difficult to describe. If a body could hum, that’s what hers was doing. Her scalp tightened as the feeling swept over her body. Last night it had teased and tantalized her. Now it tormented.
She stopped abruptly, observing the couple who were intently engrossed in each other. The look Daniel gave Amber was hungry, and when she brushed against him, he didn’t pull away. From a distance she couldn’t be sure, but the bulge in his trousers indicated there might have been a physical reaction to the encounter.
Stupid. That’s what she’d been. Of course, it had been the Muscal. She could never expect to compete with the allure of someone like Amber. She’d made a total fool of herself. A flush of embarrassment threatened to consume her, and then she wished it would. She needed to remove herself from the situation before she made it any worse.
In that moment, he looked up and saw her. She saw the flash of recognition. He made as if to speak, hand raised in her direction. She didn’t wait to hear what he had to say. She didn’t need that humiliation. Turning abruptly, she crossed the street and took the long way back to the library. Too bad the coffees were cold when she got there.
☐
Cassie. It was her. In that moment as she stared at him, the memories came flooding back. It hadn’t been a dream. She had been in his bed. With him. Engaged in the most amazing sex he’d ever experienced. It had been her hands eliciting a response from him that had been explosive. He remembered the discussion on the deck and the stars, and the sudden realization that she was an amazing woman and he wanted to get to know her a whole lot more. How they’d progressed so far so quickly was a little hazy, but it had totally blown his mind.
Now, she was looking at him as though he’d stepped in something disgusting. She’d seen the interaction with Amber. That much was clear. She couldn’t think he had welcomed it. He had to explain. He reached out towards her but, she wheeled around and crossed the street, snubbing him with a tight expression on her face. Grasping Amber by the upper arms, he pushed her from him, ignoring the muted cry of protest. More of a squeak, really.
Fuck. How can I fix this?
He dropped his hand. Now wasn’t the time or place, but he would have to catch up with Cassie later. Anyway, she had the DVD for Runtime. That meant they had to see each other again.
Amber had watched the interaction and formed her own conclusions.
If the pout she gave was meant to be alluring, it didn’t disguise the sour tone. “Too bad, Mr. Writer, if you’re lusting after Cassie Craven. She’s not into men like you. In truth, I’m not sure she’s even into men at all. She has other things on her mind.” She turned and flounced off towards her mother’s café.
He dragged his glance back from Cassie. Other things? What did Amber mean by that?  He didn’t want to get Amber off-side either. His gut told him that would not be a good idea. How could a man get himself into trouble after only a few days? He’d only come to Harrow to write.
He bought a takeaway coffee and cinnamon roll to take back home. He didn’t feel like eating in the café now. He needed time out to process what had happened. His memories from last night were jumbled, but the sequence wasn’t that important. All he really knew was that something momentous had happened between himself and Cassie and he had to see her again. It was as though a magnetic force had drawn him into her orbit, and he had been intrigued by her since that first night.
On the way home, he passed Raff’s workshop again. This time, Raff spied him coming and ambled out to greet him.
“If you drop your car in tomorrow, mate, I’ll be able to start work on it.”
“Thanks. It’s an embarrassing reminder of my own stupidity in its current state.”
Raff laughed. “You wouldn’t be the first one to have come to grief on that stretch of road.” He wiped his oily hands on a piece of rag, before stuffing it into the back pocket of his overalls. “So, you’re settling in okay?”
“Sure. It’s a friendly town. In more ways than I expected.”
Raff looked at him quizzically. “It’s a great town, mate, but don’t go getting too involved. Some things are best left undisturbed. After all, you don’t plan on being here long. Finish your project and keep the good memories.”
What a strange thing to say. Daniel looked at him more closely, trying to read what might be behind those words, but Raff had turned back to the car he was working on. The conversation was finished.




Chapter 7
There was always a first time. The Goddess had never failed her before. Perhaps her expectations of a quick result were unrealistic, but she’d been so certain.
“Monty, I made an utter fool of myself. I can just imagine what he must be thinking right now. ‘The women come easy in this town.’ If it’s not Amber throwing herself at him, it’s me.”
The cat wound himself in a figure-eight around her legs, purring loudly.
“Of course, I won’t leave you,” she said, reaching down to scratch his head between his ears. “No matter what happens, you’ll always be part of the deal. I’ll probably end up being a tragic cat lady. At least, that’s how others will see me.”
She would avoid Daniel Burton if she could. As she headed towards the kitchen, she saw the DVD on the dining table where she’d left it the night before. She picked it up and turned it over to read the credits. There it was. The print was microscopic but by squinting she could make it out. Scriptwriter - Daniel Burton. When she returned it, she would slip it in his letter box with a thank you note. No need to speak to him.
Cassie filled a saucer with milk, and the cat immediately transferred his attention to the treat. “Cupboard love, that’s all it was,” she muttered. She glanced at her watch. Fifteen minutes before she needed to leave for work. Enough time to water the plants in the shade house. She wanted to be sure the new orchids were not stressed. No point all of them feeling that way.
An unexpected sadness swept over her. She had let herself imagine a situation that simply didn’t exist. She was attracted to Daniel, but he wasn’t attracted to her. Was that how it would always be? Men would be drawn to the physical charms of women like Amber, but she would be overlooked in the shadows. Her heart ached at the thought.
The women of the clan were right. Time was marching on, and she was teetering on the precipice between desirable, single woman and confirmed spinster. Whatever—she wasn’t going to accept just anyone, and they had no right to try and push her in that direction. Her mother wouldn’t have let them do that. Her mother would have insisted she should be true to herself and live her life accordingly.
Unbidden, a single tear erupted and slid down her cheek. The pain of losing her mother erupted and often caught her at moments like these. Cassie brushed it away, blinking at the emotional rush. Cassie, put on your big girl pants. The orchids are calling.
☐
The light morning breeze carried with it the smell of the bush, settling lazily on the emerging landscape. Shutting his eyes and inhaling, Daniel was transported back to the clearing surrounding the stone. His thoughts returned there often, tethered to the image by a cord he could neither see nor cut.
He stood for a while on the rear deck, hands on hips while he surveyed the area beyond the back fence. He didn’t know why, but it lured him back again. It wasn’t just the constitutional value of the morning walk. He wanted to return to the place where the orchids grew, as though they might hold the answers to the questions that teased him.
The area was just as he remembered it, except some of the earth was disturbed where Cassie had released a couple of the plants from their place in the ground. He was more respectful of the cluster now he knew more of their story, and was careful not to disturb the plants. The colouring of the flower was subtle. The outer petals fanned out, the deep purple tips leading the eye into the softer hues of the centre. The tulip-shaped inner petals cocooned the nerve centre, where the stamen grew. The short, hair-like bristles inside those petals were ready to trap any passing insect.
Was that what they had done to him as well? He shook his head in exasperation at the direction his thoughts were taking. That was a stupid idea. He was letting his imagination get to him. Instead of loitering there, he should get some fresh air pumped into his lungs. He set off down the bush path, but rather than continuing down into the valley, took a fork in the track that skirted the ridge.
He hadn’t expected to see Marnie again, but sensing a movement ahead, spotted her coming towards him. She had the dilly bag over one shoulder again, stuffed full of greenery she’d evidently picked. She halted to one side of the path, waiting for Daniel to come abreast.
As he approached, he raised his hand in greeting. “Don’t tell me I’m in trouble again. I’ve kept away from the area you pointed out to me.”
“If you’re in trouble, it will only be because you’ve put yourself there. It’s not up to me to tell you. You should know for yourself.”
These were hardly reassuring words. It was almost as if she was saying, I won’t tell you what the risks are, but if you fall off a cliff, it will be your fault.
He scratched his head, not sure what would constitute an appropriate response.
“Here.” Marnie thrust some of her harvest towards him. “Try this. Cook it like spinach, not too long, mind, or you’ll kill the goodness. Put it in your salads too, any place where you might use rocket.”
Daniel accepted the bunch of greenery, unsure what to do with it during his walk. She gave an exaggerated sigh. “You blokes can’t manage anything. Put it on that rock in the shade and pick it up when you come back this way.” She could have been speaking to a small child.
“Right. Good idea.” He carefully placed the bunch on the rock she indicated, hoping any creepy-crawlies didn’t infiltrate the leaves in his absence.
“When you come out for a walk,” Marnie instructed, “you should bring a bag with you. That way, when you come across some bush tucker, you’ve got something to put it in.”
“I obviously I have a lot to learn. I’ve no idea what’s edible and what isn’t. I’m more likely to pick poisonous mushrooms.”
She laughed, a loud, discordant sound. On cue, the kookaburra started its raucous cackle. Marnie looked at him and shrugged as if to say, “See, even the birds are laughing at you.”
“Stop by my stall at the Harrow Show this Saturday. There you can see a range of bush foods. Might be safer for you if you buy some.”
As before, she turned abruptly and continued on her way. There were no words of farewell. Daniel had seen notices promoting the Harrow Show, but hadn’t paid much attention. He made a note to check the detail later that day. Probably Raff would know. He could ask him when he dropped the car off for the agreed repairs. After he’d done some work, of course. His progress on the script since arriving in town had not been what he’d anticipated. Time to address that. Deciding not to walk any further that day, he turned and made his way back to the cottage.
☐
As requested, Daniel delivered his sadly misshapen car to the workshop the following morning. Raff was disgustingly cheery for that time of day. Daniel was never quite sure what mood to expect on his encounters with the other man.
After handing over the keys, Daniel turned to go, with the library his next intended destination. He paused, looking back to Raff. “I heard a whisper about a country show this weekend. What’s that all about?”
“The Harrow Show, mate. You can’t miss that. It’s the local event of the year. It’s when the local farmers showcase their produce. There are awards for best this, that or the other, and various stalls and sideshows. It’s like the Royal Agricultural Show in the big city, just on a smaller scale. Everyone will be there. The showgrounds are on the edge of town.”
“I’ll make a point in fronting up. It’s been years since I’ve been to anything like that. You’ll be there, I suppose?”
“Too right, I will. I’ll be in the tent with the Country Fire Service volunteers. Drop in and say g’day. It’s always a good opportunity for locals to catch up with people they haven’t seen for a while. A lot of out-of-towners come as well. People look forward to it.”
“Sounds like a good diversion from my work. Give me a call when the car’s ready to be picked up.”
Daniel bypassed the shops in the main street and headed straight to the library. Hopefully, it wouldn’t be too busy at this time of morning, and he would have the opportunity to speak to Cassie privately. Lord knows what he would say to her. Perhaps he should ask her to join him for lunch. Then, at least they could have a conversation.
After pausing inside the entrance to the building, he looked around to locate Cassie and to note who else might be within hearing distance. He’d seen some of the current visitors in the library on his previous visit. He didn’t know their names but they had the assurance of library regulars as they hunched over the computer keyboards or sat at the reading tables. Cassie was stationed at the library desk, checking out books and responding to queries. There was no trace of the wild, passionate woman who had occupied his bed or his dreams. In her place, there was her alter ego—the professional librarian. 
As he watched, he saw her stiffen and straighten up, looking around in confusion. Her eyes met his, and for a frozen moment, they stared at each other. She didn’t acknowledge him further before directing attention back to the person in front of her, standing patiently clutching a stack of books.
A slight tremor slid up his spine, so gentle he wondered if he’d imagined it. Perhaps the air conditioning was too high, although he didn’t feel cold. Far from it. There was a pulsing heat radiating from his body. He rolled up his shirt sleeves, hoping that would help him to cool down.
A line grew in front of Cassie’s desk. It wouldn’t be easy speaking to her in private. Grabbing a piece of paper from the reservations desk, he turned it over to the blank side and wrote on it, Meet me for lunch today? Pulling a murder mystery off the shelf, he joined the queue, shuffling forward as each customer was served. It seemed to take forever before he stood in front of her, book proffered with the slip of paper on top.
“Good morning,” he said, the formality masking the internal churning that threatened to erode rational speech.
She flicked a glance towards him as he slid the book towards her. “Good morning, Mr Burton.” Such formality. She passed the book under the barcode reader before noticing the slip of paper. Daniel scanned her face for immediate reaction, watching with anticipation as she read it. She quickly screwed up the note and shoved it to one side. When she looked up, she didn’t meet his eyes. Rather, the few terse words were delivered more at chest level.
“I have other plans for today.”
She handed the book back, and only then did she raise her eyes to his. “I hope you enjoy your book. It’s a very popular title.” He caught a momentary glimpse of the woman behind the facade before she looked to the next person in line. The dismissal was clear. He was disappointed at her response, but not altogether surprised. The shutters had come down when she saw him in the street with Amber. Something had happened in that moment and he didn’t know how he was going to make it right again.
☐
Seeing Daniel in the library had shaken her, although she shouldn’t have been surprised. He was a member of the library, and it was only to be expected he would be there on occasions. She felt the vibrations before seeing him. The sensation that was becoming familiar shimmied up her spine, startling her into looking around to see where it came from. He stood watching her. What was going through his mind? She hadn’t trusted herself to look into his eyes, fearful of what she might read. Derision? Lust? Pity? Even worse, perhaps there would be nothing at all. Perhaps she didn’t even register on his psyche.
When he joined the queue at the desk, her heart began to thump. She wanted to put her hand on her chest to stifle it within its bony cage, scared of what it might do. The closer he edged in the line, the harder it beat.
“You’re looking a bit flushed today,” Mary Fischer said. “Are you feeling all right?”
“I’m fine, thank you Mary. It’s always a little warm in this section of the library. I should adjust the air conditioning.”
“Doesn’t seem warm to me,” Mary said in a perplexed tone. “I had to keep my coat on when I came in here.”
Cassie put on her most conciliatory smile and handed back Mary’s books. “Let me know what you think of them, Mary. That top title is a recent addition to the collection.”
The line shuffled and then he was in front of her. She could feel the heat on her cheeks. No wonder Mary had commented. She didn’t want to look up. Anything but look him in the eyes.
“Good morning.” Simple words in a low voice that in her imagination carried a message for her ears only. Good morning, you fabulous woman. I don’t understand the miraculous forces that brought us together, but I’m so glad they have. As if. More likely, Good morning. Can you hurry up and check out this book? Now that I’m found my feet in this town, I want to investigate who else is on offer.
“Good morning, Mr Burton.” She directed her eyes towards his breastbone and picked up the book he had towards her. A thriller. Strange. She’d thought it would be another research book, but then as she’d observed, all work and no play wasn’t his style. A piece of paper slipped off the top. She was about to hand it back to him when she saw what was written on it. Meet me for lunch today?
Her breath caught and her heart did an extra flip. Did Daniel think he could come back for seconds? He’d probably spent last night with Amber. Not likely.
“I have other plans for today.” She kept her voice low, not wanting to spark curiosity in those waiting behind him. She had no plans—none that involved Daniel Burton, anyway. With a pang, she thought how wonderful it would be to have a lover want you so much, he also wanted to meet you for lunch. Not this time, but she needed to at least appear professional and in control.
Cassie handed the book back, and only then did she raise her eyes to his. “I hope you enjoy your book. It’s a very popular title.” Duty done, she turned to Gerard Thompson, who was next in the queue. She could feel Daniel’s eyes on her, but after a moment he and his book left the library.  She threw the screwed-up note in the bin. Her cheeks still burned. They would calm down, and so would she. If the Goddess had anything to say, she knew what it would be. Toughen up, Buttercup.
☐
The weather on the following Saturday held fine. In the privacy of her home and at her altar, Cassie had asked the Goddess to ensure the weekend remained rain-free. The ceremony was not as powerful as when she visited the stone, but she couldn’t drag up the required enthusiasm, even knowing the town was relying on her.
“Cassie, dear,” her aunt Rowena said on the phone, “you haven’t forgotten the Show this weekend, have you?”
“Of course, I haven’t. Even if I had, Rosie Wilson came into the Library, and Carmen Fielding trapped me in the street. I gave thanks to the Goddess and asked her to honour my prayer.”
“I should have known you’d remember. You don’t sound quite yourself. Are you all right?”
“I’m fine. Just a bit tired, that’s all. I might go to bed early tonight.”
“That sounds a good idea. I’m helping Marnie in her stall. You will stop by, won’t you?”
“Sure. I’ll see you then.”
When the first day of the Show arrived, it was frosty, but the sky was clear. Cassie dressed with layers, knowing by mid-morning, she would probably need to shed the top layer. The townspeople were milling through the entrance gates, and she exchanged nods with those she knew, which was most of them. The smell of warm cinnamon donuts lured her towards the food van. The line at the window was still short, given the time of day, so she stopped and purchased a half-dozen of the tasty treats. She only wanted one, but she would leave the rest with Rowena and Marnie. They were so hot, steam emerged as she bit into the sugar-coated dough. Those still in the paper bag warmed her hands delightfully.
Rowena and Marnie were equally as enthusiastic when she wandered into the Produce Hall and found Marnie’s stall. It was sandwiched between a stall displaying local fruit, and another with bottles wine produced from the region. Marnie had bags of fresh and dried herbs, and other products such as bags of wattle seed and dried bush plums. Donuts were a non-aboriginal delicacy that she embraced with enthusiasm.
“You’re a good girl, Cassie. You’ll make some man a wonderful wife one day.”
Cassie winced inwardly. She knew Marnie meant well, but the days of subservient domestication were long past.
“Thanks, Marnie. If supplying donuts is a pre-requisite, there might be a problem. This is the only time of year I eat them.”
“You know what I mean, girl. You’re thoughtful, intelligent, and gifted.”
“Now that sounds better.” Cassie laughed. “I could marry this paragon myself. I’ll wander back this way a bit later. I’m off to see the results of the competitions and then perhaps I’ll visit the animal exhibits.”
“I think there was a litter of piglets born this morning,” said Rowena. “I might see them later as well.”
“Don’t forget Raff is with the Country Fire Service,” called Marnie as Cassie edged her way towards the entrance of the hall. “They’ll be down behind the animal pens.”
I think I’ve outgrown my childhood fascination with fire trucks, though perhaps not the men in uniform. Even so, I might give them a miss on this occasion. She flung a wave and a smile in the direction of the two women and wove her way through the crowds who were dribbling into the hall.
A marquee housed the cooking exhibits. There were entries for best fruit cake, best scones and various other baked goods. Then there were the jars of jams and bottled fruits. Usually the same few people were prize winners each year, but sometimes an outsider disrupted the status quo and snatched the award instead. That created an upset for a while, but as Cassie never entered these events, she could stay at arm’s length from disputes.
On leaving the marquee, the winter sun seemed incredibly bright. She paused uncertainly, waiting for her eyes to adjust. She was about to head towards the animal enclosures when someone seized her arm. Turning, she was surprised to see Raff at her side. Her reaction must have been apparent, because he dropped his arm.
“Sorry, Cassie. Didn’t mean to startle you. You walked right past me. Didn’t seem to see me.”
“No, I can’t say I did. I visited your mum’s stall a short time ago. I think she was making a few sales, but it’s still early. Activity should pick up from lunchtime onwards.”
“Yeah, right. Mum always does well. She has a lot of regular customers. I dropped in on her earlier.” He cleared his throat, sounding surprisingly nervous. “I wondered if you’d like to go to dinner one evening?”
Oh, no. Marnie, you must have put him up to this. Raff is just being friendly, surely?
“Um, dinner? I’m not sure, Raff. I’m fairly busy most evenings.” She grappled for a way to decline the invitation without being too blunt. In a small town, it didn’t pay to upset people.”
“It doesn’t have to be this week,” Raff insisted. “We can make a time to suit you. With you on your own and me on my own, it makes sense to get together when the opportunity arises.”
“Sure. Actually, there are a few people who are on their own in town. Amber Fielding, for instance, and there’s one of my colleagues at the library. Perhaps we can organise a social event. Good thinking, Raff.”
“Yeah, that would be great, but what I meant was you and me. I’ve always liked you, Cassie—we’ve both grown up in Harrow and understand how things work. I bring to the relationship the indigenous side of things, and the understanding of the ways of the old people. You bring the spiritual connection with those who balance the earth and our environment. Together, we could be a power-house. Think how astounding our kids would be!”
“Kids! Whoa, that’s taking a huge leap.” Cassie stopped to draw breath, her mind racing. “Raff, you’re a great guy. I’ve known you all my life and we’ve always got on well.”
“Do I sense a ‘but’ coming?” Raff interrupted.
Cassie laid a hand on his arm. “Let me finish. Your mother has probably been talking to you. The women of the clan are pressuring me to find a partner, but I’m not ready for that. I’m not sure if I ever will be.” She crossed her fingers behind her back and hoped the Goddess wasn’t listening. “For now, I’m happy as I am and this might be my destiny—to be able to focus on my work and my spiritual connections for the benefit of the community, without the distractions or a partner or family.”
Raff’s frown was perplexed. “But, Cassie, you can’t sacrifice your future happiness for other people. That’s just stupid.”
“It’s not a sacrifice, Raff. It’s my choice. If things ever change, that will be my choice too. I’m happy to join you in social events, but my feelings don’t support anything closer.” She tightened her grip on his arm, willing the power of communication to flow between them. “You do understand, don’t you?”
He stared at her a moment, before sighing. “I guess I do. My offer still stands though, remember that. Any time you change your mind, I’m here. For anything, in fact. I’m not the sort to hold a grudge just because you’ve turned me down.”
“I know you’re not. Thank you for being so supportive.” On impulse, she reached up and kissed him lightly on the cheek. “It’s good to know I can rely on you. I’m on my way to the animal pens, so I’ll catch you later.”
With one last pat to his arm and what she hoped was a respectful smile, Cassie stepped back from the encounter and turned towards the section where the animals were housed. She didn’t enter the barn straight away, but diverted to a quiet corner of the grounds, under the shade of an ancient oak tree, planted by an early settler. There was a seat beneath the tree, old and splintered, but she sank on it with relief. Here, with a modicum of privacy, she could make her prayer. She sat quietly for a moment, freeing her mind from distraction and meditating on the link she needed with the Goddess.
Blessed Aphrodite, hear my prayer. Raphael Hunter is a good man. Find him another woman to love, a woman who will appreciate him for the gifts he has to offer. Make him forget me. With my heartfelt thanks, this I ask of you. Blessed Be.
She remained for a while in quiet contemplation, before rising and emerging from under the shaded canopy. She hoped she’d handled the situation with diplomacy.




Chapter 8
Daniel arrived at the showgrounds mid-morning, intrigued to discover what a country show was all about. He was swept along by excited groups of people, and followed the general direction they were headed, assuming he would eventually see everything there was to see.
He spotted Marnie’s stall in the produce hall. She wasn’t alone. Another woman was behind the counter, and they were both busy serving. He didn’t like to interrupt a commercial enterprise, and intended passing the booth with a wave if Marnie looked up, but she spied him as she completed her latest transaction.
“Eh, Daniel,” she called. “You can’t pass my stall without having a look.” She turned to the woman. “This bloke’s staying in Bob Russell’s cottage. I’ve run into him out walking in the mornings, down in the valley.” She faced Daniel again. “Rowena’s helping me. I’d be run off my feet without her.”
Daniel extended his hand to Rowena and introduced himself. “Pleased to meet you. Business is good from what I could see.” An array of bottled products and packets of herbs were displayed on the table. “I’ve tried your native spinach substitute, Marnie. You’ve won me. You’ll have to show me where to find it.”
“Might do.” Marnie was non-committal. “Have a look at what’s here. Have you ever tried Quandong Pie, or perhaps Finger Limes?”
“I haven’t, but I’m willing to give most things a try. I draw the line at Witchetty Grubs.”
“You’re lucky then. I’m fresh out of Grubs. Funny, even Raff wouldn’t eat them.”
He knew he had to buy something. He selected a packet of Lemon Myrtle flakes, and another of Wattle Seed. He picked up a brochure which advised how to use them. His cooking wasn’t sophisticated, but at least he could sprinkle herbs where directed.
“Thanks, Marnie. I’ll get out of your way and keep exploring.”
“Raff and the fire trucks are around behind the hall. Drop in and say g’day.”
“I’ll probably do that.” With obligation to Marnie met, he drifted from one stall to another, sampling produce occasionally before stopping off at the coffee van. Already a long queue was forming. He tacked himself on the end. It had better be good coffee. He was one back from the counter, salivating with the seductive aroma when he saw her. Cassie Craven was disappearing in the direction of the animal shed. He got a quick glimpse of her delectable backside beneath a tumble of dark hair before both disappeared around the corner.
“Damn!”
“What?” The woman in front of him turned around and glared.
“Sorry. Not you.” He gave an apologetic smile and looked back over his shoulder at the direction Cassie was taking. He didn’t want to lose her. With a regretful look at the length of the line behind him, Daniel stepped out of the queue. The person behind him looked confused for a second and then gleeful as he closed the gap with a decisive step forward.
“Enjoy it, mate,” Daniel muttered as he half-walked, half-jogged in the direction he’d seen Cassie heading. He had to speak to her. If he didn’t grab her now, she might disappear. He poked his head in the first door. That section was full of caged birds. Chickens, ducks and geese, some with ribbons attached to the cage doors. No Cassie.
The next door he found led to the pig pens, and there she was, squatting by one of the enclosures. Drawing close, he could see a large sow lying down on the straw, with litter of piglets fighting over access to a teat. Their high-pitched squeals ricocheted off the tin roof. Don’t tell me your problems. I’m the one who didn’t get my coffee. Play nicely with your mum.
He stood for a moment in the doorway, giving his eyes time to adjust to the dim light. He could smell the fresh straw, overlaid with the earthy odour of manure. Unbidden, the hairs on the back of his neck stood up. He had the strange feeling someone was watching him. As the shapes in the shed came into focus, he saw the man from the bush clearing, the one he’d seen when he returned to the stone. Weirdly, he was still wearing that cloak, and he was looking directly at Daniel. Now there was less distance between them, it was possible to see that the cloak was covered in brown speckled feathers.
Something must have alerted Cassie to his presence, for she suddenly stood up and looked around, her eyes searching until they rested on his. He saw the flare of recognition, only to be replaced by a frozen mask. She turned towards the door, apparently intent on leaving.
“Cassie, wait.”
She only half-turned towards him, glancing back over her shoulder. She didn’t speak, but her eyes asked the question. What?
“Can I speak to you for a moment? Not here—somewhere quieter.”
She hesitated.
“Please,” he said. “Just for a minute.”
The noise from the piglets intruded. Cassie blinked, and looked slightly mortified as she noted the curious glances directed towards them both. She turned and walked out into the sunlight, pausing outside so Daniel could catch up with her. He glanced back at the man in the cloak, but there was no sign of him. A couple of brown speckled feathers lay on the ground, but that was all. Strange that he could disappear so quickly.
☐
She’d been so engrossed in the snuffling, squeaking tumble of piglets that initially the vibrations didn’t register. The shivers ran up her spine, playing a fandango on each bony protrusion as they did. Daniel. It had to be him.
Cassie tensed, a self-protective measure before standing and looking around. Her knees creaked a protest. There he was, and he was looking right at her. She glanced towards the door, but if she had any thoughts of avoiding him, they were wasted. Not that she really wanted to avoid him, if she were honest with herself.
Out of the corner of her eye, she caught sight of Boobook Man. This was the last place she expected to see him. She wasn’t sure if he was watching her or watching Daniel. His presence had to be significant, but she didn’t want to draw attention to him by staring. She turned her focus back to Daniel.
“What do you want?” Cassie kept her voice low, verging on expressionless. People were wandering past, and she didn’t want to have any discussions with him within public hearing, particularly not in a small-town environment.
“Is there somewhere we can go for a quiet talk?” he asked. “Does this event run to more than one coffee venue? I’ve lost my place in the queue for the coffee van and I’m likely to turn into a werewolf soon without my coffee fix.”
She lifted her eyebrows a fraction. That could be interesting. It would really get the tongues wagging. Perhaps a dingo would pass without comment, but not a wolf. Not here, anyway. “The Country Women’s Association have coffee. I have contacts who will take us to the front of the queue. Follow me.”
He followed her in silence as she pushed through the crowds, but she was acutely aware of his presence. They paused at the entrance to the café. The rattle of crockery and general conversation rose to meet them, and a couple of people nodded in Cassie’s direction. The women behind the counter were flat out busy. Rosie Wilson was one of them, and Cassie headed in her direction.
“I’ll place our order. I’ll get served quicker than you.” She gave a wry smile. “It helps to have the right connections.”
Daniel shrugged but waved her forward. Cassie knew Rosie had spotted them as soon as they came in.
“Cassie, good to see you,” Rosie said by way of greeting before hissing quietly, “Who’s that with you?”
Cassie repressed her sigh. It was inevitable she would get a grilling. “Daniel Burton. Marnie mentioned him the other evening. I ran into him outside and brought him in to get a coffee.”
“I didn’t realise you knew him.”
“He’s a new customer at the library and we got talking. No harm in being friendly with a newcomer to town, is there?” She fixed the other woman with a defiant stare. “Can we have two takeaway coffees?”
“Coming right up.”
Cassie knew Rosie wanted to get a closer look at Daniel. The woman cast curious looks in his direction, and there was no way she would let the opportunity pass. The older woman placed the two coffees on the counter in front of them and looked at him curiously.
“I’ve seen you in my bakery, haven’t I?”
“Probably. Someone told me your vanilla slices were to die for. I had to see for myself.”
She beamed with pleasure. “I like a man who appreciates quality when he sees it. We’ve a lot more on offer. Say hello when you’re next in the shop.
Cassie rolled her eyes, being careful not to let Rosie see her do it. Daniel was winning yet another heart. Was that the usual pattern with this man?
“Better get back to it,” Rosie said brightly. “It’s always busy at the show. I like to help the CWA when I can.”
“Thanks, Rosie. I’ll catch you later.” Cassie guided Daniel back towards the door. “If we head out towards the arena, we can sit down on the grassed area. No one will overhear us there. They’ll have the animal parade soon. You can get an eyeful of the local bovine belles.”
She led him towards the parade ground, where they found themselves a secluded spot on the sloping lawns overlooking the action. Daniel prized the lid from his coffee and stared at the foam-covered liquid as though something deeply meaningful could be read there. He looked like a man with something on his mind. He gave her a quick sideways glance before turning his attention towards the parade of animals entering the arena. To the casual observer, he might appear relaxed. She knew he wasn’t. Whatever he wanted to say, she wasn’t going to make it easy for him. She sat in silence and waited.
“I had the strangest dream the other night,” he began. “As it unfolded, I was sharing a drink with a fascinating woman, who knew all sorts of things—about the stars, for instance, and the Earth and our relationship with the world around us.” The look he gave her was direct and intense.” One thing led to another—I know I was immensely attracted to her—and what followed was the most amazing night of my life. When I woke up, the dream was vivid and almost seemed real. It couldn’t have been, though, because I was alone, and surely I wouldn’t have forgotten an encounter like that?”
Cassie felt the heat rising on her cheeks. She held her silence but couldn’t tear her gaze away from his. Daniel sipped his coffee and cleared his throat before continuing.
“Cassie, the morning after my dream, I was really confused. Everything was so hazy. For some reason, I saw the world differently. The light was brighter, colours more intense—even sounds were different. It’s difficult to describe and sounds a little crazy.”
No, it doesn’t. How do you think it was for me, except I knew it wasn’t a dream?
He paused, rubbing his forehead as he struggled for words. “When I walked into town the next day, I ran into you. Sort of. I ran into Amber first, and I admit my response to her was stronger than normal. Sensations swept over me that were reminiscent of my dream.” He gave an embarrassed laugh.” I recall your previous ‘bunny in heat’ comment and that sort of describes it, except this time, I found myself responding. I’m not proud of that. I only started to remember when I looked up and saw you watching.”
He took a sip of his coffee. Cassie hadn’t touched hers, too engrossed in what he was saying. She was glad nobody was seated close to them. This wasn’t a conversation she wanted others to overhear.
“Cassie, it was you, wasn’t it? It was you who was in my bed that night, you who shared the most mind-blowing sex of my life. Why didn’t you stay? Why did you run away when I saw you in the street?”
“Um…is your coffee okay? I didn’t ask how you wanted it.” It was an obvious diversionary tactic.
“And is there sensory enhancement in the coffee as well? What did you do to me that night, Cassie?”
“You remember that bit as well? I wasn’t sure you did.”
“The effect was fairly dramatic, and I’ve had a couple of days to go over that night in my mind. I don’t regret it, but I wish you’d explained to me what you were doing. I also wish you had stayed until morning.”
“You recall I told you I study the therapeutic benefits of flowers,” Cassie began hesitantly.
“There was something about that. You mentioned the orchids.”
“I did. I distilled a tincture from the Musky Caladenia, which I thought was a sensory enhancement. I hadn’t tested it properly before.” She looked at him beseechingly. “I apologise for what I did. When I added drops to our wine, I never imagined the effect would be so strong. I shouldn’t have done that.”
She dropped her eyes, focussing on the ground front of her. She knew what must be running through his mind. She had drugged him, and the whole night was a sham. There was no genuine intimacy or passion in the time she spent in his bed. He was only reacting to the Muscal.
The vibrations were so strong, and this time she definitely heard them humming. The tips of her fingers tingled, and the sensation radiated towards her core of sensuality. Could Daniel feel it? She risked a quick glance, but his expression was inscrutable.
“This is the wrong location for the conversation we need to have,” he finally said. “If it weren’t so public, I’d show you what I think about this, and I don’t need any sensory enhancement to help me do it.”
She looked at him, uncertain thoughts racing through her head. Was he going to get aggressively physical? She hadn’t pegged him as that sort of man. Perhaps she’d seriously misjudged him.
“Cassie, I don’t need any sensory enhancement, or any other enhancement for that matter. You’re an attractive and intriguing woman, and I’d like the opportunity to get to know you better. On all levels. Especially on that level.”
The half-lidded look to his eyes indicated what he meant. As her gaze wandered lower to his full lips, slightly parted, she remembered kissing them and the delicious sensation it evoked. She wanted to kiss them again. Here. Right now, and without even a hint of Muscal. She sat close enough to be aware of his warm, male scent, and that was sensory enhancement enough. She had an urge to nibble the side of his neck, licking and tasting as she progressed lower into the space at the top of his shirt. She fixed her eyes on that patch of skin, wondering what would happen if she leaned over and undid the top button.
“Can we start again—or continue from where we left off?” he asked.
“I’d like that,” she whispered. “Start again, I mean.” I’d especially like some of the other too, but not here.
“Shall we walk for a bit?” Daniel suggested. “I think I need to get up and move before I do something that shouldn’t be seen in public. Not in this town, anyway.”
He stood up, brushing the grass from the seat of his jeans before extending his hand to Cassie, intending to help her to her feet. There was a distinct zap when skin touched skin.
“Wow! What was that?”
He looked perplexed but gave his hand a shake and extended it once more. This time, Cassie noted only a mild tingle, so soft Daniel might not have felt it. He dropped a quick kiss on her lips.
“Take that as a promise,” he said. “We’ll discuss the terms and parameters later.”
Her heart did a little zing. The day showed more potential than when she’d first gotten out of bed. She smiled at him and when he offered his hand again, slipped hers into his before they strolled closer to the arena fence, first to admire the cows, and then to meander around the show grounds.
They came across the section where farm machines and equipment were on display. As Marnie had indicated, the Country Fire Service was in the same area, with an excited swarm of children admiring the fire trucks, freshly washed and polished. Some of the volunteers were handing out brochures on bushfire management. Cassie knew them all, of course, and stopped to take one. Not that she needed the information. She was well-versed in the dos and don’ts of fire management in a country environment.
“Eh, mate, you’re a quick worker. I didn’t know you two were so well acquainted.”
Cassie spun around. Raff. He addressed Daniel, but his eyes flicked over her as well, and despite his jovial tone, there was no warmth to his look.
Daniel laughed uncertainly. “Still getting acquainted, Raff. The town’s been very welcoming to a city bloke.”
“I can see that.” Raff turned his attention to Cassie. “So is your destiny changing, Cassie, or is this a minor distraction?”
He’d remembered her words. Hardly surprising. It was only a brief time since their conversation. She felt a flush of embarrassment. There was a moment’s awkward silence while Daniel looked from Raff to Cassie and back again.
“You two know each other, I presume?” He answered his own question. “Of course. Everyone would know everyone else in a town this size.”
“Well, is this a private party, or can anyone join in?”
Cassie suppressed the wince. She might have guessed they would run into Amber. That woman kept turning up like a homing pigeon. Daniel’s hand tightened its grip on her hand.
“Hi, Amber,” he said. “There are some gorgeous piglets in the animal shed. Have you seen them yet? This is my first experience of a country show.”
Her eyes flashed. “I have no interest in piglets, or any other four-footed type of animal. Unless it’s on my plate,” she added. “Looks like you’ve found yourself a tour guide for the day. Let me know when your interests extend beyond cute baby animals. Try spending time with a real woman, for instance.” She pointedly ignored Cassie.
“I’ve found one, thanks,” Daniel said. “There’s a bit more to see, so we’ll keep moving along.” He nodded to Raff. “Keep up the good work. You guys perform a great service.” He looked back to Amber. “See you around, Amber. Thanks for the offer, by the way.”
There was no response—from either Raff or Amber.
“What the fuck?” Daniel exclaimed as soon as they were out of earshot. “What was all that about? I’ve barely arrived in town, and already I’ve got two people offside, and one of them is working on my car! Score ten for gross stupidity, buddy,” he added.
“It will soon blow over,” Cassie said. “Raff is fastidious about his work. His pride would prevent him from letting a car out of his workshop that wasn’t one-hundred percent road-worthy.”
“That’s reassuring to hear. He’s been friendly to date, but the atmosphere back there was distinctly frosty.”
“My fault, I’m afraid. Raff made overtures earlier today and I turned him down. The timing’s unfortunate, but he’ll get over it.”
Privately, she wasn’t so sure. Raff was used to getting his own way. Being friendly to an outsider was one thing but losing out to someone who wasn’t part of the clan was something else entirely. Raff had his own gifts, and she’d seen in the past he had a quick temper. She’d hate for them to be used the wrong way.
“Enough of other people. I’m more interested in us. Dinner tonight? I’ll cook.”
“That sounds like an offer too good to refuse. I promise I won’t bring the Muscal.”
“I’m not sure I’ll mind if you do. Just make sure Amber’s nowhere near.”
Cassie laughed. “Not a chance.”




Chapter 9
Dinner. What made me offer to cook? Daniel scurried around the cottage, tidying up and making the place look presentable. Changing the sheets and making the bed was a high priority. Before coming home, he’d picked up some chicken fillets, which he could grill and some fresh vegetables to steam. Add some potatoes, baked and sprinkled with rosemary and sea salt, and he should be fine. Simple rather than Michelin Star.
By the time Cassie was due, the bathroom was clean, and a small vase of flowers served as centrepiece on the table. He heard her car pull up in the driveway. A moment of anticipatory panic seized him. This was the beginning of something momentous. He didn’t know how he knew, but he did. Once he opened that door, it would initiate a chain of events that was pre-destined and impossible to stop. He took a deep breath and reached for the door handle.
“Hi.”
She stood on the doorstep, bottle of wine in hand. Gazing up at him with the beginnings of a smile teasing the corner of her mouth, she looked utterly delicious. There was that light, musky scent again, a fragrance he’d come to associate with her. With it came the realisation he was smitten. He’d never felt like this before. He’d had relationships, but they paled in significance compared to what he was feeling now. The sensations evoked were a combination of wonderment and sheer terror. He’d never expected this. How could such feelings have evolved in such a short time?
“Can I come in?” she asked.
“Of course. Where are my manners?” He flung the door wide, and stepped back, allowing Cassie to enter.
“Something smells good,” she remarked. “I might become a regular customer.” She proffered the wine, which he took in one hand while seizing the back of her head with the other and drawing her close. It was a welcome kiss, one that said I’m so pleased you’re here, but this is just the beginning.
“Dinner won’t be long, so while we wait, I’ll open this and we can sit down with a drink.”
He’d put out wine glasses in readiness before she’d arrived, and he now filled those, handing one to Cassie. “Here’s to us, and new beginnings,” he said as they clinked glasses. “This is sort of where we started a few days ago.”
“I’m sorry for testing the Muscal that night,” Cassie said. “It was unprofessional of me.” Placing her glass on the table, she moved closer and slid her hands up over his shirt and grasped his shoulders. “I hope you’ll let me make it up to you.” She stared up at him, and as she did, it seemed to him the colour of her eyes was reminiscent of the sea-green depths he’d seen as a result of the Muscal. They were mesmerising.
“I’ve always thought main course is over-rated,” Cassie added, her voice husky with desire. Why waste time on that when you can go straight to dessert?” Rising on tiptoes, she kissed him softly at first, her tongue exploring and teasing, before communicating a more urgent message.”
When he was able to draw breath, Daniel pulled back slightly. “Unless I’m a slow learner, something tells me I’d better turn off the oven. Personally, I’ve always thought the focus should be more on the delights of dessert. Great minds obviously think alike.”
Dropping a kiss on her forehead before disengaging himself, Daniel turned off the oven and the grill. “No point in burning it to a crisp. I think it will keep.”
He seized Cassie’s hand and led her towards his bedroom before pausing at the door. “Cassie, I’m not being presumptuous, am I? You wouldn’t just prefer some apple crumble instead?”
She looked him with incomprehension. “What are you talking about? Are you saying you don’t want to bed me?”
“God, no, Cassie. I was trying to be a thoughtful and considerate new age man.” He reached for the hem of her top and wrenched it up and over her head. “Okay. Gloves off. Prepare to be ravished.”
“Blessed Be,” she murmured. “The Goddess works in mysterious ways.” She slipped off her jeans, casting them aside, followed by the bra and panties in matching purple lace.
She stood before him as nature intended, glorious in her nakedness. Daniel’s breath seized in his throat. This was as he’d first seen her. From that first moonlit glimpse, he had never imagined that glorious creature would end up in his bed. He raked his fingers through her hair, the long tresses streaming through his fingers.
“I’m not sure what the Goddess has to do with anything, but if she’s in charge of the moon, there might be something in it. I think moonlight is more seductive than any potion you might create.”
He saw a fleeting, inquisitive look cross her face but wasn’t about to enlighten her. How could he tell her what he’d seen that night?
“Don’t you think you’re over-dressed?” As she spoke, she pulled open the fastening of his jeans and dragged down the zip. He shucked off his shirt as she pulled down his pants, her lips brushing the bulge in his underpants as she did. When she reached for his underwear, his erection sprang free, signalling the level of his arousal. With a small laugh of delight, Cassie knelt in front of him, holding the shaft before running her tongue along the length and swirling it around the swollen head.
Daniel moaned softly, his head thrown back and eyes closed as he surrendered to the waves of passion sweeping over his body, his hands still buried in the silky tresses that swirled about her head as her tongue worked its magic.
“Stop,” he groaned. “You’ve got to stop.”
She paused, looking up at him, the question in her eyes.
“Before I explode, it’s your turn.” He reached under her armpits, and hauling her upright, projected her onto the bed. He joined her as she sprawled back in disarray, delivering feather-light licks to first one breast and then the other.
“Mmm,” she murmured. “I seem to recall you’re a breast man.”
“I don’t limit myself,” he whispered as he spread her legs with his knee and slowly slid down her body until this time it was his tongue that found the centre of pleasure. Almost of their own accord, her legs spread wide, her hips arching upwards, granting him better access to the sweet delights he sought. With each swirl of his tongue, she could feel her lips opening wider, inviting him in. She jammed her fists beneath her butt cheeks, offering herself up to his ministrations until she totally lost control. All meaningful thought was sucked from her in a vortex that consumed her mind and body in shuddering waves.
Panting, she reached for Daniel. She wanted to feel him deep inside her, needed him inside her. As she regained her breath, he tore open the foil packet he’d left by the bedside and sheathed himself before plunging into the warm, slick opening she offered up to him. His own release soon followed in a joyous and noisy climax.
“You okay?” he asked, nuzzling her neck after he slid up the bed to join her.
“Need you ask? More than okay.” She sounded both sleepy and bemused. “Amazing what one can do without any form of enhancement at all.”
“I think you’re the only enhancement I need,” he murmured. “I’m never going to look at dessert the same way again. I’m always going to remember this night, this time.” He rolled onto his side, facing her. “Having said that, I did invite you over for dinner, and I’m sure it’s more than ready. I’d serve you dinner in bed, but it’s probably more comfortable seated at the table. I’ll let you have first dibs on the bathroom, while I tend to the kitchen.”
☐
He was a good cook. The meal was fine despite the delay, and Cassie discovered she was ravenously hungry. Not surprising, really. Daniel had prepared the fireplace earlier in the evening, and the fire heated the room as they ate. The crackling logs released a scent of eucalyptus and lemon-scented gum, bringing a hint of outdoors into the room.
Their conversation skirted around the future. All Cassie could think of was the present. She knew Daniel was only in town for a limited time, but increasingly she was sure that Daniel was the one sent by Aphrodite. Wasn’t that what Boobook Man was trying to tell her? To think of the days, even weeks and years, ahead would mean she had to make some hard decisions, including what and when to tell Daniel about herself.
She waited for him to ask her more questions about her life and her plans, but he also seemed content in dealing with the present. Perhaps similar thoughts ran through his mind.
This time, Cassie did stay the night. Waking up beside him seemed the most natural thing in the world. It was where she wanted to be, needed to be. She couldn’t stay long, though. For one thing, she had things to do in her workshop, and she knew Daniel had his own work waiting for him. After a leisurely breakfast of scrambled eggs and toast, cooked again by him, she took her leave.
“Much as I would love to stay, there are things I need to do at home today, and I know you’ve got your own deadlines. Monty will be wondering where I am as well. Wondering where his breakfast is, anyway.”
“Monty?”
“My beautiful feline companion. You’ll meet him in due course, speaking of which—next dinner is on me. Sometime later this week? I’ll call you to make that arrangement.”
“Sounds good. More than good. I look forward to it.”
They lingered over their parting. Having experienced the connection between their bodies, the separation at Daniel’s front door was a wrench. With one last kiss, Cassie pushed him from her and climbed into her car. No need to be greedy. There would be opportunities in the coming weeks.
Monty was indeed waiting for her when she arrived home. His baleful look and tail flick said it all. Where have you been? Don’t you know it’s been hours since I was fed? How can you do this to me?
“Monty, it hasn’t been that long, and we both have to make adjustments here. You’re still my number one cat. That won’t change. I’ll introduce you to Daniel soon, I promise.”
The cat stalked to its food bowl and pointedly sat down and stared at it, as though food would miraculously appear. Cassie obligingly filled the bowl and ruffled the cat’s head before heading for the shower before starting on her regular Sunday tasks. She needed to do some re-potting in the greenhouse and then some monitoring work with the tinctures in progress in her workshop. She meticulously recorded the details of all trials, and now she had one more to add, thanks to her own personal experiments.
She was out in the greenhouse when she heard the muffled sound of the front door bell. That was unusual. She wasn’t expecting visitors and those who routinely did visit, like Rowena, knew to come around to the back of her cottage and look for her in either the garden or the greenhouse.
She peeled off her gardening gloves, and went back inside, heading towards the front door. Monty sat on the window sill of the front room, staring fixedly through the glass. As Cassie went to open the door, she heard the cat give a low growl. Strange. Perhaps he’d spotted another cat outside.
Nobody was on the doorstep. Cassie took a step outside so she could see the driveway and the street beyond. Just when she thought nobody was there, a movement caught her eye. Astonishingly, a doe stood there. Feral deer were a problem throughout the region, but they didn’t normally come this close to town. The animal stood at the turn-off into her driveway, and was looking straight at her. As Cassie watched, the animal wheeled around and disappeared up the road in a direction leading away from the town. How unusual.
She was about to shut the door when she spied a bunch of flowers by the side of the doorstep. They were native flowers, with red grevilleas nestled amongst a collection of greenery. She picked them up, looking to see if there was a note. The stems were tied together with a strand of jute string, but there was no indication as to who had left the gift for her.
Could it have been Daniel? Somehow she didn’t think so. It wasn’t long since she had seen him, and surely he would have given them to her in person. It couldn’t have been the doe. Regardless, she would put them in water and get back to the greenhouse. There was still a lot to do. She took a large vase from a shelf in the workroom and arranged the stems as creatively as she could. They needed to be trimmed slightly to fit, but with that done she placed them on a sideboard in the dining room. Brushing the hair from her face, she stood back to review her floral artistry. They looked fine. Whoever had left them had given her a nice surprise.
The rest of the day passed uneventfully, No more visitors, whether two or four-footed, and she completed the work she had on her agenda. That was surprising, given where her thoughts kept wandering. Her and Daniel. Daniel and her. Together in Harrow. Together back in the city. Would there even be a together? They hadn’t talked about that, and they hadn’t known each other very long. She was sure though, absolutely sure, he was the one meant for her. Was he sure she was the one for him? Those thoughts were still tumbling around her head when she finally fell asleep later that evening.
Cassie’s dreams were vivid and weird and her sleep was disturbed. When she awoke, her body radiated heat and her face felt as though it was on fire. Must be a reaction to the dreams. A shower will cool me down. When she caught a glimpse of her reflection in the bathroom mirror, she was brought to a halt, thoughts of the shower abandoned. Raised, red welts streaked across her face. Looking down, she could see they were over her arms as well, and a couple on her torso. Now she had seen them, they started to itch. It took every iota of control not to let her fingers loose and to scratch her face into oblivion.
She thought back over the previous day. She hadn’t eaten anything unusual. Perhaps she’d reacted to some of the floral essences, but that had never happened before. Was scarlet fever still a thing? Leprosy, even? As she looked closely, she could see clusters of small, watery blisters forming within the welts. Something was seriously wrong. She reached for her phone to call Rowena. Her aunt had trained as a nurse, and still filled casual shifts at the local hospital.
“Rowena, can you come quickly? I’ve come down with the plague and it’s killing me! It’s all over my face. This is going to drive me crazy.”
“The plague? I doubt that Cassie. What are your symptoms?”
Cassie gave a brief description. “I’d take a photo and email it to you, but I’d rather you just came. Quickly, before I tear the skin from my face.”
“Have you got some calamine lotion? It sounds to me as though you need a doctor, but I’ll be there shortly. Make yourself a cup of tea while you wait.”
A cup of tea was Rowena’s antidote to a lot of things, but Cassie didn’t think it would work this time. She was relieved when she heard her aunt’s car in the driveway and ran to open the front door.
“Oh, my goodness,” Rowena said as she caught sight of Cassie’s face. The welts were angrier than they had been earlier, and appeared to be spreading. “I’ve brought a salve with me, but I might let you apply it. I’m not sure I should be touching your skin. It might be contagious. You go and put some on while I make the tea. I don’t think you’ll be going to work today.”
While Rowena busied herself in the kitchen, Cassie jumped under a cool shower, letting the water ease the parts of her skin she didn’t dare touch. After gently patting herself dry with the softest towel she owned, she rubbed the ointment into the affected areas. They even felt hot to the touch. She pulled on loose trousers and a cotton top, not wanting anything too tight against to her skin. Strands of hair threatened to torment her face, so she used an Alice band to keep it at bay. Not much else she could do.
When she returned to the kitchen, Rowena had made a pot of tea, and poured two steaming mugs. She nodded at the flower arrangement.
“The flowers, Cassie—where did you get those?”
“Someone left them anonymously on the doorstep yesterday. There wasn’t a note so I don’t know who left them. It was a strange surprise.”
“I don’t suppose you were wearing gloves when you brought them in?”
“No. Why?”
“That’s the cause of your problem. That’s a bunch of Robyn Gordon Grevilleas. They cause varying allergic reactions when touched, and given your overall sensitivity to a range of things, you seem to be on the extreme end of the scale. Whoever gave you that bunch of flowers gave you a Trojan Horse.”
Cassie remembered the flowers brushing against her arms, and then how she’d pushed her hair away from her face as she carried them inside.
“But that’s bizarre. Who would do that? What do I do now?”
“Well the good news is, you don’t have the plague. The salve I gave you will help with the itch, but a visit to the doctor is in order. You’ll need a steroid treatment to bring the reaction under control.”
“I’ll email the library and let the manager know I won’t be in today, and then call the doctor’s surgery as soon as they open. I hope they have a morning appointment available.”
“I hope so, too. In the meantime, we need to get rid of those flowers. If you have a pair of elbow-length rubber gloves available, I’ll throw them in the compost. You had better not go near them.”
“Rowena, I don’t know what I’d do without you.”
“While I’m here, perhaps you can tell me about what’s going on between you and the writer who recently came to town.”
Cassie winced inwardly. She dared not move the muscles on her face in case the itch was aggravated. She knew the interrogation was inevitable. “It’s early days. There’s not much to tell.”
“That’s not what I heard. I don’t think you spent Saturday night in your own bed, Cassie. He’s an outsider. What future is there for you with him?”
Cassie took her time in answering. Whatever she said would get back to the women in the inner circle. “I have no idea what the future holds, but I think he’s the one sent by the Goddess. The signs are there. I feel the same vibrations my mother described and although I haven’t asked him, I think Daniel felt them as well. He has no idea what it means.”  She glanced at Rowena, trying to gauge her reaction to what she’d heard. “He’s only in Harrow for a short time, but he could change his mind on that. On the other hand, perhaps I’ll follow him. I don’t have to live here to use my gift for the benefit of the town.”
“Perhaps not, but my gut feeling is that without that continual connection, your gifts won’t be as strong. Still, as you say, these are early days and more than anything, I want for you to be happy.” She hugged her niece gently so as not to irritate her skin, before adding softly, “That’s what your mother wanted as well—for you to be happy. Whatever your choice, I’ll support you.” She picked up her bag and headed for the door. “I need to get on with my day. I hope the doctor provides you with some relief.”
As Rowena’s car pulled out of the driveway, Cassie picked up her phone to call the surgery. The clinic opened at eight, and with some fast talking, she secured an early appointment. She hated the idea of walking through town looking as she did, but the sooner she got medical assistance, the better. She would park as close to the clinic as possible. She grabbed a broad-brimmed hat and climbed into her car.
She was in luck. She didn’t run into people she knew at close distance—or so she thought. She was almost at the clinic door when a familiar voice called out from behind.
“Why aren’t you heading to work, Cassie Craven?”
Amber. It had to be. Of all people to see her with a face that looked like it belonged in a leper colony, it had to be Amber. Cassie paused, and looked back over her shoulder. Amber stood, one hand on hip and a smirk on her face.
“Oh, my—you don’t look so pretty now—not that you ever were a great beauty. I thought someone with the ‘Gift’ might be able to control any adverse forces or noxious substances. Seems I was wrong.”
A feeling of horror seized Cassie. “Amber? The flowers came from you? You did this?”
“I have no idea what you’re talking about. Perhaps you should ask the deer.”
“What’s the deer got to do with it?”
“You’re not the only one with Gifts bestowed by the Ancients. Have a nice day, Cassie.” She flounced along the sidewalk, heading to her mother’s café. Cassie watched her progress, the feeling of dread tightening bands around her chest.




Chapter 10
The doctor confirmed she had a classic but severe case of contact dermatitis.
“You’ve got one of the worst reactions I’ve seen,” she said as she delivered a cortisone injection to Cassie’s upper arm. “You’re very sensitive. Avoid hot showers and over-heating, and stay away from those plants.”
As if I’d go anywhere near them again. Who was to know what they could do?
Cassie jammed on her concealing sunglasses when she made her way back to her car. Her thoughts whirled around her head. The morning sun was without heat, but the fractured light still danced on the leaves of the shrubbery lining the street. To all intents, it was a normal winter’s morning. Except it wasn’t.
The breeze caught wispy strands of hair, trailing them across her cheeks. The resulting tickle was pure torture. Cassie shoved her hands in her pockets to avoid scratching at her face. She found herself looking around suspiciously at every unexpected sound, half anticipating an entire herd of deer to emerge from behind neighborhood fences.
This is stupid. Toughen up, Buttercup. You can’t let every sound spook you.
Her cottage, nestled behind a low hedge of lavender, was a welcome sanctuary when she reached it.  Trouble was brewing. Cassie didn’t need the Goddess to tell her that. Amber was clearly antagonistic and if she’d managed the deer transition, her powers were on the ascent. With her erratic behaviour, that could be a problem. As she unlocked her front door, she could see Monty sitting in the front window, looking out. That was a relief. Her very own guard cat.
After throwing down her bag and keys on the kitchen bench, she opened her laptop to research data on grevilleas and any other noxious plants she might encounter. If any other surprises were left for her, she wanted to recognize them for what they were. The phone vibrating at her elbow jolted her from the latest online rabbit hole she’d fallen down, chasing yet more detail.
“Cassie, dear, just checking how you got on with the doctor.” Rowena’s voice held a concerned tone.
“It was as you suspected. A severe reaction to the ‘gift’ left on my doorstep.”
“You don’t know that anyone intended to harm you. Those plants are often used in public landscaping. You can’t expect everyone to know what touching them can do.”
Cassie hesitated, her thoughts racing. To disclose what she had learned about Amber would create a division in the community. This was the first time someone in Harrow had used her gift to create harm, not good. It was a confounding development. Rowena was her aunt, though, and she had to tell someone.
“I do know who was behind it, and it wasn’t a benign gift. It was meant to harm me.”
She heard Rowena draw a sharp breath. “What do you mean? Who would do something like that?”
“Promise me you won’t say anything to anyone else just yet, particularly not to the women. It was Amber. She left it hoping I would have an allergic reaction, and that’s not all.”
“No? What else did she do?”
“The deer I told you about—that was her. Amber has learned how to transition. A fox would have been more appropriate.”
“How do you know this? Why would she do something like that?”
“I bumped into her before I reached the surgery this morning. She laughed when she saw my face and inferred that she and the deer were one and the same.”
“But did she actually admit what she’d done? You know that young woman likes to fanaticize.”
“I know that, but Amber knew what was left on my doorstep and also knew about the deer.” Cassie knew it sounded crazy, but pressed on. “Rowena, she meant me harm. I know it.”
The older woman was silent for a while before answering. “Cassie, we need to be very careful in how we approach this.” Her words were slow and hesitant. “The implications are enormous. I’ll give it some thought, and in the meantime, keep out of her way. I’ll call again tomorrow to see how you’re getting on. Stay safe. Blessed Be.”
☐
Daniel peered out at the frosty morning, grasping his hot mug of tea between both hands. He looked out onto a winter sky of clear, icy blue. It was too cool to sit out on the deck, but he still liked to take in the view from his window. Sometimes birds dunked in the birdbath, which he ensured was topped up with water, and occasionally he saw an echidna. It trundled across the garden, its rolling gait almost comical. There was a hole under the side fence, and the animal squeezed itself under that before disappearing into the scrub.
He decided to skip the morning walk. He was slipping behind on his schedule, and wanted to put in a solid day’s work, as best he could, anyway, before being distracted by thoughts of a certain woman. That was wrong. She wasn’t a distraction, but he hadn’t intended to get involved with anyone, and yet he knew he was. It didn’t fit with his plans at all. The only thing he was sure of was that it was meant to be.
His eye was caught by a movement in the garden. He froze, trying to see what it was. There was something behind the citrus tree. Intruders? At this time of day? He’d give them some lemons if that was what they were after. He should put on some shoes and investigate.
The shape emerged. Daniel caught his breath. A deer—it was a deer! He’d heard they ran rampant through the hills area, but had never seen one outside of a zoo before. This one didn’t look particularly wild. Emerging from behind the tree, it trotted towards the cottage, pausing briefly to nibble at some foliage.
Very carefully, Daniel opened the back door and padded out onto the deck. The cold bit at his bare toes, but the opportunity to observe the animal close up was too good to miss. He could see it was a doe, and she didn’t seem in the least scared, taking dainty steps through the garden and looking this way and that. He was sure the animal had seen him. She was beautiful. What a gift.
Daniel kept very still, hardly daring to breath. Come on, come closer. I won’t hurt you. The deer stopped, tilting its head sideways, eyeballing him. She was absolutely enchanting. He sensed a connection, which was weird. This was a wild animal. Just as he contemplated reaching out to it, the deer tossed its head and wheeled around. Moving almost at a trot, it rounded the side of the cottage and disappeared.
When he slipped back through the cottage to throw open the front door and look out from that vantage point, there was no sign of the deer. It was gone. All he saw was a mopoke sitting in the gum tree in the front yard. That was equally strange. Those shy birds were usually only seen at night. His feet were now screaming with cold. He shut the door and went back inside.
☐
Daniel had been sympathetic when she’d spoken to him on the phone. She rang him later that afternoon.
“It’s not that I don’t want to see you, but I don’t want you seeing me like this. The medication I’m on makes me sleepy anyway. I’m off work for a few days, but I’m well stocked with books. It’s good to have some ‘me’ time, so in a way it’s a gift.”
That was ironic. It certainly wasn’t the sort of gift Amber had intended.
“Are you sure you don’t need a back rub? Say the word, it won’t take me long to be there.”
“Thank you, but no. Touch is a sensitive issue at the moment, and anyway I know you have lots of writing to do. By the end of the week, I should be far more sociable. Friday night, here?”
“Sounds great. Can I bring anything? Wine? Flowers?”
Cassie shuddered. “Definitely not flowers. For some reason, I’ve gone right off them. Seeing you will be more than enough.”
She did go back to work on the Thursday of that week. She still felt uncomfortable, but she couldn’t stay home forever. The library regulars were most concerned but she reassured them firstly that she was fine and secondly she was not in the slightest infectious. One of the other librarians took over the story time with the children though. The children might find her blotchy face a bit off-putting.
Cassie still insisted on doing the library delivery service. She knew all the customers on the run, and what their reading preferences were. It was good also to get some normality back into her life. She enjoyed the visit to the retirement village and knew the residents looked forward to the interaction as well.
“My, my—what’s been happening to you?”
Ruby was one of the elders in the community, now resident in the village where she could get the ongoing care she required. Before that, she had owned the cottage that was now Cassie’s.
“I got too close to some grevilleas. As you can see, that wasn’t a good idea. The reaction’s better than it was, though.”
“I didn’t think there were any grevilleas in the garden. I wouldn’t plant them. Very nasty things for some people.  Who gave them to you?” She reached out to grasp Cassie’s arm, concern reflected in her voice. Cassie could faintly smell violets, a scent she had come to associate with Ruby. Old she may be, but the woman still had her wits about her and her powers were still evident.
There was no point in upsetting Ruby. Cassie chose her words carefully. “I don’t know, Ruby. They were left on the doorstep so I must have a secret admirer.”
“Secret, my foot. I’ve heard there’s a young man sniffing around you, but this wasn’t him. That much I’m sure of.” Ruby closed her eyes briefly, retaining her grip on Cassie’s arm. “Be careful, lass. There is one who does not wish you well. She is motivated by envy and jealousy.”
Ruby knew. There was not much that got past her, despite rarely leaving the village. With her free hand, Cassie slid her chair closer. “Ruby, what should I do? I’ve not done anything to cause this person any reason to dislike me. I don’t have much to do with her at all, actually.”
“You don’t have to do anything. Just being you is enough. You have the respect of the community, and that is what she desperately craves. On top of that, this young man of yours prefers you to her.”
“Ruby, how do you know all this?”
Ruby let go of Cassie’s arm and tapped the side of her nose knowingly. “Same way I know anything. The ancients tell me what I need to know.” She laughed. “Of course, it helps to be old. People assume you’re deaf or senile. It’s amazing what others say in front of me, thinking I won’t understand.”
“More fool them,” Cassie said. “You’re one of the sharpest people I know.”
Ruby leaned close, the violets increasing in intensity. “Cassie, I will do what I can. The Boobook Man will watch out for you, and if I can do anything to divert this young woman’s intentions, I will. She is young, though, and her powers are strong. She needs a suitable diversion. I’ll consult the elders here about what that might be, but until then keep out of her way.”
“No need to tell me, Ruby. She’s not my favourite person at the moment. Thank you. It’s good to know you have my back.” Cassie glanced at her watch. “I should be getting back to the library. Any preferences for next time? Di Morrisey has a new release available. It should come into the library next week.”
“Sounds wonderful. Bring me that one. And mind what I’ve said. Blessed Be.”
The rest of her book deliveries were uneventful, though everyone expressed concern about her condition. By the time she reversed the library van into the parking bay, Cassie was all talked out. She slipped out to Wilson’s bakery to buy some lunch, being sure to scan the street carefully for who else might be taking a lunchtime stroll. Given the hour, Amber should be busy in her mother’s café, but you could never be sure. She couldn’t be sure of anything. Except her feelings for Daniel.
☐
With only two days of the week at work, it felt like a short week. Cassie peered at her reflection in the mirror, applying the ointment to the raised lesions on her face and body. The welts weren’t as angry as when they’d first appeared, but still quite evident. And itchy. Daniel would still be surprised when he saw her.
Wonderful man, he didn’t wince or pull back when she opened the door to him.
“Hi, beautiful. I come bearing wine and chocolate. No flowers. May I kiss you?”
Cassie smothered a giggle. If he could call her beautiful when she looked like this, and bring chocolate, he was a keeper.  She raised her face to his. “Sure. Carefully. On the lips only.”
He dutifully delivered a kiss that was more than a peck, but not as amorous as what either of them might have wished.
“So how was your week?” Daniel asked. “You haven’t explained to me how you got yourself into this predicament.”
How was my week? Challenging, irritating, and worrying.
“My week was fine. How about you open the wine and I’ll fetch the glasses.” Cassie deflected his question. “Then I’ll show you around my garden and my greenhouse. The cottage was owned by an elderly friend before me, and I’ve reaped the benefit of the wonderful work she did in establishing a haven for the local birds and smaller wildlife. There are many native plants and aromatic flowers here.”
“Did that spark your interest in the orchids and your tinctures?”
“No, my mother did that. She passed a lot of knowledge on to me, but Ruby’s garden was a bonus. I love living here. She’s in the local retirement village now, but sometimes I bring her back for afternoon tea.”
There was still enough light for them to stroll through the garden, admiring the landscaping creating unique garden spaces, and the array of textures, and colours. It was well thought out and maintained.
“You know more about gardening than I do,” Daniel said. “I’m no green thumb. I stick things in the dirt and then it’s up to them to survive or not. It’s wonderful when they do but my influence is minimal.”
“I’ll have to teach you, won’t I?” Cassie flicked him a quick glance, checking to see if there was any reaction to this long-term proposal. Daniel merely smiled and tightened the grip he had with the arm flung around her shoulder.
They wandered back inside and refreshed their drinks before sitting in front of the fire. Monty had already secured prime position, but there was enough heat for them all. The cat had been initially wary of Daniel, but after receiving a scratch behind his ears, emitted a loud purr, presumably giving a seal of approval. Daniel sat in a large armchair, and Cassie curled up on the floor in front of him, leaning back against his knees. The heat from the fire was bracingly soporific.
“So how was your week?” Cassie asked conversationally. “Did you meet the milestones you were talking about?”
“I did. I had to push myself, but knowing I had to give a progress report to the producer helped. We’re all on a strict timeframe here. Thank goodness the internet connection is as good as it is. That was my one concern in coming to Harrow.”
“So, the decision has worked out well for you then?”
“In more ways than one.” Daniel reached out and kneaded the back of her neck. “You know I came here with work in mind, and work only. I never expected to find the nymph from Harrow as well. You’ve truly thrown my thoughts about the future.”
Nymph from Harrow? Did he mean her? What a strange comment. “Do you mean a future involving us?”
He leaned forward and kissed the top of her head. “I do. I know our lives have been on different tangents so far, but I’d like to see how we might change that in the future. Wouldn’t you, or have I been misreading the signs?”
Cassie sipped her wine and shuffled around slightly so she could look him in the eye. “No, we’re on the same track, even if on different tangents, as you put it.” This was the moment she’d been dreading. She had to tell him. It would be crazy not to.
“Before we get too involved, more so than we already have, there’s something I have to tell you.”
“That sounds serious. You don’t have a terminal illness or turn into a werewolf at midnight?”
“No, nothing like that. It’s more of a lifestyle thing. You know I have strong ties to the town. I’ve lived here most of my life, and I’m deeply rooted in this community.”
“I get that. My parents still live in the family home in Adelaide, and the place has many memories for me.”
“I’m sure it has, but I’m talking about different ties.”
His eyebrows rose a fraction, with the question etched on his face. He waited for her to continue.
“Those who live in Harrow have a strong connection to the universe and to the deities who guide us all. With their help, I have developed certain gifts, which I use for the benefit of the community.”
“So, you’re part of a religious cult?”
Cassie laughed. “Have you seen any cults around here?” This is hard. I wish I’d planned in advance what to say. “We have a set of beliefs based on respect for nature, and are guided by the seasons of the Earth in making choices in how we live our lives. We are also known as Wiccans.”
“And everyone in Harrow is a Wiccan?”
“Not necessarily everyone, but most people are.”
Daniel was quiet for a moment, and Cassie waited for the next question she was sure was coming.
“And do you hold ceremonies at different times of the year, and call upon the Goddess when you want something?”
Now it was her turn to be surprised. She hadn’t expected him to know anything about the practices of the clan. Perhaps he’d done research for a film script, or something like that. “Yes, we do. We don’t ask for unreasonable things, but seek her support for the seasonal crops, and rain when we need it—things like that.”
“And some your ceremonies might take place at night, even alone?”
There was a strange tone to his voice which puzzled her. “Some do. It depends on the circumstances.”
“And you mentioned a gift. What did you mean by that?”
“It is a gift that was passed down by my mother, and her mother before that. When I ask the Goddess for help, she always answers my prayers. The people of Harrow regard me as essential in guaranteeing agricultural success in the region.”
Daniel rubbed the side of his nose, frowning slightly as he absorbed this information. “Does everyone have a gift, as you put it?”
“It varies. Some people are intuitive, bordering on telepathic. Others foretell the future. I believe you’ve met Marnie. Her gift comes from the first people in this country, from whom she’s descended.” Cassie halted a moment, not sure how he would take what she next had to say. “Some people have the ability to transition to other forms—animals, for instance or birds.”
“Do you supply one of your potions for that?”
Cassie looked at him sharply “Of course not. My potions, as you call them, are for therapeutic purposes. The gifts people have are handed down through families and are bestowed by the Goddess.”
He reached out and took hold of her hand, rubbing the back of it with his thumb. “You’ll understand when I say I need some time to absorb this. If I wrote this into a film script, it would be perfectly acceptable, but to tell me that people transition into animals is stretching the bounds of credibility. I’m not saying I disbelieve you, but until I see it for myself, it sounds fantastical.”
“You probably won’t see anything like that. You’re an outsider and people will be careful what they say and do when you’re around. Nobody would want to threaten our way of life.”
“After the experience with the Muscal, nothing should surprise me, but you have.”
“Does that mean you don’t want further involvement with me?”
“Of course, I do. I need time to digest what you’ve told me, that’s all. I rather like having my own witch. There could be distinct advantages. I think you’ve already cast a spell on me.” He looked into her eyes and in an old-fashioned gesture, lifted her hand to his lips and kissed it. “Perhaps I can deliver a little magic of my own.”
“You already have,” she whispered. “More than you’ll ever know.”
“Speaking of animals,” Daniel said, “I had an unusual experience at the beginning of week. I found a deer in my garden. I know feral deer roamed these hills, but hadn’t expected to find one in the garden. This animal wasn’t scared at all, and came quite close to the deck. It was a beautiful creature.”
An ice-cold dread seized Cassie’s heart. Amber. It had to be. “Daniel, listen to me. I know the picture I’ve just painted to you of life in Harrow and the people who follow the beliefs was quite benign—and it is—but be careful of the deer. Don’t let it near you and don’t touch it.”
“What are you saying, Cassie? What’s the harm in a beautiful animal like that? It was a doe, not a buck. They aren’t as aggressive, are they?”
“Trust me when I say, some things aren’t as they seem. The deer isn’t either.”
“Will the deer put a spell on me?” Daniel was clearly bemused. “This really does sound like a film script. I had better start taking notes.”
“I know, it sounds crazy. Do me a favor. Keep away from the deer. Okay?” It was time to change the subject. “By the smell that’s coming out of the kitchen, our dinner’s ready. It’s time to eat.”
Daniel didn’t stay that night. For one thing, the medication Cassie was on made her drowsy and for another, she wanted to give him some space.
“Daniel, I don’t want you to rush into a relationship with me when you might regret it later. Like you said, you need to digest what I’ve told you tonight and I want to allow you time to do that.”
She wrapped her arms around his neck, feeling a different heat to that she’d felt all week. It took all her strength to send him away.
“Cassie, I’m sure I can consider everything you’ve told me from here. We don’t even have to make love. I can just hold you while you sleep.”
“You wonderful man. I’ll miss you terribly the moment you step out that door, but I don’t want in any way to influence you while you think about what I’ve told you and what it means for any future we have together.”
By the time she shut the door behind him, she could feel sleep claiming her. She just managed to clean her teeth and give Monty a rub between the ears before falling into bed. Blissful sleep. She would contact Daniel again soon to see how he felt after having time to think, but for now, she could think no more. Sleep.




Chapter 11
As soon as he moved out of the reach of the sensor light at Cassie’s front door, the dark night surrounded Daniel like a possessive blanket. Not for the first time, he was reminded of the difference between country roads and illuminated city streets. It didn’t help that drifting clouds obscured the moon, but he knew the way home.
As he walked, everything Cassie had told him spun through his head. Some of it was fantastical. What was he getting himself into? People transitioning into animals? He snorted in disbelief, noting the way his breath frosted in the cold night air. Perhaps he was transitioning himself. Dragon, anyone? Maybe her floral concoctions caused delusional ideas. He’d already seen for himself how powerful they could be. Not that it changed his feelings for her.
She’s one amazing woman. As for her gift, if that’s what she believes, so be it. She must be embracing the power of positive thought and affirmations. Lots of people do that, some more successfully than others.
He could hear the call of different night birds, and was reminded of that first night, stumbling along the path that led to the clearing. This night was darker though, and he’d left his bush nymph behind him, probably by now tucked up in bed. Pity he wasn’t there with her.
A rustle in the bushes to his right startled him. He wheeled around, staring into the darkness, listening intently. Nothing. Probably just a rabbit. You’ll be jumping at your own shadow next. He had the creepy feeling that someone—something—was watching him. Telling himself he was only reacting to what Cassie had told him, he resumed his walk, slightly faster than before. High in a tree, he heard the sound of a mopoke. They were unusual birds. He never heard them in the city. Perhaps it was the same one. Somehow it was reassuring. The clouds cleared the moon again, and that was reassuring too.
The centre of town was quiet when he reached the main street. Street light cast pools of light along the sidewalk, and the roadside shrubbery was replaced by shopfront windows. Glancing in one reflective surface, Daniel could see that he was on his own. Nobody was following him. Not surprising, as the town streets appeared to be deserted. He could smell the pungent aroma of wood fires, and plumes of smoke could faintly be seen emerging from cottage chimneys. Curtains were drawn across the windows, permitting occasional slivers of light to emerge at the edges.
The contrast was the Harrow Arms. Light spilled out from the windows, allowing Daniel to see the patrons inside. Some were recognisable. He’d gotten to know a few people on nodding basis. The door to the front bar was thrown open, and a figure filled the doorway, visible only in silhouette against the light behind him. It definitely was a male. That much Daniel could see, and the person seemed to be looking in his direction, focused on him. He shielded the streetlight from his eyes with a hand, straining to see who it could be.
Raff—it looks like Raff. Of course it might be, given it’s his local watering hole.
He waved, but there was no response. Perhaps it wasn’t Raff. The stare was intense. A shiver of unease rippled over him, and Daniel realised he was clenching his jaw. Dropping his hand, he turned towards the route home. He didn’t quite know why, but he now walked in the shadowed parts of the street. It was less exposed.
Just relax, mate. You’ve an over-active imagination tonight. Save it for the writing.
The figure in the doorway stepped out and began walking in the same direction as Daniel. That was a coincidence. Could he possibly be following? Odd thought. Why would he do that? Footsteps echoed behind him, ringing out against the hard road surface. Whoever it was had no interest in being stealthy. Daniel stopped and looked back. The figure, buried deep in the shadows, also stopped. The follower stood close to the fence, hidden from the light falling on the road.
The night sky clouded over again. Daniel started walking once more, and so did the stranger, the footsteps echoing his own. It was a relief to reach the turn-off to his own street, Russell Lane. Almost home.
Why should I be perturbed, for chrissake? This is a quiet country town.
As he approached Lane’s End Cottage, he heard the footsteps behind him quicken, breaking into a run. He turned around, and as the clouds cleared the moon, he saw the figure was bearing down on him. It was definitely Raff.
“Hey, mate” Daniel called. “I thought it was you. Bit late for a run, isn’t it?”
It was Raff but didn’t look like him. His normally full lips were drawn back in a rictus-like grimace, and his face had a greenish sheen. Was he ill? As he watched, Raff’s head appeared to elongate, with his hair slicked back over his head and his eyes, now glowing red, sliding around to a side position.
I must be hallucinating. What did Cassie give me this time?
Stumbling backwards, Daniel watched in horror as it appeared Raff was growing a tail. Then he couldn’t see. The air began to shimmer around him, so that everything looked distorted and out of focus. A low, humming noise echoed through his head, reminding him of the high pitch of a Buddhist singing bowl. Underlying that was a deep groan that burst from Raff’s throat, before morphing into a sibilant hissing.
His vision cleared and simultaneously, the humming subsided. Raff was no longer standing in front of him. In his place slithered a serpent—large, with shiny black scales streaked with emerald green. The snake reared up, it’s head level with Daniel’s.
“I warned you,” the creature hissed. “You don’t belong here. What makes you think you can steal my woman? Any Harrow woman, for that matter?”
The snake reared back in attack mode, its tongue making menacing flicking movements.
“I haven’t stolen anyone,” Daniel protested, his voice a strangled croak. He took a further step back, nearly tripping on the loose surface. He was about to turn and run, when movement at the corner of his eye caught his attention. It was the deer. Bloody hell, what next? She pranced around in circles, darting close to the snake and then pulling away again to a position of safety.
“Run!” Daniel called. “Get away while you can!”
The distraction was the brief moment the snake needed. As it lunged forward, Daniel heard a scream.
“Raphael, stop! You mustn’t do this!”
Who was that? The deer? It sounded like Amber’s voice. That was all he registered before the snake struck, sinking its fangs into his leg.
Red-hot pain radiated from the site. As he clutched his thigh, already numb, it crumpled beneath him, making it impossible to run. The serpent struck again, this time wrapping its body around him. The pain was indescribable, now white-hot. The last thing of which he was aware was the deer rearing up and trampling on the snake’s body, accompanied by a high-pitched screaming. Was it his voice or someone else’s? He didn’t know.
☐
It was a weird dream. Focussed on Daniel and the deer, and then a jumble of disconnected scenarios, and a drumming ceremony back by the stone in the clearing. The drumming got progressively louder. Her eyes flew open, taking a while to focus in the darkened room. It was disorientating, but she could still hear the drumming. No, it was knocking, and it was on her bedroom window.
Cassie slid hesitantly out of bed and reached for her dressing gown. Where was Monty when she needed him? What sort of guard cat was he? Padding softly to the window, she cracked the curtains apart a sliver and peered out into the night. Someone stood there, rapping on the glass. He wore a shaggy cloak, and his long hair was streaked with grey. It was the Boobook Man. She was shocked. He had never approached her before. She’d never even seen him this close up.
Nodding to him to indicate she had seen him, Cassie ran to the front door. He was waiting there by the time she opened it. Under the glare of the porch light she could see his cloak was made of feathers—speckled grey, brown and white feathers—falling from his shoulders almost to the ground.
“Come quickly.” He spoke urgently in a deep, gravelly voice. “The man needs your help. He is dying. He drew the wrath of the serpent. If you are not quick, it will be too late.”
“The man?”
“The one sent by the Goddess. Follow me.”
He didn’t wait for further response, but whirled around, changing as he did into the Boobook Owl. Taking flight, he flew into the nearby gum tree, his body blending with the colour of the bark so that she only knew where he was when he blinked his round yellow eyes.
Cassie ran to her workroom and threw a series of vials into her work bag, plus a flask of water. She dragged on jeans and jumper and jammed her feet into a pair of sneakers. No time for socks. The bird still sat in the tree when she ran outside, car keys in hand. It launched itself from the tree, flying whooshing circles overhead while she reversed out of the driveway and pointed the car in the direction of the town and Daniel’s house. The bird flew ahead, and Cassie followed his lead.
Turning into Russell Lane, she was met by a distressing scene. She could see Daniel on the ground, and not far away was Raff. A deer ran between the two men. Skidding to a halt, she jumped from the car and ran to where Daniel was lying. He was unresponsive and deathly pale. Touching his neck, she could faintly feel a pulse but it was incredibly slow. Too slow. Lifting one of his eyelids, she could see his eyes were dilated. He was barely hanging on. She couldn’t sense any of the vibrations she had come to expect.
The bird settled on a branch of an adjacent tree, softly hooting his haunting mopoke call. Cassie didn’t feel so alone, knowing her was there and watching out for her.
She glanced at Raff, but could see the faint movement of his chest. He was bleeding but would have to wait for now. She grabbed her bag from the car and sliced away the leg of Daniel’s jeans with a pair of scissors. His leg was red and swollen, with the site of the bite already turning a frightening shade of black, starting at the site of the bite and radiating outwards.
Mother Brigid, hear my prayer—save this man. Please don’t let him die. Blessed Be. Muttering repeated versions of her prayer, poured some water over the affected area and swabbed it to wash away any surface venom. Cassie opened one of her vials and allowed undiluted drops to fall directly onto the wound. The pale yellow liquid hit the area of the bites with an immediate effervescent action. She waiting a moment for the frothing to settle and then repeated the action.
At that point, Amber appeared, her eyes wide and tears coursing down her face. “Is he going to die?” She wailed. “I tried to stop Raff, but his magic was too strong. I didn’t know what to do.”
Looking up, Cassie nodded in the direction of Raff. “If you did that to him, you didn’t do a bad job.”
“Can you save Daniel?”
“I don’t know. If you’ve been working on developing your powers, you’d better start praying to the Goddess now.”
Clasping her arms around herself, Amber began rocking and muttering, her voice ascending to a high-pitched keening. Cassie winced. That wasn’t helping. Raff appeared to be unconscious and was on his back, making a rattling, snoring noise.
“Make yourself useful,” she said curtly. “I suggest you look to Raff. Help me to roll him on his side and then keep an eye on him. I’ll examine him in a while.”
The two women combined efforts to roll the man into the coma position, then Cassie turned back to Daniel. She selected a different vial from her bag and soaked a gauze pad with the contents. She then bound it tightly to the wound site with a length of bandage. With that done, she checked Daniel’s pulse again. It seemed stronger, and certainly wasn’t any worse. His skin was still clammy, but it would take a while for that to change.
Rising, she crossed to where Amber was kneeling beside Raff. He was stirring and moaning. His eyes fluttered but didn’t appear to be registering what was happening around him. He had a graze to his head, and blood seeped through the sleeve of his shirt. Cassie probed his scalp for damage, but surmised his skull was still in one piece. She delivered drops of another vial to the obvious wounds, but from what Amber had indicated, he might have some bruises elsewhere.
“I didn’t think he would do anything like this,” Amber whispered. She sounded sad. “I didn’t want to hurt him, but I had to stop him somehow.”
Cassie filled a beaker with water and added a few drops to it. “I’m sure he’ll recover. When we get him to sit up, make him drink this.” She gave Amber an additional vial. “When you get him home, give him a drop of this, in water if you like. Make sure it is only one drop. It will control anxiety and the stresses on the body from transitioning. You had better take one too. Treat it with respect.”
They helped Raff into a sitting position, and Amber raised the beaker to his lips, encouraging him to drink. He coughed and spluttered, but managed to keep the liquid down. They then pulled him into a standing position and with an arm around Amber’s shoulders, Raff stumbled back down the street. His pallor and red eyes indicated he was probably not going to feel good for a while.
Serves him right. She had little sympathy for the man. What he’d done was unforgivable, and threatened their way of life. Still, he was going to have one helluva headache. Cassie had a twinge of guilt at leaving Amber to get him home, but Daniel needed her.
Colour was returning to his face. She couldn’t leave him there. She would have to take him home to her cottage, where she could monitor and look after him. Sensing a presence nearby, she looked around to see the Boobook Man standing in the shadows. He’d come down from the tree.
“Please,” Cassie said, “you mustn’t tell anyone about this. It would be divisive in the community and would stir up trouble. There wouldn’t be anything to gain by making it known.”
Boobook Man merely nodded, and made a soft, cooing sound in the back of his throat. She assumed this was agreement.
“I need to get Daniel into my car. Can you help? Nobody will dare attack him if he’s with me and I know he’ll be safe.”
Together, they pulled and pushed him into a sitting position. His eyes were now open, but weren’t focussed.
“C’mon, Daniel. You’ve got to help us. Sit up. We want to get you into the car.”
It wasn’t easy, but with effort and repeated instructions, they raised him to a standing position and pushed him into the car, where Cassie strapped him in. As she drove slowly back to her cottage, she kept one hand on his leg, willing the power to dispel the venom. She continued her muttered prayer to Brigid. Daniel was not out of the woods yet. A double dose of venom such as he’d received could easily cause a heart attack, or necrosis at the site. The fact that he was sort of ambulant did not indicate a full recovery.
Boobook Man was waiting for her at the cottage when she pulled up. Together, they pulled him from the car, and grasping his arms around their shoulders, guided him towards the front door. Daniel’s leg dragged behind him, making their progress slow. They were almost at the door when he was suddenly violently ill, vomiting a foul-smelling green liquid. Cassie turned her face away, trying not to breathe while her stomach churned at the smell.
When they were sure the attack had settled, they manoeuvred him inside and onto her bed. Cassie turned to Boobook Man, noticing he’d left a trail of feathers over the floor. Monty was backed into a corner, staring in wide-eyed amazement. As birds went, this was the largest he’d seen in close quarters.
“Thank you for your help. If you hadn’t fetched me, I doubt Daniel would have survived. I can take it from here.”
The man nodded acknowledgement but made no further comment. Cassie had the impression he was not really comfortable inside. He turned abruptly and threw open the front door. He glanced back over his shoulder and then stepped out into the night. There was a shimmer in the air. The whoosh in the air indicated the bird was airborne. Then he was gone.




Chapter 12
It was not an easy night. Daniel tossed and turned and vomited again. Cassie had to strip and remake the bed before settling him down with a prepared drink to help him go back to sleep. His sweaty body almost drenched the sheets again, and judging by his muttering, he relived the attack over and over. Cassie catnapped only, frightened there might be a downturn in his condition. If he got through the night without regressing, she knew he would probably be fine.
It was past daylight when he awoke the next morning. Cassie heard the haunting mopoke call from outside, and surmised the Boobook Man was in the adjoining tree. She was glad when Daniel did awake, as she was able to open the curtains, allowing the soft light to penetrate the room. It highlighted his greyish pallor.
“Cassie? What am I doing here?”
She sat on the side of the bed. “You didn’t quite make it home last night. How much do you remember?”
He screwed up his face, looking towards the light streaming through the window as though he might find the answer there. “Not much. It’s confusing. I had a really bad dream though—something to do with a huge snake and trying to run, but I couldn’t really make sense of it.”
Cassie tossed up what to tell him, not wanting to scare him but with the assumption also that his memory would emerge over time, decided she had to stick as closely to the truth as possible. She would leave Raff out of it if she could.
“It wasn’t all a nightmare, though from what I heard through the night, you weren’t having sweet dreams. You were bitten by a snake when walking home. Amber witnessed the attack and fought it off. Then she called me and I brought you back here. If your leg is feeling sore, it’s with good reason.”
The abbreviated version left out a few salient facts, but avoided awkward questions and explanations.
“That was real?” He struggled to sit up, a combination of horror and amazement on his face. “Some snake. I have a jumbled recollection of a giant serpent, the likes of which I’d never even imagined before.” He shuddered and fell back against the pillow. “You should have seen those eyes. I’m sure it even had foul breath. I’ll be checking under the bed for weeks after this.”
Cassie risked a quick smile. At least he still had a sense of humour. “It was powerful venom you received. The hallucinatory effect was quite strong.”
“You don’t need to tell me. It was like a bad trip, the stuff of nightmares.”
She wondered how Daniel would know what a bad trip was like before being suddenly surprised by her own nausea. She hadn’t slept much, if at all, with watching over Daniel being her first priority. She suspected being in close proximity to his sweating body meant she had absorbed some of the venom he’d excreted through his pores. Who knew what that stuff could do? Damn Raff and his jealousies.
She helped Daniel out of bed and under the shower so she could change the sheets yet again. It was an exhausting process. He could barely stand and was aghast when she unwrapped the bandages revealing the wound and the colour of his swollen leg.
“What sort of snake was this? Shouldn’t I have gone to hospital?”
“They don’t have the sort of anti-venom you required.” She hesitated before continuing, concentrating on delivering a reiki healing to his leg. “Around here, Daniel, there are some things that can’t easily be explained to an outsider. I’m not the only one with certain gifts, and others have talents that take different forms. There’s good magic in these hills, and sometimes there’s bad magic. It’s rare for it to happen, but that snake was one badass. It wasn’t your conventional snake in the grass.”
“You’re telling me it was some sort of supernatural serpent?”
“It was, but you don’t have to worry. It’s been dealt with. It won’t be back again.”
“I’ll have to think about this when I’m more rational. Do you think I might lie down again?”
“Of course. Just what I was about to suggest.” Cassie had just managed to ease him back into bed beneath the fresh covers when there was a knock at the door. Rowena.
“I heard what happened to Daniel,” she said after Cassie let her in. “I had to see how he was for myself.”
Cassie rolled her eyes at the power of the grapevine and lowered her voice. “I was hoping to keep it quiet. I’m not sure what you heard, but Raff was behind it. He transitioned into the serpent and attacked Daniel. Amber came to the rescue. She was doing her deer thing again.”
“He could have killed Daniel. Whatever made Raff do such a thing?”
“All I can think is that he was jealous. I turned him down recently. I thought he understood, but given what’s happened, probably not.”
“How’s Daniel now?”
“He’s settling down to sleep again, but I think we got through the worst of it last night.” Cassie inclined her head towards the bedroom door. “His colour’s awful, but better than it was. You can pop your head around the door and see him.”
“I won’t disturb him if he’s going to sleep, but I brought over a salve that will help the healing process. I’ll leave you to apply it.”
Cassie took the jar of ointment from her aunt and put it aside for later use. It was bound to be good. A question niggled at her. “How did you know what happened?”
“I guess you could say a little bird told me.” A look of perplexity crossed her face. “In light of what you’ve just said, something strange happened earlier. I ran into Raff and Amber in the main street, looking very loved up. Are you sure about this jealousy thing?”
Cassie just smiled, thinking of the vial she had given Amber. It would have done more than reduce their anxiety. She decided not to tell Rowena about that. Some secrets should remain just that.
“What about you? Are you okay?” Rowena asked. “I can see the lesions are disappearing, but you have a flushed look.”
“I’m fine. I think I absorbed some venom from Daniel, which has left me feeling a little queasy, but nothing more than that.”
“Look after yourself. I recall your mother had a reaction like that. You’ve got the same look.”
After shutting the door behind Rowena, Cassie padded into the bedroom to check on Daniel. He was snoozing, but the vibrations were strengthening. That, in itself, was the best indicator of his health. She changed the dressings later in the day and applied Rowena’s salve at the same time. His leg was still swollen, and hot to the touch. He winced as she rubbed in the ointment, digging into the surface of the bed with his fingers as she stroked the festering surface.
“Fuck! That stings.”
She hadn’t heard him swear before. “Sorry. At least you haven’t lost feeling.”
His response was only a grunt, but his breathing eased as she finished wrapping the bandage. He slipped off to sleep again, and Cassie took advantage of the situation to have a nap herself.
As it was the weekend, Cassie was able to monitor Daniel’s condition and adjust his care and treatment as required. He was much improved the second day, but still very weak and experiencing pain at the puncture sites. His nausea had subsided and they were both grateful for that.
Cassie had to be back at work the following Monday. Daniel insisted he was well enough to return to his cottage.
“I won’t be working at full capacity for a while, but I’ll manage.” He frowned, rubbing his brow. “I wish I could remember what happened. I didn’t think snakes were active at night.”
“They aren’t usually. You were just unlucky.” What else could she say?
Her colleagues exchanged gossip about their weekends, and enquired about the progress of her allergic reaction. “Poor you. It must have been horribly itchy. It looks like it’s healing nicely.”
Indeed it was, but Cassie passed up again on the children’s book reading, suggesting one of the others might stand in for her. Instead, she volunteered to do the morning coffee run. She was only a short distance down the street when a familiar voice ran out.
“Cassie!” Footsteps hurried behind her. She couldn’t pretend not to have heard, much as she would have liked to. She stopped and turned around, waiting for Amber to catch up with her.
“Hi, Amber. I’ve been meaning to check in with you to see how Raff was faring,” she lied. “I hope he’s recovered with no more than a headache.”
“Raff’s wonderful,” Amber gushed. “I can’t think why I never really noticed him before. He’s the most amazing man, incredibly hot and virile.” She pursed her lips condescendingly. “I don’t know how you missed it, but then you’re probably a more emotionally repressed person than I am.”
There wasn’t an appropriate response to that statement, so Cassie merely offered a weak smile. “I’m glad your sex life is doing so well, and presumably so is his, but what about his injuries? Are they healing?”
“They seem to be. His mother dropped in the next day, and she applied some of her own treatments.” Amber yawned, indicating sleep might have been in short supply. “I don’t know how she knew what happened.”
Amber, you don’t really think you can keep things quiet in this town do you? It was probably Boobook Man, or failing that, Rowena.
Amber didn’t wait for a reply to her question before posing another. “Um, Cassie—that anti-anxiety tincture you gave me—do you have any more of it?”
It was a struggle to keep a straight face. “Sorry. That was the last of it. It could be months before I can make some more.”
“That’s a pity, but I’m sure we’ll cope. See ya!”
Cassie watched as Amber swayed down the sidewalk, her whole body giving off come-hither vibes. Some things never changed, but it was a relief that something else had. She hoped Raff and Amber would be very happy together.
☐
Daniel found it difficult settling down to work. His head had a dull ache and his leg was giving him grief. The swelling was going down, but the colour of his skin was alarming. It wasn’t just the wound. He couldn’t wrap his head around what had happened. This supernatural stuff took some getting used to. He promised himself that when he’d satisfied his deadlines, he’d do some research into it. For now, though, he had to try to focus on his work.
A knock on the door was both a welcome and an annoying distraction. He looked at the few lines on his screen with regret as he pushed his chair back and hobbled to the door. Marnie stood there, the usual dilly bag slung over her shoulder.
“I heard you were a bit poorly. I missed you on your morning walk so thought I’d drop in and check on you.’
“Thanks, Marnie. As you can see, I’m fine. Not so sure about my leg, though. Better than what it was. Would you like to come in?”
“No, I won’t stay. I’m sorry this happened to you. It was so wrong—he shouldn’t have done it.”
Who shouldn’t have done what? The snake?
She took a bundle of leaves from her bag and thrust them at him. “Boil these up and drink the liquid. It will speed up the healing from the inside.” She turned to go and then suddenly stopped, half turning towards him again. “How long are you staying in Harrow?”
Daniel scratched his head reflectively, bemused by the question. “Not sure. I gather I can extend the lease if I need to, but my initial intention was for three months.”
Marnie regarded him silently for a moment, then turned and left without further comment. Daniel had grown used to her abruptness, and after watching the woman for a moment, shut the door and tried to get himself back in the writing zone.
It wasn’t easy. In the end, he made himself a pot of Marnie’s tea and sat out on the deck drinking it. The taste was bitter, but with a bit of honey, it wasn’t bad. Sitting there, he realised where he’d made the wrong turn in the writing he’d already done that morning. Reinvigorated with fresh ideas, he drained the rest of the mug and hurried inside. Work awaited.
Cassie dropped around each evening to check how his leg was healing and to apply more salve. His recovery progressed at a rate she declared to be satisfactory, and they settled into a comfortable routine. He had a bit of catching up to do with his work and she respected that, staying for a coffee and a chat, but not lingering too long through the week.
A couple of evenings when he felt a bit stir-crazy, he managed to hobble down to the Harrow Arms. He’d got to know a few of the regulars, and as he walked through the door, Tom behind the bar would give him a brief nod and would have his regular drink ready before he had to ask. He ran into Raff on one of those evenings. He was perched on a barstool, and looked up as Daniel approached.
“G’day, mate. How’s the car now?” Raff’s query was innocent enough.
Fine thanks. Good as new. You can’t see where it was repaired.”
“That’s how it ought to be. Can I buy you a drink?”
Daniel had the strangest feeling when he was around Raff but couldn’t put his finger on why that would be. The other man almost seemed ready to bolt out the door whenever he walked in. Perhaps they were just too different. At least the obscure comments had stopped.
Weekends were reserved for Cassie. She took him on local day trips, showing him something of the local wineries and food producers the region had on offer. On one occasion, it was Daniel who had the suggestion.
“I see from the local paper that The Letters is in the cinema this week in Mt Torrens. I worked on that script. Maybe we could catch a meal first in whatever fine establishment the town has on offer and then see the movie.”
“Is that where we get to snog in the back row?” she asked, fluttering her eyelashes coquettishly.
“We don’t have to wait for the movie, surely,” he asked, grabbing her around the waist and delivering a trail of sloppy kisses down the side of her neck.  She squealed and wriggled out of his grasp.
“The movie and the meal sound great. You can give me all the inside goss on the production and the actors and how the movie was made. As for the rest, no, we probably don’t have to wait. I don’t want to over-exert a man in your poor condition though.”
She knew just which button to push. Daniel jumped up from the chair on which he’d been seated and attempted to drag her towards the bedroom.
“I’ll show you how good my condition is. I think you’ll find everything works just fine.”
Except it wasn’t. He put more weight than he expected on his leg and it folded beneath him, depositing them both in a giggling heap on the floor. Sometimes it caught him out like that.
Damn leg. What did I do to it again?
He had strange dreams at night and struggled to make sense of them. Sometimes there was a fierce battle in which a monstrous beast with red eyes threatened to devour him, and sometimes, he was walking along the path by the river, with a deer by his side. It was confusing, and when he tried to describe them to Cassie, the wisps of memory faded away before he grasped them. He had a feeling they were important, but couldn’t understand how or why.
When he woke up in a troubled tumble of sheets, he usually got up and made himself a mug of Marnie’s strange tea. He had no idea what it was, but it usually calmed him down and helped him go back to sleep.
His leg healed and his work progressed. Daniel wasn’t sure if the two things were related, but he was seized with renewed energy, allowing him to make up for lost time. Whatever Cassie was rubbing into the wound was doing the trick.
They surveyed the wound together one evening when Cassie had finished at the library.
“I don’t think you need the salve anymore,” Cassie said. “I’ll have to come up with another reason for asking you to take your trousers off.”
“Pretty please might work,” he said helpfully. “Cassie,” he said slowly after a short pause, “this will sound really stupid, but how did I hurt my leg again?”
“You don’t remember?”
“Not really. I thought I did, but now my memories are really confused. I don’t know any more. Is this early onset dementia, do you think?”
She laughed. “I doubt it. It was just a wee accident. Don’t worry about it. The important thing is you’re now better.” She reached out to undo a button on his shirt. “While you’ve got your trousers off …”
He didn’t need a second invitation.
☐
Plans were complete for the Winter Sun Ceremony. It was agreed that Evie Wilson would be the maid this year, and different people were organised for their roles. Some were drummers or musicians, and those who could, brought samples of their produce. Arrangements were made for the breakfast feast to follow. After a pre-dawn morning, a hot breakfast was seriously anticipated. As usual, Cassie would be called upon to lead the prayers, welcoming the longer days and calling for a successful season in the fields over the coming months.
Cassie broached the subject as they returned from one of their Sunday excursions. “You know I’ve told you that in accordance with their Wiccan beliefs and practices, people in Harrow hold ceremonies at different times of the year?”
“I do recall something along those lines.”
“This Wednesday morning we are holding the Winter-Sun ceremony in the clearing on top of Mt Benson. Would you like to come? It would give you the opportunity to learn more about this community.”
Daniel glanced at her uncertainly before returning his attention to the road ahead. “Won’t people mind if I come? Is this some bizarre ritual in which a goat is slaughtered as a sacrifice to appease the Gods?”
Cassie snorted. “Why would anyone slaughter a poor, defenceless goat? That’s not how it works. It won’t be confronting, I promise.”
“But Cassie—do you wear clothes?”
That was not a question she expected. “Do you know what the temperature will be up on the mountain at that time of day? Yes, we’ll be clothed, although some people may be wearing gowns or cloaks.” Her lips twitched as she watched him digest this information. “Any more questions?”
“Will I have to do anything?”
“Nothing. Just watch. Afterwards, there’s a hot breakfast down in the community hall. Everyone contributes and you’re welcome to attend that as well.”
She had sounded out Rowena before extending the invitation. She was nervous about mentioning it to the circle of women, not being sure what they would say to the presence of an outsider. It was none of their business, really.
“Rowena, I’m reasonably sure Daniel is going to be part of my life for years to come. If that’s the case, he needs to get an understanding of this existence, and what it means to live in this community. Bringing him to the Winter-Sun ceremony will be one way to help him do that.”
“And what about Daniel’s feelings? Has he expressed any desire to stay here, or to share your life?”
“Not in as many words, but he will, I’m sure he will.”
“Don’t rely on assumptions, Cassie. That can lead to disaster. You need to get a clear understanding from him before you invest too much of yourself in this relationship. It’s your welfare I’m worried about.”
“I know, and I’m grateful for your concern. We’ll have those discussions, but this is the first step.”
She didn’t let on to her aunt just how much these issues concerned her. More than ever, she needed a level of commitment from Daniel, but not before he took the first step.
It was still dark when Cassie picked up Daniel and drove him to the top of Mt Benson in preparation for the ceremony. The air was frosty, even more so when they stepped out of the heated car. As she had instructed, he wore a scarf, beanie and gloves.
It wasn’t yet fire ban season, and someone had already lit the bonfire. A couple of men tended it, and the flames snapped and crackled as the fresh logs burned, sending showers of sparks into the air. The townspeople gathered in the car park below, and when the time arrived, formed themselves into a procession. First came the drummers, followed by a group of men carrying Evie aloft on a flower-laden litter. The senior women and Cassie followed, and then the group at large, including Daniel.
They followed a low-rise path to the clearing at the top of the hill, the drums marking the beat and a couple of flautists bringing up the rear. A circle was formed, with Evie at the centre. The men carrying the litter had lowered her to the ground and stepped back.
Cassie invited the presence of the Gods and Goddesses to their circle, and called upon the spirits of earth, fire, air and water to bear witness to their ceremony and her requests.
“Blessed Be!” the crowd chanted in unison.
Clad in a long, loose gown, Evie walked thrice around the fire, casting grain upon the ground and calling upon the Gods to bless the harvest for the coming season. There were offerings made of fruit and other produce before she picked up a basket containing warm oatmeal biscuits. She walked the circle, offering the biscuits to those lining its edge with the words,
“We give thanks to the planters of seeds, workers of the soil, and harvesters of grain for these cakes that we now share. Their efforts, though the grace of our Mother Earth, sustain us. May all be blessed by the sharing of their gifts.”
As she did that, the women circulated with trays containing tumblers of warm mulled wine, brought to the mountain top in thermos flasks. As everyone drank, Evie acknowledged the fruits of the vine.
“We give thanks to the workers of vines, harvesters of fruits, and makers of wine for this drink that we now share. Their efforts, through the grace of our Mother Earth, sustain us.  May all be blessed by the sharing of their gifts.”
Cassie completed the ceremony, calling on the Gods and Goddesses to head their prayers, and then closed the circle.
“Blessed Be,” came the response from everyone present.
After the fire was extinguished, the procession formed again, and was led back down the hill to the waiting cars. Cassie looked for Daniel on the outskirts of the crowd. He greeted her with a quick kiss and slung an arm around her shoulders. She was glad for the extra warmth.
“What did you think of your first Wiccan ceremony?” she asked.
“I was reassured by how normal it all was. I hadn’t expected so many of the townspeople to be there.”
“It’s a strong community,” she said. “These beliefs underpin our success.”
“I don’t profess to understand it all, but I’m willing to learn.”
Her heart flipped with a smidgeon of hope. This was what she had wished to hear.
“There’s something I need to tell you,” he began.
“That sounds ominous.” Just as quickly as her hopes rose, she was now seized with a feeling of dread. He was about to tell her he was leaving.
“Just listen. I need to fly to the States for a meeting with the production team. Some things are best dealt with in person. Why don’t you come with me?”
This was not what she had expected. “To the States? But how long for?” Cassie lowered her voice, trying to control her panic. They had reached the car and others were in earshot.
“Just a quick visit. You’ve shown me what underpins your life. Now I need to show you what underpins mine. If we are to truly understand each other, and work out how our lives will unfold from here, we need to do that, don’t you think?”
He stood with one hand against the side of the car, encasing her between himself and the door. She looked up at him, noting in one moment of irrelevancy how tall he was.
“So you do see a life together for us?”
“Of course, I do. Don’t you understand what I’ve been saying? I love you and want to share the rest of my life with you.”
She stared at him, realising this was a life-defining moment. “Daniel, I love you too, but before you make too many plans, there is something I have to tell you.”
Now it was his turn to look uncertain. “Don’t tell me a Wiccan can’t commit to someone not from the community. You can’t tell me that now.” His expression changed to one of anguish.
“Hush!” Cassie placed a finger against his lips. “Be quiet and listen to me. I’m so glad that this is what you want. Daniel. I’m pregnant. We’re going to have a baby.




Chapter 13
For once, Daniel was speechless. He felt stupid. He was a wordsmith. He should know what to say at times like this. Only catch was, he’d never experienced impending fatherhood before.
“But how? I mean, we were taking precautions.”
Cassie shrugged. “Those things aren’t foolproof. By my calculations, it must have happened fairly quickly, probably the first night we spent together.”
Daniel thought back to that brilliant, magical night. Then he remembered. He had used a condom initially, but after stripping it off in the bathroom, hadn’t replaced it when he went back for seconds.
“Cassie, I’m so sorry. This is my fault. I should have been more careful.”
“You’re not happy about this?” Her voice was very quiet.
He reached out and held her tight. “I’m stunned, but not unhappy. I’m more concerned about how you feel. I wouldn’t have planned a baby this quickly, but Cassie, if you’re happy about this then I’m over the moon as well.”
“Of course, I’m happy. I think it wouldn’t have mattered whether you used a condom or not. If the Goddess decided it was time, then it was.” She snuggled against his chest. “It wasn’t just our time, it was our baby’s time too.”
“But what about travelling? Does this mean you can’t come with me?” Thoughts of morning sickness, and travel sickness, and airport x-rays flashed through his mind. Would she have to get medical clearance?”
“Of course I can come with you. I’m fit as a fiddle, but Daniel, I’m not telling anyone else about this. These are early days and I’m sure everyone will be thrilled for me… for us… but I’d like to savour this time. For now, this baby is totally ours and I’m not ready to share the news.”
He kissed her lightly, and then with deeper passion. “I agree,” he said when he finally surfaced for air. “Let’s keep it between you, me and Monty.”
☐
Travel arrangements were organised quickly. Cassie had leave due with her job at the library, and aside from making arrangements for Monty’s care, there was no reason why she couldn’t go with Daniel. Rowena was the person Cassie fell back on for the validation she was doing the right thing.
“It’s only a short trip, Rowena. I’ve not had much opportunity to travel, and going to the States with someone who’s been there before will make it an easier experience.”
“Won’t Daniel be working while he’s there?”
“I suppose he will, but while he’s doing that, I can explore the city or go on local tours. I’ve already looked up details about the local Wiccan community. I’ll probably spend some of time with them as well. The trip could be thought of as a cultural exchange.”
“You’re right. I think it’s a wonderful opportunity. I’ll take care of the others and any opposing views they might have. None of their business, anyway. What about young Evie Wilson? She’d probably be able to look after Monty.”
Seated in the aeroplane as it taxied for take-off, Cassie looked across at Daniel and reached for his hand. It wasn’t that she was nervous about flying, but there was something comforting about starting this new adventure with Daniel by her side. The sensory vibrations were now a low hum, and served to reassure her of his proximity rather than to broadcast an alert.
☐
The speed of those two weeks in Los Angeles hardly left time to breathe. While Daniel attended his workshops, Cassie put on her tourist hat. She explored the Hollywood Walk of Fame, and took a tour of Sunset Boulevard and the Sunset Strip. They explored together in the evenings, with dinner one night at Musso and Frank Grill, complete with a martini for Daniel and a Peach Bellini mocktail for Cassie.
She also used the time whilst Daniel was in meetings to meet up with the Southern Californian Wiccan group. Cassie knew people within the group from online interactions, but it was lovely to meet them face-to-face. They were interested in learning more about the tinctures she distilled, so it was a productive session. In return, she learned more about their practices.
When Daniel had completed his business, they rented a car and drove up the coast, not following any particular plan.  It didn’t matter where they went. It was a wonderful time of simply being together, and in an environment where nobody knew them. They checked into motels wherever they decided to stop for the night, and explored the local restaurants.
Some nights they didn’t make it out of their room, once Daniel had understood that making love had no impact on the safety of the baby. Their sex life took on a new dimension, knowing that between them they had created new life. Cassie’s belly was still flat as a board, but her breasts reflected the changes within, delighting Daniel.
“You’re such a boob man,” she teased.
“In this instance, I certainly am,” he murmured, teasing one peachy peak with his tongue. “I have been since that first night I saw them.”
Bemused, she let the comment pass. Instead, they talked long into the night, planning their futures.
☐
Monty was ecstatic when she returned, more vocal than usual and throwing himself on the ground to demand tummy rubs.
As if on high ESP alert, Rowena joined them shortly after they arrived home at Cassie’s cottage.
“No need to ask if you had a good time,” she said, unwrapping the gift Cassie had brought back for her. “It radiates from the pair of you.” She gave them both an interrogative stare. “And is there something else you have to tell me?”
Cassie and Daniel exchanged a glance, hers questioning and Daniel responding with a slight shrug of resignation.
“There is,” Cassie began hesitantly. “There’s no reason why we shouldn’t tell you, although we aren’t spreading the word widely yet. We’re having a baby.” She looked at her aunt with exasperation. “You knew, didn’t you?”
“Of course, I knew, my dear. Probably before you did, yourself. You had the same look your mother did when she was pregnant with you. Monty knew as well. I could tell by the way he was smooching around you. Come here.”
Rowena swept her niece into an emotional hug, holding her tightly. “I’m so happy for you, Cassie. I just wish your mother were here.”
Cassie’s eyes prickled, and she blinked furiously, suppressing the tide of emotions those words evoked. “I’m sure she is, Rowena, I’m sure she is.”
Rowena turned to Daniel. “Make sure you look after her, young man. If I, or anyone from this community, have reason to think you’ve let her down in any way, you’ll have all of us to answer to.”
Daniel cleared his throat nervously. “I can promise you one-hundred percent that is never going to happen.”
In acknowledgement, Rowena seized him in a hug as well. “Actually, I already knew that. Welcome to the family.”
The women had more questions to ask when Cassie met with them the following evening at Rowena’s house. For a start, eyebrows were raised when Cassie refused her customary glass of merlot.
“He’s already got her under his thumb,” Anna Morris whispered to Rosie Wilson in a penetrating undertone. This was accompanied by a knowing nod of her head, while Carmel Fielding pursed her lips but for once refrained from comment.
Cassie was aware of all eyes upon her, as they settled back in their chairs and looked ready for business. As usual, Carmel took the lead. “Blessings of the Goddess be upon us. Welcome home, Cassie. As you were the one who called this meeting, perhaps you can give us your news.”
Cassie wished she did have a glass of fortifying red in her hand. She uncrossed her legs and then crossed them again, before making herself sit still. Mother Gaia, give me strength in my time of need.
“Thank you for coming at such short notice. I wanted to share my news with you all before it spread to the community at large. As you have probably surmised, the Goddess has answered my prayers, and sent me my life partner in the person of Daniel Burton.”
Anticipating objections, she spoke more quickly. “I know he’s an outsider, but the signs my mother told me about were present. I’m confident he’s my soulmate and the one I’ve been waiting for. The Goddess answered my prayer.”
“How will you make this relationship work?” Anna asked. “What about the community? Will you turn your back on them? That’s what everyone will want to know.”
Cassie knew this would be the foremost question. For a fleeting moment, the mantel of responsibility sat heavily on her shoulders. Why should it fall on me and then possibly on my baby? She knew the answer. Destiny. She couldn’t escape it but she was determined to shape it. She reached out towards Anna in what she hoped was a reassuring gesture.
“I’m not going to turn my back on Harrow. My roots are here, but I’m not sacrificing my future happiness for the benefit of the town, either. I see no joy in being a martyr.”
Carmel breathed out heavily through her nose, in a semi-snort. “I’m sure none of us expect that of you.”
“We’ll make it work,” Cassie continued, “because we love each other. We’ll make Harrow our home base, although Daniel will keep his apartment in the city for when he has business in town. He has already learned he can maintain his writing career here, as long as he has a good internet connection.”
There was a brief silence while the women absorbed this information, each casting sideways looks at the others to judge their reactions.
“But will you be here during the important times of the year and to lead the ceremonies?” Marnie asked. “The library won’t like it if you go gallivanting around the world with Daniel.”
“I might not be at the library for more than a few months. When I was in California, I found a market for my tinctures. I hope to develop a small export business and that will give me the flexibility I want.”
“Good on yer girl,” Marnie said. “Maybe they’ll want some native products as well.”
Cassie flicked her a quick smile of acknowledgement. “There’s something else I need to tell you all.” Eyes riveted back to her. Cassie breathed in through her nose and exhaled slowly before she spoke again. “I’m pregnant. I’m expecting a baby.”
Rosie spoke first. “That’s wonderful news, Cassie. Are you having a boy or a girl? Do you know yet?”
“I don’t know, and I’ve decided not to find out before delivery. It really doesn’t matter. Even if I did know, I don’t think I’d tell anyone.”
“Quite right, too,” Rowena said, giving the others a look of her own. “And nobody is to pressure Cassie about this. I know you’ll all support her during this happy time.”
They did. Even Carmel lumbered over and gave her a hug. It wasn’t the most comfortable experience, but Cassie accepted it in the spirit in which it was offered. As she took her leave shortly after, claiming residual jet lag and tiredness, she embraced Rowena at the door.
“Thank you. Thank you for having my back,” she whispered into the other woman’s shoulder. “You’ve no idea how much that means to me.”
The arms about her tightened in response.
☐
“But you’ll still marry me?” Daniel found the handfasting concept to be confusing.
“Sure, I will. Think of this as a form of betrothal. We don’t have time to organise a full-scale wedding before the thirty first of October anyway, so we’ll have the handfasting this year, and in one year’s time, we’ll honour the promises made to each other in the form of a legal ceremony.”
“But does it have to be on that date?”
“It doesn’t have to be, but, that’s the date of Beltane, the time when lovers make their commitment to each other. This is a time for us. Just us.”
They were sitting on his deck, watching the progression of the evening sky with a warm cup of tea in hand. Cassie had dropped in after work and Daniel was happy to have a break from his writing. He liked it even more when she leaned towards him, placing her hand possessively on his thigh. He eyed her mouth, admiring the fullness of her lower lip, almost distracted from what she was saying.
“Do you mind if I choose the location?” she asked. “There’s a place that’s rather special to me.”
If it’s the one I’m thinking of, it’s rather special to me too. “Of course not. You’re the one with local knowledge. I’ll follow your lead.” A sudden thought occurred to him. “What do we wear?”
She gave him a bemused look. “I’ll probably wear a ceremonial robe, but you can wear whatever makes you comfortable. This is about our commitment to each other, not our clothing.”
He tried to hide the relief in his voice. “Yes, of course. Couldn’t agree more.”
“It will be a private ceremony, but if you don’t object, I’d like to ask Rowena to take the celebrant role. It would mean so much to me to have her there. She’s been like a mother to me.”
He reached across the short space separating them and kissed her, teasing her lower lip with his teeth and savouring the taste of mint tea. “Sounds perfect to me.”
☐
Before the first hint of dawn, Rowena cast a circle of rose petals in a wide circle around the stone. She had already arranged the cord, the honey mead, flask of salt water, and other ceremonial implements on the stone. She checked she had everything she required, and then turned to watch the approaching couple. Her heart swelled with maternal pride as she observed her niece. She loved Cassie as if she had been her own daughter.
Daniel and Cassie halted at the outer rim of the petals. The first rays edged over the horizon as Rowena approached them and poured a little of the salt water over their hands.
“I hereby cleanse you and wash away the burdens of your everyday life so you may focus on your commitment made before me and the Goddess.”
She lifted a staff lying at the edge of the circle, opening the doorway to the sacred space. After they stepped forward into the circle, she closed it again. They stood, hand in hand, and exchanged a quick look of complicit anticipation before turning to focus on Rowena. Throwing both arms skywards, she invited the Great Powers to be present within the circle, and then led them through a series of rituals of commitment.
The cord on the altar stone had been braided the evening before by Daniel and Cassie, using the colours representing the triple Goddess. Rowena picked up the cord and instructing them to link their left hands, bound their hands together with the cord.
“As you join hands so your lives are joined, holding each other, loving each other.”
Still with their hands bound and facing each other, first Daniel and then Cassie repeated their vows. Cassie could hardly speak through the smile of pure joy that threatened to split her face in two.
“I, Cassie Craven, take you, Daniel,

To be my life partner,

To walk, run, and dance this new path,

On our sacred journey together.

I swear before the Goddess

To love you and care for you

From this day and all days to come.”

With her hand resting lightly on theirs, Rowena delivered words of advice and recognition.
“Gentle are the bonds of the union.

Pull one way and the bonds are strengthened.

Pull the other and they are loosened.

There are Rites of Passage that still lie ahead,

But never again need you face them alone.

Thus your hands are fastened in symbolic commitment.”

She then asked Cassie and Daniel to release their hands, and without untying the knot in the cord, she slipped it inside a drawstring bag brought for that purpose. With the bag drawn closed, it contained within it the symbol of their relationship and the powers that bound them together.
“Cassie and Daniel—in light of your promises made to each other and before the Gods and Goddesses, I declare you to be partners for as long as your love shall last. The cords are removed, but the union of your hearts and spirits remains. Blessed Be.”
Daylight was now well established. The soft morning light tipped the edge of the clearing and bathed them both in a golden glow. It seemed to Rowena that a glow just as strong emerged from within.
As Daniel turned to kiss his betrothed, a movement at the corner of her eye caught Rowena’s attention. Looking more closely, she saw someone standing in the protection of the trees at the edge of the clearing, his long cloak sweeping the tufts of grass at his feet. He raised a hand in recognition and greeting and then as the air shimmered around him, disappeared. A brown boobook owl rose from the ground and disappeared into the tree canopy.
The couple paused as Rowena opened the circle again, then stepped outside and into their new lives together. Pausing at the outer rim to exchange yet another kiss, they turned and hand in hand, strolled off into the new day.
☐




The Boobook
The boobook owl, also known colloquially as the mopoke, is an Australian native bird. They are nocturnal birds, with a whitish or speckled underbelly, and brown speckled feathers on the wings and body. They also have dark brown facial disks.
The call of the bird is very distinctive. Even in suburban areas near my home in Adelaide, the two-toned mo-poke call can be heard at night. A mopoke frequents the park across from my home, but I have never been able to see it. The call is reassuring that all is well with the world, within the park at least.
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Prologue 


ROME 79 BC  Zev 


“Ave, Caesar, morituri te salutant. Ave , Cesare, those who are about to die greet you.” As tradition demanded, all gladiators greeted the emperor before each fight.
Tenebris had no inclination to die, this was his last fight. Finally, after so many years of being a slave, he had collected enough denarii to purchase his freedom. He bowed his head to the emperor. It was common knowledge he was the emperor’s favourite gladiator. Just as he was of the people of Rome.
Nine years of slavery had been more than enough. He was ready to lay to rest his sword, and his gladiator persona of Tenebris. Zev Akoli was ready to return to his beloved Africa. But first, he would have to survive this last fight.
Battling other gladiators never been a problem for Zev, but fighting animals was. Venation were not his favourite matches, but like the ferocious lions, he had no choice. Survival was at stake here.
“Asa, strong Lord, have mercy on me and help me survive the impossible,” he whispered under his breath.
He walked toward the middle of the arena, then stopped, legs apart. In one hand a sword, the other, a metal glove holding a thick roped net. Bowing his head towards the emperor, he then turned to acknowledge the people of Rome.
The yells and screams of the people rang in his ears. Death had become the form of entertainment that patricians, plebeians and slaves enjoyed but he would have to block it out if he was going to survive. The rusted underground gates opened, and the combination of short roar-growls emanating from beyond was almost impressive.
Gaius Baebia, his dominus, wasn’t going to make his freedom easy. He looked at the ten lions, all hungry, huffing and snorting. Holding a tight grip on the rope, he raised his sword towards the sky. He was now in the hands of Asa, and of the lions.
He watched them one by one as they all elegantly come out of their cages. He was ready, even if the lions would make a feast out of him. The metal glove would increase the cutting and bleeding of the animals, and assure their death but the thought of killing the lions gave him a suffocating and heavy pain on his chest. He couldn’t afford to feel guilty for more than a moment. That would assure his quick fall.
As he stood ready with his weapons, the excited crowd cheered loudly in anticipation. He watched the lions circling each other, and with
his forearm, swiped at the hot sweat trickling down his brows under the hot, Roman sun. As the lions prowled for the attack, definitely hungry, Zev raised his net, bringing with it a storm of dust. Lions and gladiator had the same objective—to trap and kill the opponent. But he knew that he had to entertain the crowd. He couldn’t go for the kill quickly. The longer the fight, the happier the crowd. If he survived, he would be paid and buy his freedom that very same day. But if the fight was epic, and lasted a few hours, he would get paid extra denarii and he could start a life of his own.
The scorching sun high in the Roman skies was burning his dark skin, giving him acute pain on his shoulders and face. Though the match hadn’t started, the sweat on his back was dripping down to his waist. His determination to come out this alive would give him strength.
He had no intention of losing sight of the hungry lions as they started stalking their prey.
Him.
They were circling him about thirty meters apart. He moved constantly, knowing that showing his back to any of them would give them the freedom to attack. Growing up in Africa, he had watched many times how the lions would observe their prey before ambushing.  Zev jumped quickly towards the first lion, throwing the net over one ferocious beast, skilfully piercing its spine with his long blade. He twisted the blade, making sure the blow was fatal.
One dead. Another nine to go. Normally the cheers of the spectators would make adrenaline rush through his body, but not today. His plan was very clear in his mind. Finally, after tonight, he would be a free man. Free to decide what path to take in life. He would work for his Dominus as a gladiator trainer. One year’s employment would provide enough money to buy the freedom of his beloved Hosidia. Then he would take her with him to his Africa.
He was grateful to God Asa that once he had his papyrus signed, he would no longer be obligated to pleasure the wealthy, bored wives and widows of the Romans. He would devote his life to his own, sweet and innocent Hosidia.
Then Segana crept into his mind. Always dressed in black, pale skin, long nails and wild hair. She was one of the high priestesses of Rome, but her eyes were empty, her soul dark as the hole of Hell and she always requested him for her carnal pleasures. A shiver ran through him, and for a moment he lost his concentration.
One of the lions launched at him. Zev bowed down, but that didn’t prevent the ferocious animal from scratching his already sweating back. He needed to focus on his survival. The oohs of the crowd rang in his ears, but Zev preferred cheering. Focusing on his adversaries, he sprang and landed near one of the lions, slashing him with his iron glove, opening his back. The lion roared in pain, the sword plunged in from the side.
The crowd chanted his name.
Sweat flooded from every pore. He needed to get out of there alive. Breathing heavily, he made his way towards the third lion, but as he was about to leap at him, another lion jumped. Quickly, he raised his sword and sliced the lion’s throat. Turning swiftly, he perforated the side of the other lion.
He knew he shouldn’t give them opportunities to strike above his chest. He intended to keep his intestines inside his body and get out of there in one piece. The remainder of the fight passed in a haze, his focus on the roaring animals and on his survival. Between sword, rope and steel glove he managed to slay all ten lions. He was exhausted, but relieved.
In a few hours the papyrus would be signed, sealed, and hand-delivered to him by the emperor.
The people of Rome were still cheering but he knew his duties were not yet over. He was bleeding from the gashes the lions had given him—the blood of a gladiator was highly valuable in Rome—and his dominus always shared his denarii with him.
He also knew his beloved Hosidia would be waiting at their meeting place to treat all his wounds. He hoped he had enough blood to share to make a few extra denarii. But first things first.
He walked to stand in front of the emperor, bringing his right fist to his heart and bowing his head in reverence. He stood still until he was given permission to move.
“Salutant vos victor Romam confitebitur tibi.  Greeting to you, winner, Rome gives you thanks.”  


At those words, he raised his face towards the emperor saying, “Ut beneficio meo semper vobiscum et cum imperator Romam.  My gratitude will always be with you my emperor, and with Rome.” 


ROME 79 BC Hosidia
Hosidia had scrubbed the tripod and pots so many times they were shining. So were her knuckles. Her fear of losing Zev made her crazy. She was aware that he was the most beloved gladiator not only on the arena, but also with the women who used him for their pleasure.
But her biggest fear was of this last battle, the battle of his life.
When she was told by her dominus’ wife that his last match was with ten lions, she wasn’t sure he would survive. No one ever had.
She waited in the dark kitchen. Someone would come to give her news of the outcome. She prayed it was good news, but only the gods would know his fate. She looked again inside her terracotta pot at all the herbs she’d need to tend to Zev’s wounds.
“He won. Zev slayed all the lions!” The news came from the boys running towards her.
Hosidia grabbed her pot of medicinal herbs and rushed to the usual spot where she would meet Zev.
Her gladiator was alive. She nearly tumbled to the ground as she went towards him, her legs wavering from the strong emotion.
He was there, tall and proud. Though it was dark, she could see his silhouette under the moonlight. He must have heard her coming, as he turned around and opened his arms, and she ran into them. Although his worst wounds had been tended to, the deepest cuts would still be bleeding until she gave them her attention.
“I’ve been praying the gods to send you back to me,” she whispered, moving away from his embrace.
“And I to you.” He took a few steps back from her. “Let me look at you under the moonlight, my beautiful and sweet lady.”
“Sit here, my gladiator. Let me tend to your wounds.” She led him by the hand to a big rock, then crushed fennel with a few drops of water. Once she was happy with the result, she poured the thick liquid into a terracotta cup and handed to him.
“Drink the fennel, it will help you relax while I tend to your wounds.” She kneeled down behind him, gently touching his lacerations.
Zev shuddered and let out a sigh.
“My apologies for causing you pain, but I need to clean it properly, otherwise your body will burn with fever.”
Lifting his hand, cupping her face, he gently brought her lips to his. He lingered there for a while, then he whispered, “My body is in pain, my sweet Hosidia, but I do not mean from the injuries received from today’s battle.”
“My gladiator, first I am worried about your wounded body. Then we will satisfy the soul,” she said, smiling. She applied the unwashed wool to his sores.
“Lie down for a while. I need the wool pressed against your shoulder.”
No questions asked, Zev did what he was told.
“This gladiator needs the beat of your heart on his. Come rest on me, my love.”
Slowly, she moved closer and making sure she wouldn’t hurt him, delicately lay on top of him, her hands around his neck, her ear on his chest. She closed her eyes and enjoyed the beat of his heart.
“How does it feel to be free?” she asked.
“I’ve had no time to think about that.  I wanted to finish my last duties and hurry to you.” His voice was matter-of-fact.
“Did you get all your papers signed?” she asked, as she rested her head on his chest.
“Starting tomorrow I will be training the new slaves as gladiators. Once I have enough denarii, I will make an offer for your freedom.” He tightened his embrace of Hosidia. He had plans for the both of them, and he could see a bright future in Africa, away from all the blood of Rome.
ROME 79 BC Segana, High Priestess and Vampire
“Sanguis ipsius erit in sanguine meo.” “His blood will be my blood.”
She had been patient long enough. As of tonight, Zev, the glorious gladiator, would belong to her. She had waited years for this. Segana never felt love, but when she found a man she wanted to possess, she always had her way. Zev had caught her eye since the first moment he had been brought to her to use as a sex toy. She was confident that from tonight forward he would belong to her, body and soul.  The deal with the emperor was done. She had kept him mortal until his time as a slave gladiator was done. During his years of slavery, if he had died in combat, she had the freedom to resurrect him. During his years of slavery, she had been assured of his sexual favours.
She was a vampire and that wasn’t enough for her. She had the urge to possess him, to make Zev hers for eternity.
Being the high priestess had its own advantages. No one ever questioned her life in the underground temple.  For the past seven years, after every battle he’d won, Zev had been brought to her.  She knew she shared him with the high society women, but that only happened after she’d had her fill. But tonight, all that would come to an end. He would be only hers and she would share him only once he was well-trained in the demands of his new life.
The sun had disappeared a while ago, and she didn’t understand why he hadn’t been brought to her yet. Her guards were unable leave the temple and search for him in the daylight. The task was impossible.
Even the temple’s cat, which she’d named Damned, was pacing up and down.  Segana walked to the marble fountain under the high window, and in the moonlight looked at her reflection on the water.  She was pleased with what she saw. For the Romans, she was divine. The high priestess who would pray for their lack of sexual desire. But she was more than just a priestess. She was more than any of their gods. She was Segana, the old priestess who had been turned into a vampire many moons before. She’d never forgotten the hatred she’d felt when she was turned. Though she saw the world change, she had a powerful maker from which to learn.
A knock at her temple’s door brought her back to reality.
“High Priestess Segana, might I be granted permission to enter?”
This was the moment for which she’d been waiting. The emperor’s favourite concubine coming to bring her Tenebris, as promised. 
She pushed the big door wide open with so much strength that the frame trembled.
“Where is he?”
“The papyrus has been signed and he is no longer a slave. He refuses to come.”
 She grabbed the concubine by the throat, bringing her fangs out, sinking them into her slender neck. The girl’s body shook as Segana sucked her blood. She sucked until the last drop, the drained body now lifeless. With all her strength, she threw it with rage towards the wall. The once very young and healthy body dissolved into dust.
“From ashes to ashes.” And with that, Segana went in search of Zev.
It had been hundreds of years since Segana had ventured out of her temple—her victims and fuck boys had always been brought to her. But this betrayal wasn’t going to be easily forgotten. She would make the emperor pay very dearly.
Zev’s sweet and spicy aroma was forever branded in her senses. He had been the best human fuck she’d ever had, and once she turned him, he would be unmatchable. She was sure of that. The scene before her eyes wasn’t one she ever wanted to see again. That pitiful slave girl on top of Zev, enjoying the body of her gladiator. She didn’t care about sharing him with her, or anyone else, but only after she was well satisfied.
No, Segana wasn’t going to have it.
Vampires made no sound, and in a flash, she was there next to them.
This was where their amorous fun ended. She grabbed Hosidia by the neck and pulled her away from him.
“What are you?” He jumped to his feet, his glorious manhood quickly limp. Before he could do anything, with her free hand Segana grabbed him by the arm and threw him across the room.
She moved her hand from Hosidia’s neck to her waist, ignoring her whimpering, and turned to face Zev. By the time he could reach them, it would be too late.
Her fangs out, she bent down on the slender, white neck. The slave’s fate had been sealed the moment she’d been found with Zev. She started sucking Hosidia’s blood. So sweet and thick. The more she sucked, the less life was left in her.
Once Zev reached her, she stopped sucking and smiled up at him.
“Apologies, Gladiator. You can have her now.” She knew he was too preoccupied with saving his little slave to fight her.
Zev pulled Hosidia into his arms just as her body shattered. He looked at his empty hands, the dusty ashes falling at his feet. Every part of her body had disintegrated, except her heart. Tears trickled down his face as he grabbed the only part of her still intact.
“You are going to meet your maker,” he said, rising from the ground and reaching for Segana.
Like the wind, she moved around him, making it impossible for Zev to touch her, or even see her.
“You should have met me as I requested. Things would have turned out a bit differently.”
Before he could turn around, she grabbed him by his arms. Her grip was strong, more powerful than the gladiator.
“You could have fucked your little slave. But after you had come to me.  I just want to be obeyed!”
“What are you?” There was no fear in his voice and that excited Segana even more.
“I am your maker.” With that, she sank her fangs into his neck, sucking the blood from his veins. He would become a vampire. Zev would have no choice and he would belong to her for eternity.
She dropped him on the ground and left him there. He was hers now.  Zev exhibited no sign of life, but his hand still gripped the heart of his beloved. Segana grabbed it, and swallowed it whole.
“All gone.” She cleaned her mouth with the back of her hand, then looked over to his motionless body.
“Welcome to your damnation, Zev.”




CHAPTER 1
ROME 2019 Vampires among humans
Since the end of World War II, vampires had started making an appearance in human society. At first, many crossed paths with humans by mistake, or bad timing. Slowly, what had started as an old wives’ tale about vampires among humans started to become an everyday reality. Their population was growing and after the war, humans were malnourished and with poor quality blood. For many years, humans tried to fight the vampires, while not knowing that at the same time vampires were fighting each other as well.
The Power Sublime, the ruling body of vampire society, passed a law that condemned any vampire who would attack or kill humans. But it wasn’t until the year 1983 that the Power Sublime and the heads of state of all countries signed a treaty whereby humans would be educated in regards to all things vampire, and vampires were ordered to respect humans while living as neighbours. Failing to obey, they would be condemned to death without a trial.
In time, both humans and vampires learned to work together, combining their respective strengths. Science had come a long way, scientists had invented ways for vampires to live a life like any human. Well, almost. The only thing that science hadn’t developed yet was reproduction.
Of course, there were still those who belonged to the Resistance. Any society has an element who refuses to live within the law and vampires were not different. Those who refused to live lives as normal beings and became renegades. They proved a huge problem for human government officials and for the Power Sublime of vampires. The renegades were happy to hide in the dark, always on the hunt for human blood. Unfortunately, they didn’t stop at just biting the humans, they would kill, and sometimes even turn them into vampires. But the majority chose to live a life in the light and enjoy what that opportunity had to offer.
Thanks to all the drugs and supplements of synthetic or animal blood, vampires could live a normal life to human standards without the cost of human life. Special, thick, blue-coloured contact lenses were invented to give them the opportunity to be out in the day, in addition to different choices of vitamins and creams that protected them from the rays of the sun. To keep their bodies at human temperature, scientists developed a pill called Fiestafruit, allowing them to be warm to the touch.
The strongest vampires worked with many security corporation and were given the opportunity to work as bodyguards since their strength was something that human didn’t possess. No one could say the world was perfect, but the majority co-existed in harmony and went about their everyday lives.
But it wasn’t until the year 2000 that laws were passed that stated vampires and humans were permitted to have an intimate relationship. Some humans didn’t accept that, but like everything else, racism was a battle that was hard to win quickly. The hype of 2019 was for young humans to be bitten by vampires as a sexual turn-on, but the majority were happy to just get by every day, living a normal life.
ROME 2019 Zev
Meow… Meow… Multiplied by seven.
“Good morning, my little lions, Daddy will get your breakfast ready.” Still in his boxers and robe, Zev walked to the fridge, trying not to trip on the hungry cats weaving between his ankles. With a quick movement, he opened the refrigerator door and grabbed the container of prepared meat. Before he could close the door, one of the cats jumped inside.
“This is becoming a morning ritual for you, you little carnivore,” he said, taking the cat out the fridge, and pushing the door shut with his foot. He brought the wily feline up to his nose and kissed it on the head, thinking back to the time he was alive and human, but also inhuman, as a killer of both gladiators and lions in the arena.
“No matter how many of you strays I’m going to save, the guilt of killing your ancestors will never leave.” He placed the cat on the floor.
“Play with your brothers and sisters so I can prepare your breakfast.”  He started filling the seven small, round bowls.
The apartment was still dark as he made his way to his own training room. Training was the self-control, discipline and work ethic Zev had cultivated throughout most of his existence. It gave him mental clarity, especially before setting foot in the arena. Nothing compared to the training camps of old, ancient Rome, but this had to do. Today was back and calves, but first he stepped onto the treadmill for some cardio.  Fifteen minutes at a brisk pace would get his heart rating going for sure.  He smiled. He hadn’t felt his heart beating since he’d been turned, but old habits die hard, and most times he could forget he was a vampire and his thought process would operate as if he were still human.
With a small hand towel around his neck, more for wiping sweat from his hands than anything else, he concentrated on pull-ups to train his back and his biceps. He pulled the bar as hard as he could, until he could feel all the muscles of his back stretch, then followed with barbell rows, then concentrated on his calves. Next, he jumped on the stationary bike for fifteen minutes, then to conclude, he’d skip rope. His thoughts drifted back to when he would train with the Dottore at his Dominus’ villa. If he closed his eyes, he could still hear the clank of clashing swords.
In the shower, he turned the water so hot that it almost burned his skin. Resting both hands on the tiled wall, he closed his eyes and remembered when Hosidia would splash warm water on his back after he had been fighting in the Coliseum… 2098 years felt like only yesterday. So many things had happened, so many internal tears. Living for centuries as a vampire wasn’t easy.
He’d faced many challenges, like refusing to drink human blood, and living in darkness wasn’t an easy task. Thankfully now things were different, and vampires were able to lead an almost normal life.
He towelled himself dry, wrapped it around his hips, and moved to the mirror to shave. He looked at his reflection and had to laugh. The myth wasn’t true. The next step was the special contact lenses, which would allow him to see in the daylight.  He still couldn’t get used to the colour. Azure. Next he pulled on his pants, followed by a white shirt and his tailored jacket. The suit fit like a glove, completely different than the tunic from his previous human life.
Once ready, he took his daily vitamins made from herbs from the Black Sea, which protected him from the sun and daylight. At the touch of a button, he opened the shutters to give the cats access to the window views.  As he turned towards the kitchen, he noticed the black lace camisole under the recliner.
What the fuck?  Leaving mementos around his place wasn’t going to make him desire Segana. He did what he had to do for survival, although as a vampire, was he really a survivor?  Or just a damned soul? Segana wasn’t going anywhere and he would have to deal with her sexual need for him. She had always been a woman who many wanted, but the thought of fucking her gave him a queasy and uncomfortable tinge of nausea. The burning anger in the pit of his stomach had been alight for many centuries. She was pure evil, and stopped at nothing to obtain what she wanted.
Him.
“Fucking bitch,” he muttered as he grabbed the camisole and threw it into the rubbish bin. Her obsession with him had cost his beloved Hosidia her life. He thumped the kitchen table so hard the bowl in the middle almost flipped over.
No matter how much I miss you, I do not want you to come back again. Through the centuries Hosidia had reincarnated three times, and though he was the only one who recognised his soul mate, his possessive maker inevitably killed her every time. A part of him would die with her every time. He would just keep living a life with an emptiness in his heart. It wasn’t easy.
Life had definitely changed through the centuries. One thing was still the same, though. Segana, in charge of him as his maker and now the head of security for the president of the Italian Republic. She always managed to secure high profile positions and took Zev and his friend and former slave gladiator, Arvid the Norse, with her. As if getting stolen from their own countries wasn’t enough, they had to fight for survival every single day. Both were her sex toys, but while she enjoyed Arvid, she was obsessed with Zev. 
Her demanding position came at a high cost to Segana as she now worked long hours and spent much of the time out of the city. She didn’t have much spare time for Zev or Arvid to satisfy her sexual appetite and he was grateful he would be too busy to dedicate many hours to the bitch responsible for murdering the love of his life. He didn’t care that under vampire law she was his maker, he had no love for her. She had murdered his beloved Hosidia and turned him into a damned soul for eternity.
No time for self-pity, though. It was time to pick up Arvid and make their way to the Quirnal Palace, where the president lived and worked.
After greeting the president, Zev and Arvid took their places outside his office. The elevator door opened and a woman in her late twenties exited, making her way towards them. He watched every step she took, her long legs covered by black pants, as graceful a gazelle. Her jacket, tailored and buttoned at the front, still emphasised her generous breasts. The closer she came, the harder it was to keep his fangs retracted. She had a particular scent that was very familiar. Against his will, the hardness of his cock strained against his pants. Thankfully, his jacket was long enough to cover the evidence of his arousal.
Zev tensed. The closer she came, the more the desire for her slender white neck escalated. She stopped between them, looking at Arvid, then Zev.
“The president is already in his office?”
“Yes, ma’am,” said Arvid.
“Can you both have a look at this two page document and let me know if it’s an accurate accounting of the details of the incident?” She gave Zev the yellow folder she’d been holding.
“It won’t take long, just a few minutes. Please sign both pages,” she said.
When Zev reached for the folder, his fingers touched her wrist. For a split second he felt dizzy, then heat rushed through his body, memories of thousands of years ago flooding back.
His Hosidia.
No other woman’s skin burned his fingertips like Hosidia’s.
The last time he saw his beloved Hosidia was 140 years earlier. And here she was now, Natalia. Though she looked slightly different and had a different name his love for her was still a burning flame. He wanted to call her name aloud, to hold her into his arms like he used to, but he had to keep his composure for fear of getting her killed—again.
His legs gave out a bit, but he calmed himself quickly, though his eyes stayed on her. His fangs were descending involuntarily. That couldn’t be helped. Neither could the feeling of wanting her.
She stared at him, but didn’t smile. She was pissed.
“Can someone call Segana? I’ll expect her in the president’s office, ASAP. I will call you both in after I speak with your boss.” And with that, she made her way inside, slamming the door after her.
Zev and Arvid looked at each other, then turned their attention to what was being said behind the door.
“Welcome back, Natalia, how was your trip to New York?” asked President Luigi Carosone.
“Well, not as exciting as your trip to Venice, Mr President.”
For a moment, Zev couldn’t hear any more as Segana came towards them. Zev tried his best not to look at her, the displeasure of seeing her making his body go cold. Natalia was his beloved Hosidia, and Segana, the evil bitch, had killed her many times.
No, this time it wasn’t going to happen. He wouldn’t permit history to repeat itself again. The only way to keep his beloved alive was to stay away from her and just keep on fucking Segana so she knew there wasn’t any other woman in his life.
“Have you met her?” she asked them both.
“Unofficially,” answered Arvid.
The moment she went into the office and closed the door again, he heard Natalia’s voice.
“I was promised the two best bodyguards in the business, not two grannies trying to please the child they are babysitting.”
“I assure you they are the best,” Segana snapped back.
“According to whom?”
“Ouch. She doesn’t like us, does she?” teased Norse.
Zev looked at his friend and whispered, “We both know she has a valid point.”
“Give them a break, Natalia, they did as I instructed.” The president came to their defence.
“You should have known better than dancing with those underaged girls. Now I am left to clean the crap, as per usual.” Exasperation was obvious in her voice.
“My guards are in place to ensure his safety, not his behaviour.”
“Should I remind you that so far you’ve lost two of your best guards?” The door opened and Natalia’s head popped out.
“Can you gentleman come in please?”
They both entered the office and stationed themselves near the door, backs to the wall.
“You both read the document?” At their nods, she took it from Zev’s hand and placed it on the desk.
Zev tracked Natalia’s every movement. Her hair was longer and straight, and her face thinner now. He shut his eyes for a second to absorb the timbre of her voice, almost similar to how he remembered it. Clear and soft, even when she was pissed off. He remembered how he could calm her down by kissing her. The urge of to take her and hold her was stirring feelings he should keep deeply buried.
“Out of everything you could have done, dancing the Bunga Bunga was the worst.”  Silence for a moment.
“What the hell were your personal bodyguards doing? What were they doing while you were making a fool of yourself?”
“Enjoying the Bunga Bunga, of course,” the president laughed.
Neither Zev nor Arvid laughed.
“Mr President, I’m not laughing, and I am glad to see your bodyguards are not laughing either. You have caused too many scandals and unless we can fix this, you have no chance of winning the next election.”
“I need a stiff drink,” said the president.
“It’s nine in the morning,” Natalia scolded.
“I haven’t slept all night, so it’s late for me.”
Natalia walked to the liquor cabinet, poured some whisky in a glass and handed it to the president. He quickly swallowed the liquid.
“From now on, no decision will be made unless approved by me.”
“Natalia, as I am the head of security, I will approve all decisions,” said Segana.
“First of all, bring your fangs back in. Secondly, you’ve approved everything so far, and how did that work for you?” There was no response, so she continued.
“Two of your best security guards were killed a few weeks ago. Now you bring us Black Panther and Thor and they’ve already fucked up, and all this before I even met them. So, let’s cut the crap. I will be in charge when it comes to decision-making.” No one said a word.
Zev held his breath while the two headstrong women bickered. There was obviously no love lost between them, and while he never interfered with Segana complaining about the president’s personal assistant, now he was worried that he would show his attraction to her, and the vengeful bitch would harm the love of his life. Again. He was proud of how Hosidia held the power in this conversation. She was a strong woman, but even strong women were no match for Segana’s wrath.
“You may leave, and I will give them new instructions.” She waited for Segana to go.
“Luigi, do not move an inch without my approval. Is that understood?”
Zev could tell from the familiar tone in her voice and the fact that his official title was ignored that there was more to this relationship than boss and employee. He couldn’t afford jealousy. Her sweet scent intoxicated his senses when she moved closer to them.
“Your job is to keep the president alive and out of trouble,” Natalia said to Zev and Arvid.
“You already have most of the press against you, Luigi, and by behaving like a moron you are not going to make them like you.” She then stared down both bodyguards.
“Why in God’s name was he permitted to do that?”
“Apologies, Miss Natalia. We were given orders to stay with the president, not to tell him what he can and cannot do,” said Zev.
“He’s a good one, Natalia,” the president agreed.
Ignoring him, she turned her attention back to the bodyguards.
“Fair enough, but from now on, keep an eye on him, please. He’s like a misbehaving child.”
“Just in case you forgot, I’m still here.”
She ignored him.
“Sorry, I didn’t introduce myself before. I am Natalia Bonacchi. As you can see, the president’s nanny.”
Zev smiled. She had the same sense of humour. She was the same soul, and he remembered very well his Hosidia’s anger going from zero to a hundred, then laughing again in a matter of moments. How he wanted to take her into his arms and kiss her.
“Your name?” she asked, her tone firm but relaxed.
“Zev Akoi from Africa.”
“How old are you, Zev?”
“2089 years old, ma’am.”
“Where were you turned? And how old were you?”
“In Rome, and I was thirty-one years old”
“A gladiator, I presume?”
“You presume correctly.” How many times had he dedicated his battles to his adored Hosidia? How cruel was fate to keep them apart for centuries, and even worse, for her to have no notion of the love that they’d shared. 
Zev answered, trying not to look her in the eyes. The last thing he wanted was for her senses to awaken and for Hosidia to realize what he was feeling. They couldn’t afford that. Not unless he wanted to see her dead. Again.
She was asking questions that a normal human wouldn’t think of. Jealousy rose at the thought that she had learned that from other vampires. Modern women loved to be bitten by vampires. It was the hype of the century. He looked at her slender neck for bite marks. There were none. It could be worse, he thought. She could be involved and in love with one. But then again, if she was, he’d be assured of her safety from Segana’s jealousy.
He could never forget the time in 79BC when they’d made love for the first time under the Roman sky. Sadly, they’d made love for the last time before he was turned into a vampire under that very same sky. He would never forget the gentle way she had treated his wounds from his last battle.
Hosidia was so close, but he was unable to reach out to her. That impossible longing sent a cold shiver through his body. Out of habit, he rubbed his upper arms with his hands. While she gave her attention to Arvid, Zev took a small pill from his chest pocket and placed it under his tongue.   He always carried a couple of Fiestafruit with him. The pill was a combination of mango, apple and orange with vitamins B and C. They helped vampires to keep their body warm as a human.
“I am Arvid Zetter, from Norway. I am 2080 years old. I also was a gladiator in Rome and I was turned when I was thirty-five years old. I was known as Norse.”
‘Did you two fight against each other?’
“Oh, ma’am, you wouldn’t fight against the powerful Zev and live to tell the tale. I suppose from a human prospective, you see us as dead.”
“I do not.”
Zev never liked anyone who made assumptions, but here he was assuming that she had lived or loved with a vampire to feel they were not dead, as society generally saw them.
“Please, call me Natalia. Not Miss, and not ma’am. I’m not my grandmother,” she said, smiling.
“Is your friend always this serious?” She didn’t get an answer, but she got cheeky smile.
If Zev had a beating heart, it would have stopped the moment he had realised that Natalia was his beloved Hosidia. It has been one hundred and forty years since the last time he’d seen her. Zev wasn’t going to make the same mistake again. Loving Hosidia had cost her life four times. He was not going to revisit a past that had made per pay so dearly for his love…four times over.
He wasn’t going to give Segana another chance to destroy the woman he loved. He only wished in the past he would have been more careful, but life for a vampire then had been limited. They could only exist in the dark, unlike the freedom of today, where they could live their life almost like a human. Thanks to science now they had a choice.




CHAPTER 2
ROME 2019 Natalia
Sometimes she questioned her own judgement when it came to her job. Of course, it was a position she loved, but she was getting tired of being the president’s babysitter. To the media, President Luigi Carosone was a larrikin who loved women and was unfaithful to his wife. To the people, he was a man who came from humble beginnings and clawed his way to the top.
For Natalia, he was much more. He was the father she’d lost once her own dad together with her mum died in a car accident when she was very young. He’d molded her to be his personal assistant and advisor, and hopefully one day to have her own political career. None of that changed her desire to put her hands around his neck and strangle him, however.
Her phone had run hot with calls from journalists asking for confirmation regarding the president’s latest indiscretion.
“What the fuck did you do?” she’d greeted him when he’d answered her call.
“Honey, come back home. This old pervert is in hot water again.” In his typical fashion, Luigi had then handed the phone to his wife.
Natalia didn’t have to ask if it was true. That’s how Luigi was. When in Rome… Though his intentions were never sinister.
“I’ll catch the first flight to Rome in the morning.” She paused a moment.
“Mamma Irma, make sure he doesn’t give any statements to anyone. I’ll deal with this shit when I’m back.”
The drive from Fiumicino Aeroporto to Montecitorio took forever. She couldn’t wait to reach the Chamber of Deputies and deal with the problems presented to her. She didn’t even bother going home to shower and change first. There was no rest for the wicked.
As she’d exited the lift, first thing she noticed were the two new bodyguards standing straight and tall, guarding the president’s doors. She walked forward, determined to find the answers that she needed before she had to deal with the media’s assholes.
“Oh God, he’s not making this easy for me,” she said under her breath. They were both drop-dead gorgeous—tall, broad shouldered—dressed impeccably in their elegant, dark blue uniform suit. She didn’t remember any bodyguards looking this hot at Montecitorio before. These men were every woman’s dream. One blond with pale skin, the other as black as the espresso she loved to drink.
Without a doubt, she knew they were vampires, their crystal blue eye contacts were almost dazzling her.
No, she would never go there.
“The president already in his office?”
Both answered, but she didn’t hear what they said. Her mind was muffled by their appearance. She was human, and she wasn’t going to let a good-looking man pass buy without noticing. Double that and any girl would be in trouble.
She felt drawn to the dark-skinned one. Short hair, luscious lips, skin as smooth as satin and the brightest blue eyes. In that moment, she wished she could see the real color under those special contacts that vampires were wearing nowadays to protect their sight from the ill effects of daylight.
For an instant, they both stared at each other. No one spoke. The world had stopped, but not for long. The hot flash she felt in the pit of her stomach brought her back to reality.
“Can you both have a look at this two page document and let me know if it’s an accurate accounting of the details of the incident?” She gave Zev the yellow folder she’d been holding.
“It won’t take long, just a few minutes. Please sign both pages,” she said.
Their skin touched, for only moment. A shiver went down her spine, and suddenly she felt the urge to grab him by the neck and kiss those delicious-looking, full lips of his. She shook her head. What the hell was wrong with her? She was working. This wasn’t the time to get horny for a gorgeous vampire. Plus, vampires had never done it for her in the past. Breaking the spell, she took a few steps back.
“Can someone call Segana? I’ll expect her in the president’s office, ASAP. I will call you both in after I speak with your boss.” And with that, she made her way inside, slamming the door after her.
How she going to deal with the scandal she wasn’t sure yet, but definitely this gorgeous mammoth of a vampire wasn’t going to make things easier for her. She had a six sense for this kind of stuff. But if he was trouble, she definitely was going to stay away from him.
After asking both bodyguards to come into the president’s office, she did her best to concentrate on the problem at hand, rather than her reaction to the handsome vampire.
She asked questions, anything to keep her mind occupied and out of the gutter. She was aware that any vampires who was desired by a human they could feel it and sense it and the last thing she wanted for him to invade her thoughts.
Natalia didn’t understand why she felt so attracted to him. He wasn’t her usual type. The blond Viking was. In a human form, of course, with a beating heart and a naturally warm body. She’d never dated a vampire.  She’d promised her grandmother that she wasn’t going to be the typical human flighty female who wanted the thrill of being bitten and then becoming succubus with wanting of their pleasure. That hype wasn’t for her. She was happy living a normal life—as normal as someone whose grandmother had been bitten and turned late in life could be. She had learned everything from her. She was aware that he had the ability to infiltrate her dreams and ended up in a sexual relationship it would be very awkward working together. Knowing of all this, she couldn’t stop feeling the need to go and run her fingers all over his body and kiss his full lips.
During their brief conversation in the president’s office, she had the sensation that Segana was throwing daggers her way. Everyone knew that that bitch wasn’t her favorite co-worker. Natalia’s job was to make sure things ran smoothly, but every time she made a suggestion in respect to the guards, Segana would undermine her.
She wasn’t afraid of the vampires And she definitely wasn’t afraid of Segana. Natalia wondered if those bodyguards belonged to her. Was she their maker? Was she in a relationship with either of them? Maybe both, since she was too alpha not to be the one holding the power.
She felt a tinge of jealousy. No this wasn’t going to be a good thing.
She had better keep busy and away from him.
“I am going to meet the prime minister,” she informed the president.
“What for?” asked Luigi.
“Stay out of trouble please. Don’t move an inch without letting me know first.” With that, she was gone.
ROME 1279 Sabrina (Natalia)
Sabrina placed the bronze mirror that Zev had given her as a gift on the window sill. He told her it had to be in a position so the sun would reflect on it to be able to see her own image. The mystery of the object was like magic to her. Never in her life had she seen such frivolities. He had told her it was from a faraway world called China and it was over a thousand years old. She started twisting her long brown hair with a red ribbon and wrapped it around her head.
She slipped on a linen chemise, followed by the breast band. Over that she wore a loose, brown, ankle-length kirtle, a round, low-cut neckline exposing her décolletage.  Long, fitted sleeves covered her knuckles with small buttons at the wrists so it was easy to turn them up when in the kitchen working. On top, she wore a linen apron tied around her waist. To finish, she wore her knee-high stockings and her turnshoes made of leather. She pinched her cheeks to make them rosy and, after hiding her mirror under her straw bed, she made her way to the monastery.  She didn’t mind all the hours of hard work she had to do in the kitchen, and she was excited knowing that by nightfall the butcher would be there, keeping her company.
She was the pasta maker for the monastery. The friars sold her homemade pasta all over Rome. At night she would go to work at the castle, since the king and queen had become gluttons for her pasta, and she would work most of the night to get everything ready. When everyone went home, she would have the kitchen to herself—almost. The butcher was there too, working away at his job. Her sweet and strong Zev.
Sabrina could sense him behind her. Keeping to himself in the dark, he would slaughter his animals and stayed away from everyone, but her. Neither of them could deny that they shared something special. This was her favorite part of the night. Everyone was already sleeping, and she and Zev were working to prepare the next day’s meals.
She gathered the ingredients to make her dough. Tonight, she would make vermicelli. The sooner she could complete her task, the sooner she could get to bed.
As she mixed her semolina with the flour, his cold hands on her hips made her tremble and she knew it would be a long and pleasurable night for them.
Her body relaxed and she let him turn her around. No words were needed. She closed her eyes as his hand started caressing her face, his thumb making a circular motion on her bottom lip. He then stopped at her neck and kissed his way from her from her ear to her collarbone.
She trembled as his soft lips grazed her sensitive skin. Sabrina held her breath, waiting for what would come next. She let out a sigh as his lips moved towards her breasts. He freed one from her tunic and slowly bent towards it, his tongue licking the areola, then sucking the already stiff nipple. Her legs were trembling and moisture was trickling from her, sliding to the top of her thighs. 
His skin was cold as ice, but she didn’t care. She wanted him to take her. As if reading her thoughts, he raised his head and he brought both hands to her hips, and with no effort at all, raised her to the tabletop. She didn’t worry about the flour that was on top, or the vermicelli that she had to make. Her only thoughts were to find pleasure with her butcher.
He lay her down, raised her long skirt and buried his face between her thighs. Sabrina welcomed the coolness of his touch on her already hot skin, and closed her eyes, knowing that he would give her pleasure until she begged him to stop. She curled her hands on his shoulders as his tongue found the tip of her clit. He started licking her, slowly at first, then faster until everything spun and she cried out with pleasure.  When her breath was almost gone, he placed himself between her thighs and with a powerful thrust, his hardness drove inside her. Two bodies, joined as one. The deeper he thrust, the more she wanted to be possessed. Her mind focused on her pleasure, and she let herself wander into a world of rapture where he made her orgasm time and time again. As she was about to climax again, she was disturbed by a musical noise.
ROME 2019 Natalia
The annoying alarm went off. Natalia grabbed her iPhone, stopped it, then turned her bedside lamp and stared at the time.
“Fuck!” She threw herself back on the bed.
He came into my dreams. She knew very well that if a vampire desired you, there was no escape. However, she really didn’t want him, or any other vampire.  But the dream had felt so real. He felt so real.
And who in the fuck was Sabrina? Rushing, she made her way to the shower.
She arrived at work in a harried rush. Saying that she was late was an understatement. The journalists from all the major newspapers were scheduled to be there for her to hold a press conference regarding the president’s behavior.
Once out of the elevator, she made her way into the boardroom, walking straight past the bodyguards outside the president’s office.
“Good morning, gentlemen,” she said, not looking at them.
Her mind told her one thing, her traitorous body desired something else, and the last thing she wanted was to be another woman bitten by a vampire.
This wasn’t the first time she’d had to rescue the president from a mess, but this time was more delicate as the dancers in question were allegedly underage. The conference took forty-five minutes, by the time she answered all of the questions. Dancing like an idiot with those girls was both wrong and stupid, but in his defense, he had no idea that underage girls had been invited.
She walked straight to the president’s office, nodded to his security guards and passed through the door.
“How did it go?” Luigi Carosone asked, while reading a Quotidian of The Republic.
“It went better than I expected, but we need to see what they will write tonight, and what they report on the news.” She slumped onto the chair opposite him.
“You look tired.”
“You make me tired, Luigi, with your childish behavior.” She was really sick of his shenanigans.
“Those who don’t know you, don’t know you are so faithful to your wife, even though she gave you a hall pass many years ago.”
He was about to say something, but she raised her finger and continued.
“It’s public knowledge that you lost your child, and people feel for your loss. But what they don’t know is that you and your wife have been taking care of Grandma Nonna and me.  Neither do they know all the good things you do for people because you do it anonymously.”
“You are the daughter I lost, Natalia.” His voice broke.
She walked closer and gave him a kiss on his head, her arms around his neck.
“But your behavior makes everyone believe that you are an old pervert who only thinks of having sex with young girls. Including me.”
“What are you talking about?”
Natalia didn’t know if she should laugh or cry. That was just like Luigi—oblivious of the gossip going around him.
“Around parliament the whispers are that I got my position because I am your lover.”
“You are my assistant because I’ve groomed you since you were ten years old and we both dreamed of coming into parliament.”
Before she could answer, the door opened. Segana and the bodyguards entered.
“There are reports from intelligence. We received a heads-up that there may be another assassination attempt.”
Natalia straightened, holding out her hand to Segana for the report.
“How confident are you in Zev and Arvid?” she asked the female vampire.
“They are the best.  I assure you they won’t let anything happen to Mr. President.”
“I want you to double—no, triple—the other security here, and anywhere else the president will be.”
“It will be done immediately, Natalia.”
Segana left, while the bodyguards stayed behind in the office.
“In a few moments the other guards will be in place, outside the door,” Zev informed Natalia.
“Good, I don’t want you two to move an inch from him.”
For a moment time stood still between the two of them, but they had more pressing problems to worry about it.
Chapter 3
ROME 2019 Zev
“Damn.” Zev woke up, cold as an iceberg.  Their destiny had already started to be fulfilled.  Hosidia had their first dream.
As a vampire, he had the power to enter in a woman’s dreams, but he had no inclination to do that with her, and he had no intention of encouraging her. That would mean bringing her closer to her death. Unfortunately, he was powerless as she pulled him into her dreams from her own desires and he had no way of stopping that.
The last thing he wanted was for the love of his life to perish again for loving him. He had experienced that too many times. The love he shared with Hosidia and the obsession Segana felt for him would end always the same way. Hosidia dead.
He may have had no power to control her dreams, but he was more than ready to keep a cool head in their day-to-day life. He would make sure that Natalia knew that he wasn’t interested.
What really worried him was the context of the dream. In every past life, Hosidia would dream of him in real time. She would dream of making love with him, and at times she dreamed of the hours they spent together. This time, in 2019, it was different. The dream was of one of their past lives together—her first reincarnation. As she dreamed, Zev was pulled into her night vision with the scent of her skin, the wetness of her thighs, the sweetness of her kisses. He had been impotent to stop the dream. 
The déjà vu of their past terrified him.
After he watched Hosidia being murdered in front of his eyes, he never thought he would see her again, not even in the afterlife. Vampires had no afterlife, living a life of damnation on Earth. But Hosidia had come back to him, reincarnated in another woman’s body, yet her soul and personality were the same. Only he knew her identity. She, herself, never knew she had come back to him and he would never tell her.
He only hoped that she wouldn’t remember so he could continue ignoring her, and keep her alive.
Everything in her dream had been so realistic that his body had orgasmed in real time, the sex as real as it had been in the past. He felt every thrust, every second of pleasure.
Making love to Natalia was a real-life choice and he would refrain from making it. But being part of her dreams and desires? He had no say. She controlled that.
While he was gratified this incarnation of his love found him attractive, he would do anything in his power to keep their relationship strictly professional. He had no choice, if he wanted to keep her alive.
I can feel it in my old bones. This is going to be more trouble than ever.  Rising up from bed, followed by his hungry miniature lions, he made his way to the kitchen.  He opened the fridge and took out his bottle of riboflavin. This morning he needed the extra nourishment for his body. Pig’s blood would always do the trick.
He took a good guzzle, then placed the bottle on the sink and went to prepare the cats’ breakfast.
Zev made sure he stayed out of Natalia’s way when she arrived at the office. Thankfully she’d been busy with the press conference for almost an hour. She’d greeted both him and Arvid on her way into the room, but hadn’t even glanced in their direction. Being stationed inside the president’s office took the pressure off, until now. She came into the room, making her way straight to the president.
“I need you to sign this for me please.”  Every page that required a signature she would point to with her finger, but she would glance him and Arvid from time to time.
Zev tried to look everywhere but into her eyes, not wanting to awaken her desire again. He held his breath, though his body betrayed him, and he stayed composed.
“Gentlemen, we have a meeting with his Holiness, the Pope,” she said to both Zev and Arvid.
“We won’t be granted permission to go in.” The Vatican was the only place that vampires were not allowed to enter. The president normally had a couple of human security guards to accompany him there.
“I won’t take no for an answer. If the roof falls in, it will be for their own sins, not because a couple of vampires enter.”
“We are damned souls. That’s how everyone sees us,” said Arvid.
“They need to decide, are you lot damned or have you got a soul? Can’t have it both ways.”  She walked to Zev and gave him a folder.
“I’ve put together an itinerary for when we are at the Vatican. If you both can memorize it, we will be ready to rock and roll.”
“Even if the pope agrees, that army of hungry cardinals won’t,” Zev said.
“You would think that in this day and age they would have their facts straight,” said Natalia.
He was curious and a bit jealous as to how she knew so much about his kind. That she knew they could enter the Vatican without any ill effect.
He didn’t like where his thoughts were going. Hosidia with another vampire. Though she had no bites on her neck, he knew that some humans preferred to be bitten elsewhere. Yes, that must be how she knew details that a normal human wouldn’t.
Their gazes locked. Neither spoke. She hurriedly turned around and made her way out of the office.
“We will be leaving within the hour.”
Zev’s chest swelled with pride. Yes, his Hosidia was the same. She would make up her own mind on things. She wasn’t one to believe old wives’ tales.
People feared a God that was supposed to love them. It had been a crucial time for him, refusing to kill humans to drink their blood, Zev always fed himself with the blood of bats, sometimes of already dead animals. But he had fallen into hard times and hunger. He was almost unconscious when a friar found him. Friar Cionfoli had come to his aid, but when he touched his skin and realized he was a vampire, he backed away so quickly that he tripped on his long cassock.
“I don’t drink human blood,” Zev had whispered, trying to reassure him.
“How do you survive?” the friar had asked with a shaking voice.
“I have been feeding from our bats and dead animals. But I can’t do that anymore. It’s hard to find enough carrion. People are starving and they eat anything.”
“You don’t kill your animals?” the friar asked.
“I did enough killing as a gladiator, Friar. I am tired of death. If I can’t feed, I am happy to end this kind of life I have.”
“I might have an idea.”
“At this point, I will take anything you are offering.”
“I need a butcher at the abbey. You can work at night and sleep in the catacombs during the day. You can feed from the blood of the animals who would come to you almost fresh.”
“Won’t I burn if I come into a place of God?”
“I would probably burn with you. Would you dare to try, my son?”
The abbey didn’t burn, neither did the chapel.
Zev and Arvid followed the president and the other bodyguards with their own car. Once they arrived at the entrance to the Vatican, Natalia approached.
“The president is waiting in his car, but I’m going inside. Unless you two can come in, we will take the president back.”
Zev and Arvid left their vehicle and moved in place to guard the president’s car.
It felt like a lifetime since Natalia had gone in. The president was getting restless and Zev knew if the old man wasn’t soon distracted, he would come with up with an inappropriate plan.
“I say to hell with them, let’s go in,” the president grumbled.
“Sir, I think we’d better wait for Natalia’s return.” Zev wasn’t going to piss her off. She had good intentions and they would just have to wait.
As Zev spoke, Natalia come towards the car.
“Let’s go in. It wasn’t easy, but I promised them that you would wear your dark glasses and you won’t look at any of them directly.”
“Are you sure the roof won’t fall in?” asked the president with a smirk.
“I’m sure about your bodyguards, but I can’t guarantee that it won’t because of you
Zev wanted to laugh. She gave as good as she got from the boss man. She was a powerful woman and it was impossible for any man to resist her. However, Zev would have to try his damn hardest to make sure her interest in him would diminish.
They entered the main hall where six cardinals waited. They all eyed Zev and Arvid, the fear in their faces evident.
“Your Eminences, the bodyguards will wait here as organized. I will go in with the president to speak with his Holiness.”
Zev smiled. That wasn’t a request, but a direct order and she wasn’t going to take no for an answer. No one spoke, but they were probably saying their Our Fathers silently. How they felt wasn’t his concern. He was too preoccupied with thoughts of Natalia.  He had recognized that look. Their gazes locked for a long moment and he had no strength to look away. He would have to try harder.
After what felt like an eternity, the papal door opened and Natalia came towards them.
“His Holiness has invited you both in for a cup of tea.” She smiled at the gasps of the cardinals.
“Do not kiss his ring,” instructed Natalia as they walked towards the room.
Zev didn’t answer to that.
I would kiss you, though.




Chapter 4
ROME 2019 Natalia
What fascinated her about Zev, she didn’t know. She had never been with a vampire, nor had she desired to. She didn’t go for tall, dark and handsome. She always fell for blond, blue-eyed, Prince Charming lookalikes.
This fascination she felt for Zev was confusing the crap out of her. Why couldn’t she stop thinking about him?  And why did she dream of him every night?
Apart from catching him gazing at her when he thought she wasn’t looking, he gave her no reason to believe he felt anything for her. She didn’t have an over-inflated opinion of herself, but she knew men liked her. Unfortunately she always was attracted to the wrong ones.
As she was changing from her office attire to a light sweater and pants, she heard her Nonna Adonia calling from the kitchen.
She followed her nose there, the smell of fresh bread making her stomach growl with hunger. She grabbed a piece and started setting the table for dinner. Two plates, two forks, two knives and two glasses. At the head of the table where her nonna would sit, she placed the cactus vitamins and a small bottle of riboflavin. On her side, a glass of Moscato.
“This smells so good,” she said pinching a bit of the marinated meat from her plate.
“Start eating, honey, I’m coming in a moment.”
Nonna brought her plate of fried blood pudding, then tipped her riboflavin into her crystal glass. Lifting it, she said, “Salute e Buon appetito.” To good health and good appetite. No Italian would start a meal without saying that.
For a few moments, the only sound was the clatter of forks and knives against their plates.
“You are pensive tonight, Natalia. Anything you want to share with me, tesoro?”
“I can’t really hide anything from you, can I?” Natalia played with her food on her plate.
“You know I can’t read your thoughts, but we share the same DNA. I know when you are unsettled.”
Of course, you do. Nonna always knew when she wasn’t herself, or there was something worrying her.
“Remember I told you about the two new bodyguards for Luigi?”
Her nonna nodded.
“They are gladiators.”
“Oh, if they are from Caesar’s time, I might know them.’
“One of them has been appearing in my dreams.”
“Did you let him bite you?” Her nonna’s voice was laced with concern.
“No, of course not. You know I’ve never been interested in vampires. He’s not even my type, for God’s sake.”
“But if you are his type, even though he hasn’t bitten you, he still has the power to come into your dreams.”
“That is what is strange, Nonna. I’m not his type. He shows no interest in me whatsoever.” She took a sip of her wine. “If he can avoid talking to me, he does.”
“Are you attracted to him? Is it possible that you fancy his gorgeous blue eyes and—let me guess, blond hair—you started to desire him subconsciously? That would bring him into your dreams.”
“That’s his partner. Blond and blue eyes. He’s black, absolutely gorgeous, but not my usual type.”
“What’s his name?”
“Zev. Do you know him?” she asked.
“He was the toast of Rome in 79BC. Once he bought his freedom, that same night he went missing. No one ever knew why. Then his partner has to be Norse. Those two were inseparable once they met as slaves.”
ROME  & MACEDONIA 179 BC Adonia (Nonna)
The already elderly widow Adonia had become the personal confidante of King Philip V of Macedonia. Some would say between them had blossomed a feeling of passion and love, but for a woman of the mature age of sixty-three, that was not acceptable. Her time had already passed and many would secretly ridicule the king for been so enamoured of a grandmother.
The king would spend a huge amount of time in Rome and the gossip was already out there in Macedonia that he was mentally unstable. They also believed that Adonia had placed a curse on him and he was incapable of making a break with her, and Rome. His arrogant son Perseus believed the worst of his father. His hatred for the Romans escalated when he realized the power the Roman woman had over his father.
Unfortunately, in 179 BC King Philip V died, and not only had Perseus succeeded his father, he proudly stirred feelings of hatred around Macedonia against Rome.
Adonia hadn’t been permitted to travel to Macedonia and say her last goodbyes to the king. She’d cried for days, and prayed to the Goddess of Love to have mercy on King Philip’s soul.
It was in that moment when she was giving offering in the temple that Adonia found herself taken prisoner by Perseus’ guards. She didn’t even struggle, she would have no power to escape. She let them drag her to the Macedonian ship, and then she knew her life was over. Though she would miss her children and grandchildren, she knew she would be with her king sooner than she thought.
She was brought to the feet of the new king, and she kept her head bowed.
“So, you are the old hag that my father was enamoured of?” She heard him laugh cruelly. 
While on the floor, not knowing the fate of her future, she consoled herself with the thought of having met the most beautiful soul. Their passion had been a connection of the soul and mind. But how was she to explain to the man who hated his father and now her?
“Get her out of my sight. She still has some blood in that scrawny body of hers, I’m sure the vampires will appreciate her.” At first, she wasn’t aware of the meaning of those words, but understanding came when she saw they were taking her to the dark catacombs. At that moment she realized her life as she knew it would soon be over, and a life of darkness awaited her.
For many centuries Adonia existed in the dark. From a distance she watched her children die, her grandchildren procreating and living a normal life. Everyone except Hosidia. Powerless to do anything, she watched the evil Segana kill her beloved grandchild. Though she had been turned before Segana, Adonia had no power over her as her maker had made a pact with the high priestess. Segana promised him that she would spare the lives of his villagers as she was always hungry from new blood and Adonia had been powerless.
She watched Hosidia reincarnate just to be killed by Segana many times. It took many centuries to be able to live among her family again. She’d found the courage twenty-seven years prior, when Hosidia had been reincarnated again into Natalia. It had been difficult explaining to the young couple, Natalia’s parents, who she was. She was aware that some humans didn’t accept vampires, and she didn’t want her family to live with that fear. But protecting Hosidia, now Natalia, was her only concern. Initially, the young couple feared she would harm their child, but they were also concerned that if they wouldn’t let her in, she would harm them all. It didn’t take long for Adonia to become part of the family. Once Natalia’s parents died in a car accident, she took care of her, and to both their fortune Luigi and Irma Carosone took care of both of them. The Napoletano were known in the community to do many good deeds, but from neighbours they became family.
The world was changing and all creatures, human and not, were starting to live in the same space.
She raised Natalia with the knowledge that she had a vampire for a grandmother and that she should never fall in love with one, and most of all, to have the self-respect not to be bitten by any vampire. This, however, was just a ruse. In reality, she wanted to keep Hosidia, now Natalia, away from Zev, on the chance they would meet once again.
ROME 2019 Adonia (Nonna)
Adonia waited for Natalia to retire to her room and take a hot bath, which would lull her to sleep, then made her way to where Zev lived. As the personal security guard of the president, she knew he would be in one of the four apartments near Montecitorio. She would have to knock door by door until she was greeted by the right man. She only hoped that the murderous Segana wasn’t there with him.
She knocked at the first door, hoping she had the right apartment. When the door opened, she saw surprise on his face.
“Adonia, what are you doing here?”
He was as imposing and handsome as she remembered. She’d always had a soft spot for Zev, but she wasn’t going to jeopardize her granddaughter’s life.
“It’s lovely to see you again after so many centuries, Zev, but we need to have a serious talk.”
He moved from the door, inviting her in.
“That evil bitch is not here?” 
Zev locked the door and invited Adonia to sit in the small lounge.
“Thankfully she went to an orgy tonight, so I am be free.”
Adonia caressed his face, then dropped her hand, her eyes teary.
“It hasn’t been an easy existence, I know, and thing are complicated again.”
Zev held back his own tears, though his lips quivered as he bit the lower one.
“You know? Since when?”
“I always knew. Every time, and like you, I have been powerless to prevent her dying. But not this time.” The hands resting at her thighs tightened into clenched fists.
“It’s been a hundred and forty years since I smelled her skin or heard her laugh,” Zev said with a smile.
“We must keep her alive. You can’t go down to the same path. We both know how it ends.”
“Your maker went to dust, Adonia. You’re the only one who can get rid of the evil bitch.”
“We still need to respect the laws of our kind. But with both of us on her side this time, we will make sure she stays alive.”
“I promise you, I am trying my hardest to stay away from her. She doesn’t know who she is, does she?”
“No, the two of us are the only ones who recognize all her incarnations. We both know that you two are soul mates for eternity, but avoiding her is the only way for you to keep her alive.”
He sank down onto the couch, his head in his hands. As he started shaking with emotion, Adonia placed her hand on his shoulder.  
“Let it out, Zev, you’ve been keeping your feelings bottled up for too many centuries.”
At her words, he finally let go and tears started pouring down his face. When Adonia tried to console him, he pushed her away. 
“I will ruin your pretty dress.”
“I care about you at this moment.”
At that, Zev hugged her with great might and let out the pain he must have felt for centuries.
Once finished, he raised his head, drying his tears with the back of his hand and looking at the streaks of blood left behind. “This is the reason I hate crying. We make a mess out of everything.”
“Let’s make sure neither of us shed any more tears.” With her thumbs, Adonia dried the rest of his tears, placed a kiss on his forehead, then got up.
“Let’s hope this time destiny will be kind to our sweet Hosidia.”




CHAPTER 5
ROME 2019 Natalia
Natalia wanted to know. She needed to know.
Soon there would be the shift change for the bodyguards, and she needed to talk to Zev. Though it was always gratifying for a woman to be wanted, this was going to be a problem for her. She didn’t appreciate him invading her thoughts and dreams. Losing her privacy was just not acceptable. It had to stop. 
Opening her office door, she popped her head out just in time to catch Zev before he exited the building.
“Zev, before you go, can I please bother you for a moment?” She moved back to sit behind her desk and watched him come into her office, shutting the door behind him.
“What can I do for you, Natalia?” His voice was soft, but strong at the same time.
She gestured for him to take a seat in one of the chairs facing her desk and swallowed hard. There was no other way to say it.
“I want to how you manage to invade my dreams every night. It doesn’t make any sense because when we’re here, you barely look at me.”
After weeks of dwelling on it, she’d finally gotten the courage to approach him and now it was finally out.
“What makes you think it’s me trespassing into your dreams?” he asked, moving closer to her desk.
“Though I’ve never dated a vampire, I am very familiar with your ways. I know that you have the power to infiltrate someone’s dreams and—you know the rest.”
“Natalia, I can assure you this time it’s not the case.” His half smile made her nervous.
“What do you mean?” she asked, holding his gaze.
“I didn’t wander into your dreams. You are actually pulling me in, and I can assure you, I definitely don’t want to be there.” He took a step back
When she absorbed his words, Natalia scratched her head. I don’t understand. My type is usually an Arvid lookalike.  Why would I pull you into my dreams?
She looked up at him.
“No offence.”
‘None taken. We all have a type in mind.”
She cocked her head to one side and studied him for a moment. She’d always been good at resolving problems, but this wasn’t going to be an easy task.
“What is your type, Zev? I’m curious.”
“I find red-heads irresistible. And if they’ve got curly hair, it’s a bonus,” he answered, with no hesitation.
“Interesting. You choose your lovers by their hair colour?” 
“That’s a personal taste, don’t you think?”
Obviously she was becoming obsessed with a man who wanted nothing to do with her. He had no hesitation in telling her what his type was.
“I need to ask you, are you just an apparition in my dreams or are you actually living them?” She needed to know this.
He seemed embarrassed and she already knew the answer.
“I am there with you. I am living any moment as much as you. Natalia, they have to stop.” His tone was firm and assertive.
She dropped her head onto her hands, humiliated and embarrassed. His calm, apologetic tone didn’t make her feel any better.
“I’m very sorry I can’t give you the answer that you’re looking for.”
“I really am stuck with this? I didn’t plan on thinking about you, much less dreaming of you in that intimate way.”
“You shouldn’t be thinking of me at all. That will help you have less intense dreams.”
“That’s the problem. For some reasons I can’t stop thinking about you. I don’t want to think of you. I want go back to be the carefree Natalia from before.”
“Carefree?”
“You know, not worrying about what’s on my mind. Just concentrating on my job then going out and having fun with my friends. Instead, now I find myself pining after a man who doesn’t want me, and dreaming of him every night.”
“I suggest you return to your old behaviours. By keeping yourself busy, you might have less time for other thoughts.”
How she was to snap out of this, she didn’t know. Saying she was mortified was an understatement.
She’d always had a tight wrap on her emotions.  Natalia never chased men—she didn’t have to. Her work and friends kept her busy, and more often than not, she was turning down offers of dates because she just wasn’t interested.
“Are you okay?” 
“I don’t know how to deal with this,” she whispered.
No answer came from him, not that she expected one.
“Please don’t take this the wrong way,” said Zev. “You are a very beautiful woman, but I’ve learned not to mix business with pleasure. It never ends well.”
“You are right, of course. I feel the same,” she said, letting out a sigh.
“This is one of those awkward moments, you know?  It’s like stepping where you think it’s just a puddle, but instead it’s so deep that you can’t keep your head above water.”
She stood and walked around her desk. “Thank you for coming and talking to me.” Opening the door, she waited for him to exit.
Her love life hadn’t been the most active, but one thing she always prided herself on was keeping away from vampires and being the only one from her group of friends who wasn’t going crazy with yearning for that next bite.
Here she was now, lusting after one who didn’t even find her attractive. What was worse? Zev actually living her dreams as they happened.  Looking him in the eyes, knowing that in an obscure way they’d had sex, made her feel uncomfortable but at the same time excited by the thought that this could have been real. She had lusted for his dark chocolate skin, his luscious, full lips, his strong arms embracing her.
Her thoughts were disturbed by the door opening.
“Are you ready to go, Natalia?”
She raised her eyes to look at Luigi.
“Yes, I was about to leave.”
“Good. We are having dinner at your place.”
“I see. You’re still in the doghouse?”
“I’ve done nothing for my wife to be so upset.”
“Let me put this in a different light. What if I had been that young girl dancing on one of the minister’s laps?” She laughed at the shocked look he gave her.
“What you did was as disgusting as that look you just gave me.” She got up and gave him a kiss on his check.
“Let’s go home and talk about what I should tell the media about this mess you’ve made.”
Luigi wasn’t a bad man. He was a big kid in an old man’s body. But sometimes he needed to put that kid away and think before acting. Not everyone who was close to him had his best interests at heart. Many were jealous of his position and his popularity with the people of the country.
At times Natalia had to behave like she was the parent.
This was one of those times.




CHAPTER 6
MILAN 2019 Natalia
It had been a busy week for Natalia. The president had been invited to a gala in Milan, and she had organised the trip to mix pleasure with business for President Carosone.  An interview for one of the most prominent Italian television programs would hopefully smooth things over. But she would do most of the talking. She didn’t trust journalists because she never knew what their real intentions were.  They arrived on Friday, accompanied by a squad of his bodyguards, including Segana. The plan was to stay the whole weekend.
She didn’t hold back on what she had to say. She knew the opposition had their own agenda, but she presented events from the side of the president in a way that she would be shocked if any of the newspapers printed a negative article in the morning.
The dinner had been a quick affair, for which she was grateful. She was dead tired and they still had to organise the security for the gala. She watched as Zev went to his room, opposite hers in the large luxury hotel suite, and for a moment wished she could go with him. She longed to speak with him, but since their last chat he had avoided her has much as possible.
She’d tried to approach him on occasion, but he was always busy or in the company of others. She felt like she was becoming his own personal stalker.
ROME 1579 Lavinia (Natalia)
Working on the Sistine Chapel was any artist’s dream, and being commissioned to work there was the greatest honour bestowed upon an artist. It was especially gratifying for a female in a male dominated world.  The only downside was Lavinia had to work at night, once everyone was sleeping, because it was important for the Vatican that no one knew she was there. Women were not allowed to be painters, women were not seen equal to men. They were barely allowed to breathe. To been seen but not heard.
Being an influential painter of the De Medici house alone guaranteed her a pass to the Vatican. For De Medici, she painted mostly male nudes. Orgies were her best work, but she promised to his holiness, Gregory XIII, that she would concentrate on angels. From the moment she entered the Vatican’s kitchen that first day, she’d noticed the butcher. His grey woollen tunic appeared so tight around his shoulders and chest that Lavinia expected it to tear at any moment. His beautiful, smooth black skin was almost an invitation for any woman to caress it. He looked more like a gladiator from the old days than a simple butcher.
For weeks she’d sat in silence, just watching him and sketching him in her book. She could pass for a man under her white shirt and doublet. The hat was plenty big to hide her long hair, and her legs were covered by colourful tights.
“Why do you work only during the night?” she asked.
He moved closer, his rich, dark skin flawless.
“And why do you?’
He’d answered her question with another question. When she took a few moments to answer, he asked another.
“Why are you wearing men’s attire?”
“I suppose we all have some demons to hide.” She wasn’t going to volunteer more than that. Their banter had been so natural, she enjoyed her time in the kitchen more than in the chapel where she had to be alone.
Night after night their attraction increased, until one evening when Livinia made the first move. She’d always been startled at how cold his body was. Even near the fire his skin never warmed. She had read a few medical volumes that spoke about a condition of the blood, but all that didn’t stop her from caressing the black, velvety skin of his face, neck, and shoulders with her fingertips. She stopped at his big torso, waiting for his reaction, either to stop her or encourage her. There was no reaction, until she raised her head and saw his closed eyes. His face looked so relaxed that the urge to paint him was almost as intense as her urge to be under his skin.  His look of total submission gave her a sense of power, something that she struggled to find in everyday life.
She took off her hat, her long brown curls cascading down, almost hiding her face. She shivered when his cold hands touched her face and neck. Her reaction confused her for a moment, but although his hands were icy cold, she still wanted them on her.
“Touch me,” she whispered.
She’d had many lovers, but never someone as exotic as him. As he caressed her face and neck, she got rid of her doublet and her shirt, letting them fall at her feet. Looking him in the eyes, she started unthreading the laces on his woollen tunic, but he pulled it over his head and let it fall to the ground with hers.
Lavinia wanted him naked and raw, for her eyes only. With a quick movement, she undid his tights then raised her face to his. As their lips touched, his hands rested on her waist. With her tongue she invaded his mouth, then rose up on her toes and went for a deeper kiss, exploring every inch of his mouth. As he responded with the same passion, her hand went down and cupped his cock. She moved her hand slowly at first, then faster. Then she felt his icy hand on her wrist. She let him move her hand away, but her feeling of disappointment only lasted a few moments as he picked her up and lay her on the kitchen table. With a quick movement, her pantaloons were at her ankles. He parted her thighs wide open. At his icy touch she shivered, his face buried between her legs and his tongue touching her in places no other man had ever before. She held his head even tighter, enjoying every little thrust of his tongue. He brought her to bliss over and over again, but it wasn’t enough. She needed to feel him on top of her, inside of her. She wanted to find that spot in paradise together with him.
She encouraged him to lift his head, and once he did, Lavinia sat up and slid off the table. Kneeling down in front of him, it was the perfect position under the roof of the Vatican, she thought, smiling. She grabbed his cock with both hands and started sucking the entire length, until she he was about to explode. Occasionally she would stop to tease him, and then start again. A low moan escaped when he grabbed her breasts. At that she ran her tongue up and down his cock, then put it back in her mouth. As she sucked and tongued, he pulled her off his length and lifted her up. When she noticed that he was going to lay her down on the table, she shook her head.
“No, Butcher. I am the one in charge here.” Leading him to a chair, she waited until he sat. Smiling, she sank down on him. His hands gripped her lower back, holding her tight as his clock slid inside. Putting her feet on the floor for extra support, she brought her hands his broad shoulders, sliding up and down, feeling his powerful cock with every thrust.  She stopped for a moment, just long enough to get a kiss from him. His mouth devoured her breasts as he sucked on one nipple, then the other. When he raised his head, she started moving on his cock again in a frenzied action until they both climaxed together.
ROME 2019 Natalia
“Oh, FUCK!” Natalia screamed as she woke up and realised in her dream she had been dominating while having sex with the vampire. She put on her robe and stomped to the room across the foyer. 
She knocked a few times loudly, not caring it was past midnight. The door opened to a wide awake Zev. 
“What’s wrong?”
She stepped closer to him and grabbed his still hard cock.
“This is what’s wrong.” Removing her hand, she continued, “Do we have this conversation here or in your room.?”
Zev moved aside to let her in.
“I had to see if these dreams are only my doing or if you are a participant too.”
“Natalia, I already told you. You are pulling me into your dreams. It’s not my doing.”
“How do you explain your aroused cock? That’s why I came to check for myself.”
“I could say I’m human, but we both know that’s not the case.” He moved towards the bed and waited for her to sit.
“I am not immune to your beauty. No man is. But I don’t mix business with pleasure.”
Natalia sat at the edge of the bed but didn’t drop her gaze from his.
“We could play truth or dare. But we both know you said one thing that is the truth, and one that is a lie.”
He looked confused, and she continued.
“You told me you’re not immune to me—truth. You don’t mix pleasure with business—lie.” She got up and stood opposite him.
“Your relationship with Segana is not purely professional.” Why she felt a lump in her throat, she didn’t know. Clearing her throat, she continued, “You two have a sexual relationship.”
“It’s not really as simple as that, Natalia.”
“Right.” She sounded pathetic. Here she was with an attractive man and she was behaving like a desperate, single female.
She moved to go back to her room, but Zev’s hand gently grasped her shoulder, and slowly she let him turn her around.
“She’s my maker. I have no say.”




CHAPTER 7
ROME 2019 Segana
This trip to Montecitorio with Zev and Arvid was the first time Segana had travelled as part of the whole crew. Usually she would remain in Rome to deal with the other members of her staff, but she’d jumped at the opportunity to travel when Natalia asked her to put a crew together to accompany the president to Milan. Though she had an unexplained dislike for Natalia, she did admire her capacity for work. When they’d met, it had been hate at first sight and she wasn’t sure why, but there was something about the young woman that she detested with a passion.  She watched, amused at Natalia lusting after her gladiator. Many women had desired him and many had died for it. He was her possession, and no one would ever take him away from her.
Segana was about to go to Zev when she saw Natalia enter his room. She stood back in the shadow of her doorway, making sure she wouldn’t be seen. Even though Natalia craved him, Zev had no time for her. She’d seen what he was like when he desired a woman. He was like a rutting stag. 
Segana had no problems sharing his body with the other female. He’d only disappointed her four times in their long existence, when he had become emotionally attached. She’d had no hesitation getting rid of those women. If the Ice Princess wanted to be fucked by the powerful Zev, she had no objection. But if the president found out, there would be problems.
She didn’t care that everyone was saying that Natalia and Carosone weren’t having an affair, that theirs was just a business relationship. She didn’t believe that for one moment. She, herself, gained positions of power because of the cocks she’d sucked. And Natalia was the right arm of the president of the Republic.
She waited patiently for Natalia to exit Zev’s room. Humans did not have the sexual stamina of vampires, so she knew she’d be out in thirty minutes or less. To her surprise, Natalia came out after only five. There was no way in hell Zev had time to empty his balls in the space of five minutes. This was the walk of shame that the little bitch had to make, minus the potent orgasm the vampire could have given her.
She noticed Arvid approaching from the other direction, moving towards Natalia, grabbing and kissing her. It had to be one of two explanations. Either she was looking for Arvid and she went to the wrong room, or she was so horny that she wanted to be bitten by both, as most humans were greedy for vampires.
She stayed hidden until they both went into Natalia’s room, then she knocked on Zev’s door and waited for him.
“Relax, Zev, she’s in her room with Arvid.” Segana entered his room and stripping her clothes off, made her way to his bed.
“I am relaxed, and what Arvid does and with whom is no concern of mine.”
“Come and service your maker.” She smiled, satisfied at how Zev stripped off his pyjama bottoms, revealing a proud and erect shaft.
“Yes, my big gladiator, that is exactly how I want you.”
ROME 2019 Zev
It had taken all of Zev’s strength to get rid of Natalia. When he heard knocking at the door again, he was initially hopeful she’d returned to him, but he quickly stifled that happiness. He had to discourage her, otherwise her attraction to him would be fatal, just like all the other times.
He let out a sigh when he saw that it was Segana. He would have to do what it took to make her feel desired.
As he bent down to kiss her, she placed a finger on his lips.
“Is she hot for you?”
“I think it’s one of those human obsessions to be with a vampire.” He hoped he sounded casual.
“Just remember how it ends when you get too close,” she reminded him.
How could he forget? At her words, his cock started going soft. No, he couldn’t afford a soft cock with Segana. He would have to do what he must.
“You can fuck her, or anyone else. We both know how promiscuous vampires are, but do not lose yourself and make me mad.”
Before she could say more, he started caressing her lips with his cock. That was what she loved most, he knew.
Her mouth on his cock and her hands on his hips, he grabbed her by her hair, pulling her closer. He hoped what she could feel from him was passion and wanting, but his gaze was blank. Why had Arvid kissed Natalia? Arvid had been there each time Segana had killed the woman Zev fell in love with, though he didn’t know that woman was always Hosidia. 
But now he had a job to do…
ROME 2019 Natalia
“Kiss me, Natalia, the bitch is watching you.” Arvid placed his lips on hers and gave her what he hoped looked like a passionate kiss. They both kept their lips tightly closed, but to someone watching, it appeared they were sharing a passionate kiss. Several seconds later, Arvid raised his head, breaking the faux kiss.
“Let’s go to your room.” Once the door closed behind them Arvid rested his back against the wooden panel, legs apart and arms crossed on his chest.
“First, my apologies for kissing you.”
“Is she really that possessive? I thought vampires shared their partners.”
“That is true, but when Zev gets fixated on a woman, he pulls away from Segana, which enrages her. No one can get in her way. She has no conscience.”
“She causes trouble?” Natalia asked, curious now. 
“Worse than that, she eliminates her competition for his attention.”
“Oh, fuck, I have no intention of dying,” she said, hugging herself. “Is that why you kissed me?”
“I figured it would confuse her. She might think we have a triangle going and that would keep her away from you.”
“Why am I so attracted to him? I never been into vampires, no offense.”   
“None taken,” he said, smiling.
“Natalia, sometimes it’s not about you choosing him, or him choosing you. It’s chemistry or destiny. Call it what you like.”
“He’s not interested in me and I don’t want to be interested in him.”
“But it’s stronger than you, and we both know you keeping going to him, like a moth to a flame,” he continued for her.
“Yes. How did you know that?”
“Experience of the heart, my dear. We’ve all felt those.”
She smiled at him. “I think we’d better sleep. Tomorrow night we have the big gala, and in the morning we’re all going to be busy with the rest of the interviews.”
“Yes, Natalia, you’d better sleep. And remember, tomorrow you must give me a smouldering look once or twice, so it doesn’t look you’re after Segana’s precious possession.”
“I shall.”
And with that, she locked the door behind the departing Arvid and went back to sleep.
Chapter 8
ROME 2019 Zev
Zev watched her coming down the stairs, her usually long hair pulled back, showing her beautiful face. The sparkly, long black dress showed off her curves and long legs.  His excitement at her appearance turned into concern because Segana was on duty.
“Good evening, everyone.” Natalia looked straight at Arvid.
Zev watched them exchanging looks. A part of him was relieved, knowing that if she was interested in Norse, then at least she would be safe. He shook his head. Who was he kidding? 
“Any particular requests, Natalia?” asked Segana, standing next to the bodyguards.
“The usual. Stay as close to the president as possible.” She touched Arvid’s shoulder and smiled.  “And to me, of course.”
Arvid smiled back.
“Come, I’ll show you where everyone is posted,” Segana said, walking away with Natalia.
Zev waited until they were out of hearing, then turning to Arvid.
“Is there anything I should know?”
“Yes. Our job is to keep Natalia alive, no matter what. Zev, she is dangerous, don’t forget that.”
Zev shrugged. “This time is different. I’m staying away from this one,” 
“The attraction and desire are bigger than both of you. It’s time you played it safe, my brother. This time you need to be in charge of the game.”
They both knew that for Segana it was a game, and she always had to be the winner.
“I’m not doing anything to encourage her.  I couldn’t be clearer with her that I am not interested,” Zev told his friend. 
“We have been best friends since that first day we met, and together we’ve felt the wrath of that bitch. We both know how deep your attraction to Natalia goes. She wants you. You want her, and even though you can’t let her know, you both are connected. The plan is to keep her alive, while keeping Segana in the dark.”
“How do you suggest I do that?” asked Zev.
“You keep Segana satisfied, and I keep on pretending to carry on with Natalia. The rest will work out on its own.”
“What did you tell Natalia when you were in her room?” Zev asked.
“Simply that the bitch is possessive and that she gets rid of everyone you lose your heart to, and we both agreed she’s prettier alive than dead.”
“Simple as that?”
“She was very familiar with most things I explained to her.”
“She is Adonia’s granddaughter.”
“Oh, that explains it.  She’s never been bitten, but she knows our ways in-depth. By Thor my God, Segana can’t find this out. She hates Adonia with a passion.”
“The feeling is mutual and now that Adonia’s maker is dust, things could get complicated. Adonia could get that revenge she been craving for centuries.”
“We both have our work cut out for us,” said Arvid.
The two gladiators gave each other a wrist handshake, just like the old days.
“For old time’s sake,” said Zev.
“And for new time’s sakes. It’s time the human sides we kept buried inside our memories outlived our vampire’s ways,” said Arvid.
“We’ve kept the men resting way too long.”
ROME 2019 Segana
No, she wasn’t going to let the Ice Princess have her way. She’d seen how much in heat she was for Arvid. Vampires had the power to be sexually enticing to any human they found attractive, and Norse was a very appealing specimen.
Natalia hadn’t been bitten yet, and she was jumping from vampire to vampire. Segana had no problem with that, as long Zev wasn’t going to lose his heart as he had in the past. He could fuck her as much as he liked it, as long he belonged to her. Who he chose to give his body wasn’t any of her concern. After all, the best part of been a vampire was you could have as many partners as you liked. But Zev loving someone else was out of the question. Every time he was in love, he would refuse to couple with her.
She watched Natalia holding a glass of champagne, chit-chatting with guests then making her way to her gladiators. Her body language said she was more attracted to Arvid. She would move closer, say something in his ear, then laugh. Touch his arm and shoulder. Arvid was the pretty blond boy who women loved to be with. But unlike Zev, Norse had the good sense to keep everything physical and not get involved romantically with anyone.
Being the high priestess in Roman times gave Segana the power to always be connected with powerful men. They all wanted to couple up with her. They believed she brought good luck and fortune. She had no time for weak males. She would use them to drink their blood, and most wouldn’t survive to see the next day. A powerful man would give her more strength and power for herself.
She hadn’t been happy when Carosone was elected President of the Republic. He was the only politician who wasn’t lusting after her. She wasn’t sure if that would present a problem, but his predecessor had assured her that her position as head of security was safe.
“Good job on security tonight gentlemen.” No important occasion would go by without at least a bit of excitement, but tonight the guests and dignitaries were all safe and everything was under control.
“Norse, you will be spending the night with me. Zev, I am sure you can keep that ice human happy for the night.”
ROME 2019 Arvid 
“Are you thinking what I am thinking?” asked Arvid.
“Her competition with Natalia? Yes, I am,” said Zev. In retrospect, this could be a good thing, but knowing Segana for so long, he knew that she was going to play her usual games of confusion and deception.
“I don’t trust her, Norse. She’s always a step ahead of us.”
Arvid touched his friend on his shoulder, understanding exactly why he was so edgy. Natalia’s life was on the line, so it was imperative they kept Segana in the dark.
“Tonight is your time, brother. While I’m with our maker, you have the time to see where things could go with Natalia
“Norse, if I go with my feelings, I know nothing good will come of it. I am not prepared to live decades missing the woman I want for mine.”
Norse had seen him crying and desperate more than once. One thing about Zev, when he loved, he did it with every cell of his body.  If vampires had no soul or heart, then why the pain was so real?
“You can’t detach yourself from Segana this time. Do what you need to do, unless the partner you choose wants to be turned.”
That was the only solution. Once a human was turned into a vampire, Segana couldn’t do much but accept things.
“I would never suggest to anyone to live a life like us. I would have chosen a normal death with a life with the love of my life than eternity as the damned.”
“You will never forget Hosidia. I wish I knew what that passion and real love felt like,” said Arvid.
“At the moment, I can only remember the pain.”
Arvid studied his friend. He wanted to see him smile again, but unfortunately to date, his happiness had only brought eventual pain.
“You will have the night to do what you like. I will keep her busy.”
“No,” said Zev shaking his head. “I won’t see her. I need to stay away.”




CHAPTER 8
ROME 1879 Luisa (Natalia)
“When did you decide you wanted to be a poet?”
Luisa smiled. Her poetry had been her life, but also the reason the monarchy hated her.
“As long as I can remember. I was a tiny girl and would put words together and my father would write them down for me.” She turned in the bed to face her lover. She caressed his face and placed a kiss in his full lips.
“If I ever return home, I will find it and show you.” She had been sent into exile from her beloved Venice to Rome, but under the protection of Pope Leo XIII, she was untouchable. However, her poetry was no longer published, nor was she allowed to read it to the high-class people of Europe.
“You would have to come back here. I can’t leave Rome.”
She caressed Zev’s muscled torso.
“You must have committed an enormous crime to be unable to enjoy the sunshine out there.”  Her statement must have touched a nerve as she saw a tear coming from his eye.
Luisa noticed the tear made of blood and immediately tried to push herself away.
“What in God’s name is that?” Her voice shook.
“Please don’t be afraid.” With the back of his hand, he dried his tears.
“Is this a medical condition?” Many thoughts were swirling through her mind. Running away was one of them, but she was addicted to him. What other better way to die than in the arms of the man who was turning her world upside down.
“It’s not contagious I can assure you.”
At his words she relaxed a bit. With the white cotton sheet, she helped him clean his stained hands and cheeks.
“Should I get you to see a physician?” Concern had now replaced the fear.
He shook his head. “I’ve already been seen him.”
“Now it explains why you are always so cold.”
“Yes, this condition is one of my curses, he told her.
“What’s the other?” she wanted to know.
“The curse of loving, and you know how the world can be against you when you love deeply.”
“Should I be jealous of that love?” Luisa asked.
“Don’t trouble yourself with such a feeling. My love for you is stronger than ever.”
Gently she touched her lips to his, her hands moving along his body until the kiss deepened and passion rose. Luisa rolled on top and the moment they broke their kiss, she sat up with her knees on either side of his hips. Placing one hand on his muscled chest to support herself, she lifted her body and slowly she guided his already stiff cock inside her. As she started moving, he lifted her with his hands on her hips so he could thrust, giving her intense pleasure. She leaned down to reach his lips, nibbling on his lower lip, then licking it.  At her teasing, he drew her closer and locked her lips with his, taking charge of her mouth. Their passion intensified, and he started rocking faster with each thrust. Her arms held him tightly as her body tensed, then a cascade of pleasure rolled through her. She let go of any thoughts and just enjoyed the pleasure that only he knew how to give to her.
ROME 2019 Natalia
Natalia sat on the steps of Montecitorio. She needed fresh air, as thoughts of her latest dream refused to leave her head. She was also disappointed about Saturday night. After the gala she’d gone to Zev’s room, but he didn’t open the door. The next morning on their way back to Rome, he’d refused to look at her, and she still couldn’t stop dreaming about him every single night.
Her life was in a state of confusion. Her thoughts were muddled. She didn’t know what the hell was happening to her. Her Nonna insisted that she stay away from Zev without giving an explanation. Memories of Arvid telling her she should stay away from Zev because he belonged to Segana, who’d hated her since their first meeting, rattled around in her brain.
All things pointed to Zev, the man, the vampire, who was driving her crazy. He was present in all her dreams but swore he didn’t want to be there. Not that she could blame the man she didn’t want any of this herself.
The strange thing was, some of her dreams didn’t actually feel like dreams. They felt like she had previously lived every moment. Like it was her past, and for days she would have flashbacks of what she’d dreamed. They were so vivid, they affected some of her other senses. She swore at times she could smell fresh paint, or fresh ink. She couldn’t explain any of it, but she didn’t buy his claims of non-participation, even though Nonna had told her that she was responsible for pulling him her dreams.
Losing her mind over a vampire definitely wasn’t smart. She could only be thankful that he had no interest in her. Natalia had decided as a teenager that she never wanted to have anything to do with a male vampire after seeing what had happened to her best friend.
Claudia had discovered the pleasures of being bitten when she was only sixteen. She lusted after and fell in love with vampire after vampire, but had never been loved in return. Natalia saw the pain her friend felt every time she thought it would be the last bite. But the selfish vampires had moved on without a second thought.
She remembered how many times she had to comfort her friend as she cried after being dumped and had to pick up the pieces yet again. No, she wasn’t going to end up like Claudia, falling for a vampire, then having her heart broken. She wouldn’t allow any vampire, including Zev—especially Zev—to bite her. No, that wasn’t her thing.
She hoped to see him, just to talk, to ask him to stay away from her dreams. But deep down, she knew that was ridiculous. She had an overwhelming urge to just be with him, to be able to see him and maybe turn the dreams into reality.
In an attempt to push him from her mind, today she had decided she wasn’t going to be anywhere near him. She would take a mental health day and play the avoidance game.
She sent President Carosone a text.
“Taking today off. Woman’s problems. Do not ask.” She knew that would keep him quiet and she didn’t have to say anything else.
Her cellar phone rang in the late afternoon. She wasn’t surprised, and a little shocked it didn’t ring earlier.
“Natalia, the president needs to see you.” One of the clerks said.
“I’ll be there.” So much for her plan to spend all evening in bed watching Netflix.
The moment Natalia exited the elevator, she locked eyes with Zev and she wanted to run back to her house and hide. But the president was waiting. She just passed by and didn’t say a word, but the silence between them was deafening. She opened the door to the president’s office.
“Yes, Mister President?”
“How are you feeling? What’s really wrong with you? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”
“What can I do for you, Mr President?” She wasn’t going to tell him anything. Luigi had been the father she’d lost, but a girl didn’t share everything with her dad.
“I wasn’t going to call you in, but you know I’m lost without you. We need to prepare for a trip. We have been invited to Florence for the re-opening of the Gallery of Certosa.”
“A day trip?
“Two days. The prime minister will be there too. Please make arrangements for all of us, including my bodyguards.”
This was exactly what she didn’t want or need. Spending two days with Zev.
“Is the bitch coming too?”
Luigi laughed. They’d both felt an instant dislike for Segana and just couldn’t warm up to her. But she had powerful friends, she was untouchable, and they both had to deal with that fact.
“She is not. I don’t want her anywhere near Florence. The viscount who invited us requested that she stay in Rome.”
“Viscount Garofano, the vampire?”
“Yes. They’ve had a hatred going for centuries and though he has no power in Rome, he is definitely important in Florence.”
“He is a very good friend of Nonna, isn’t he?”
“You could say that. He helped her in her dark days. I never forget who helps my family and will do anything to repay them.”
She moved behind his desk to give him a hug.
“Nothing illegal, is that understood?”
“I might be an old and depraved man sometimes, but I would never break the law.”
“We both know you’re full of shit, just like any other politician, right?”
He hugged her even harder. “My daughter, give your old man a break.”
The door opened without warning and Zev leaned in, one hand still on the handle, standing tall and strong.
“Excuse me, Mr President, the opposition secretary is here to see you.”
“I’ll let you have your meeting with Gianchi. In the meantime I will organise our trip to Florence.” Natalia walked out the door, past the bodyguard.
Zev was looking at her as she stopped to speak and was radiating a waves of anger Why was he mad? And how was she starting to feel his emotions??
“The president will be travelling to Florence in the morning. Choose two additional bodyguards you like to work with for the trip.” Then she added, “Can I talk to you for a moment, please?”
“Unless it’s about work, I rather not, Natalia.” He looked anywhere except into her eyes.
“Why not?” She couldn’t believe his attitude.  He’d never been that rude in the past.
“The way I feel this very moment, I would say things I might regret later.” He took his position at the door and looked straight ahead.
In that moment Natalia remembered Gianchi was waiting in the small library to be escorted to the president.
“We will chat later, whether you like it or not.” And with those parting words she made her way to the library.
ROME 2019 Natalia
She knew Zev had gone home when his shift was over. She couldn’t leave things with him up in the air any longer. Confusion engulfed her as to why Zev had been upset with her. She didn’t want to impose on him just as much as he didn’t want to be part of it. And why were Zev and Arvid worried that Segana would get jealous? Wasn’t promiscuity a part of the existence of vampires?  None of it made sense. She just wanted to clear the air.
She was going to do what she’d promised her nonna she would never do—visit a male vampire’s home. She was about to ring his intercom when a shiver passed through her body, then a cold hand rested on top of hers. She turned quickly to see who was invading her personal space.
“Segana?”
“Since when you make home visits?” Her sarcastic tone didn’t go unnoticed.
“Looks like we both had the same idea.”
“I am his maker,” retorted Segana.
“Exactly. His maker, not his owner. Do I detect a territorial problem here?” She wasn’t going to back down.
Segana took a step back, but didn’t drop her eye contact.
“If you’re supposed to meet with Zev, fine. I need to have a chat with him. There’s no need to be such a bitch.”
“Do not push me, Natalia. Trust me, you don’t want to see the bad side of me.”
“Are you telling me there is a worse side?” she asked without emotion. “If Arvid and Zev are your possessions and you aren’t capable of sharing them, just say so. Plenty of vampires in the city.” 
“I didn’t think you were into vampires. It doesn’t look like you’ve ever been bitten.”
Natalia remembered what Arvid had said. Segana was both insane and powerful.
“We both know that bites are not only given on the neck.”
“Point taken. I suppose it’s important to speak to him?”
Natalia wasn’t going to take the bait. She took a folder from her computer bag and handed it to Segana.
“Here, please give this to Zev. It’s the itinerary for the next few days.” Without saying goodbye, she turned and left. 
ROME 2019 Zev
Natalia seemed determined to talk to him and he wanted nothing more than to listen to her. But he knew that if he spent private time with her, he would give in to his emotions and she would end up dead.
She had dreamed again of their life together. As Luisa this time, his bold and sensual poet who’d written many sonnets about him. He was glad for Natalia that it had been just another dream, but his fear that she was getting closer to a revelation about their past lives scared him to death. She would soon realize they weren’t just dreams, and she would ask him for answers.
Her dreams were taking a toll on him and he wanted her as much as he ever had. Though Zev had never bitten any human, he was hungry for her blood. He wanted to taste his Hosidia. He could smell her sweet blood every time she was close. Many times he had to struggle to keep his fangs in, not wanting to scare her.
The other issue was her involvement with the president. If he hadn’t seen their closeness with his own eyes, he wouldn’t have believed it. He had no right to feel jealous. How could he expect Natalia to be faithful to a vampire she didn’t even remember? He needed to get his head straight, and when they did eventually talk, he would keep his lips zipped and his opinions to himself. 
All day as he was guarding the president with Arvid, he watched her and could see her anger over his refusal to speak with her begin to boil. Her neck veins pumped so hard and fast they would have been a feast for any vampire. But he would kill anyone who attempted to bite his Hosidia. When his shift was over he quickly went home, knowing he was safe from her presence there.
ROME 2019 Segana
Segana grabbed the folder and twisted it with both hands. Natalia’s neck had looked so slender and pale, but she wasn’t hungry for her blood. She wanted to wring her neck just like she was doing to that folder. The bitch was in heat for her gladiators. She had no problems sharing, but never with her. She’d hated Natalia the moment she’d set eyes on her. The typical pretty girl who would get ahead professionally because of her tricks in bed.
President Carosone was well known to have an eye for pretty little things, though she’d never seen them in a compromising situation. But she wasn’t stupid. Who would spend hour after hour locked in an office without anything happening? She wondered how the old reprobate would feel if he knew his favourite girl was chasing after his own bodyguards.
She entered Zev’s apartment with the key he’d given her when he realized he couldn’t shut her out. It seemed he preferred giving her access to explaining away her loud tirades to his neighbours. She heard the shower running, took off her uniform and made her way to the bathroom. She silently entered the shower stall and touched Zev’s back.
“Hell, woman, what are you trying to do to me?”
His attitude annoyed her. “What is wrong with you?” When he didn’t answer, she got out of the shower, grabbed a towel and started pacing across the spacious bathroom.
“Is the PA screwing with your mind?”
“What the hell are you talking about?” He stepped out of the shower and wrapped a towel around his hips.
“She was at your door. She left a folder but I suspect that was just an excuse to see you. So I want to know how involved the two of you are.”
“You’ve got it wrong, Segana. We have no personal dealings. I have no intention of doing anything with her.”
“Liar!” The female vampire grabbed his arm and threw him against the bathroom door. The power of her strength and the impact of his solid body shook the door off its hinges.
Zev got up and ignoring the pain, went for her throat, but didn’t have the strength to choke her.
“I created you, and I can destroy you. Make no mistake about that, Zev.” The small blood vessels in her eyes became enlarged in her rage. He would have to calm her down or she would harm Natalia.
“My behaviour with you hasn’t changed. I have been fucking other women for centuries and you’ve known that, but when you get an idea in your head there is no way of reasoning with you, woman.” He moved to the door and tried to straighten it.
“The top hinge is broken. Get out of the bathroom so I can shut the door until I can go and buy what I need to fix it.” He pulled off the broken parts of the hinges and set them on the vanity.
“I’m here naked with you and the only thing you’re thinking of is the broken door?” She circled her arms around his strong neck.
She watched him go to his bed and pull on his pants.
“Just go home, Segana. I have no desire to fuck tonight.”
She moved to the bed, crawled in and waited for him and his stiff cock
“Zev, a word of advice. Get your desire back because I am in charge here, not you.”
CHAPTER 10
ROME 2019 Natalia
Natalia been so busy with work recently that fun was something she had forgotten about. But not tonight.  Tonight, she was planning to meet her girlfriends and going dancing. She needed a bit of fun before an intense two days in Florence and the presence of a cold Zev.
The lights flashed in sync with the techno-dance music blaring from the speakers of the crowded club. Natalia had let her hair down, grabbed a cocktail as soon as they arrived, and headed straight to the dance floor. She jumped on a raised platform at the edge and started dancing like no one was watching. She drank the last drop of the drink she still held in one hand and handed her off the glass to a passing waitress as she kept on dancing.
When she turned, she saw him standing near the bar, watching her. Why was Zev here? She wondered how long he’d been staring at her. Gracefully jumping down from her platform, she walked to where he stood without breaking their gaze.
“I didn’t think clubbing was your scene.” She was a bit tipsy, but definitely not drunk. His annoyed expression was easy to read and his answer didn’t surprise her.
“It’s not.”
“Hey, Natalia, you’ve got some moves.” The unmistakable voice of Arvid came from behind her as he grabbed her by her hips.
“I should have known that you brought him here.”
“Don’t worry about him.” Arvid nodded his head in Zev’s direction. “He’s having fun on the inside.”
“We all should go. We have an early morning,” Zev said. 
“Boo hoo. Too much work and not enough play is making Zev a boring guy,” said Arvid.
Their tight relationship was evident and Natalia felt a pang of jealousy. She wanted to be that close with him. 
“Zev, can we have a chat?”  She really needed to have a one-on-one before they went on their trip. “I came tonight after work, ut Segana was there.”
“Yes, she gave me the folder. Thank you.” 
She wasn’t going to let it go. She needed to talk to him tonight, and she wasn’t going to let anything or anyone keep her from her objective.
“Can we please have a chat?”
“Natalia, I don’t think it’s a good idea.”
“Go up to the top floor. Segana is busy elsewhere tonight, drinking human blood,” advised Arvid.
It was evident Segana was a vampire that didn’t like sharing her offspring. But she wouldn’t let the bitch keep her away from Zev, or at least from finding out why she felt such burning desire for him. It just didn’t make sense. 
“What’s with her obsession with you two?” she asked.
“We were hot stuff in our day, like today’s celebrities,” said Arvid.
She raised an eyebrow.
“True story, I promise.”
“So she’s some sort of selfish groupie? Sounds pretty sick.” Suddenly Zev grabbed her hand.
“Come with me.”
Shivers raced through her body at their contact. The reality was ten million times better than her crazy dreams. She let him lead her without complaint, managing to keep up with his quick and long strides in her designer stilettos. They entered a dimly lit corridor, went up some stairs and up to the second floor. Along one wall were a few leather couches and a several high tables with stools. On the other side were ceiling-to-floor windows with an amazing view of the city. There it was.  Rome by night.
“I love my city.” She looked at the far away Colosseum. “I’ve never seen it from this angle, but it feels like I’ve been here before.”
“You never visited the colosseum?” he asked.
“Of course, I have. But I have this feeling that I was there when it was in its glory.”
He was still holding her hand, and she didn’t let it go. Instead, she moved closer to the heat of his body and she wished she could feel the beat of his heart. Of course, vampires didn’t have a heartbeat, but she was convinced that they did have a heart, like any other living being. How could they have feelings otherwise?
“I really wanted to talk to you today, but for some reason it just wasn’t possible.” She knew very well that he had avoided her.
“I felt today wasn’t the right time to speak.” He wore the same stern expression he had in the morning.
“I don’t know what I could have possibly done to piss you off.”
“Your dreams have to stop, Natalia. We can’t go on like this. You feel unsettled and I can’t sleep, and in this line of work that could be deadly for the president.” 
“I didn’t realise that you lost sleep,” she said.
“Try to understand. I am not bringing you into my world. You are pulling me into yours. It’s unwanted and it keeps me from my routine.”
Natalia disregarded his words, sure he was not being truthful.
“No, it’s not about the dreams. Something else is on your mind.” She waited for a proper answer.
“Word around parliament is you and the president have … an understanding.” His voice was low, as if he felt guilty for even mentioning it.
“You want to know if it’s true. You want to know if I’m the president’s lover.”
He just nodded. “I’ve lived long enough to know that sometimes situations lead a person to behave in a certain way.”
She moved to the black leather sofa against the wall and sat, patting the spot next to her. “Come and sit next to me. I will tell you a story that no one else knows.”
She waited for him to sit next to her.  She really wanted Zev to know the truth. It wasn’t a secret after all, but for years it had amused her that people speculated without knowing anything. No one had gossiped to the press yet, but both she and Luigi knew it would happen the moment it was time for the next election. She didn’t care what people thought of her, but she did care what this huge vampire thought, and she wanted him to hear from her what was going on in her life.
“As you know, assumption is the mother of all…” she trailed off for a moment then continued. “I met Luigi when I was five years old. We were at the hospital at the same time.”
“My parents and I were in a car accident. While I survived, my parents did not. That same day Luigi lost his daughter, who was my age, to leukemia.” Zev’s arms surrounded her, tensing at first, then she relaxed and took comfort in the embrace.
“From that day on I became the daughter he’d lost, and he and his wife were the parents that I’d lost. He also accepted Nonna as family, and the rest is history.”
“I don’t know what to say.”
“There is not much you can say. Though I miss them, Luigi gave me a good life.”
“Now I understand the banter, the hugs.” Zev said, more to himself than to her.
“He is my family and I got the position because I earned it, not because he makes exceptions for me.”
“We can see you rule the roost in there. No one can question your commitment to your position.”
“Can you take your contacts out?” She wanted to change the subject. Talking about her parents was something that she rarely did, but she felt she had to explain everything to Zev.
He let go of her hand and stood up, taking a small contact lens case from his back pocket, taking out first one, then the other, and put the case back into the same pocket.
“They are like my dream. They appear black, but close up they have a hint of dark blue and velvet.”
Her head was telling her to just go back downstairs and start dancing to forget about everything. But her heart knew what she really wanted. She wanted to be with him.
“I wish I knew what the hell is happening to me.” She stood and buried her face in his chest.
He didn’t answer, he just wrapped his arms around her and held her.
After months of working together, this was the first time that she had been so close and intimate with Zev in real life. She didn’t want to break the spell, although she had so desired to kiss him. She raised her face and his lips came down to hers. For a moment she couldn’t breathe. She was too afraid to move even a muscle in case she would break the spell.
At first, she focused on his beautiful black face and his velvet eyes. She was shocked but extremely happy. She heard the click of his fangs, but she trusted him. If he’d wanted her blood, he would have been after her from the start. But nothing except his soft lips touched hers and she knew he must have fought his natural impulses to keep his fangs retracted.
Gently he caressed her lips with his, playing first with the bottom one, then moving to the top. She enjoyed every moment as he gently feasted on her, then became a bit more aggressive, kissing her with more pressure. Slowly, Natalia started nibbling on his lips, and Zev moaned. At the sound of his voice, she broke their kiss and buried her head in his neck, planting her lips there.
He moaned, then she heard the click of his fangs again as he pushed her away and turned his back to her.
“Why are you hiding?”
“I don’t want you to see my fangs.”
She grasped his hands His eyes were shut, but she could feel the pain radiating off him.
“Don’t forget I live with a vampire older than you and I’ve seen her fangs many times.” She squeezed his hands. “At least it’s not the sound of a pair of dentures falling on the floor.”
“Now that would have been a turn-off for sure.” He laughed
Natalia couldn’t contain the feeling of happiness she felt in her heart. The feeling of familiarity was uncanny. She’d done this with him before, but when? How?
Slowly she started unbuttoning his shirt, the sight of his gorgeous chocolate skin making her sigh. Her hand stroked the hard muscles of his bare chest.
“I feel like I’ve touched you before.”
ROME 2019 Zev
Zev watched her dancing. She’d always loved to dance, his Hosidia. These days, the dancing was very different, very provocative. But he enjoyed watching her move like she didn’t have a care in the world.
He wasn’t prepared to give Segana another reason to get rid of the love of his existence. He hadn’t planned on seeing her before the next morning when they had to depart for Florence, but Arvid would sometimes get a wild hair to go out and party like they were still youngsters. Zev had agreed to accompany him after Segana had left his apartment on the condition they only stayed for a few drinks.
Here he was instead, with his Hosidia, listening to her life’s story, and about to kiss her again. He’d forgotten Segana for a moment, lost in the forbidden feelings Natalia created. He wanted to make her his, and kiss her passionately. When his fangs started to descend, he automatically pulled away from her to hide that he’d look like the vampire he was.
Her kindness and emotional honesty struck his heart like a lightning bolt.  He didn’t resist when she started unbuttoning his shirt. Her hand touching his skin was burning him all over. How in the hell was he going to keep his distance any longer? He could physically, he wasn’t an animal. But he was so in love with her that his mind was about to shut out everything else around him. How could he maintain the farce of not feeling anything for her when he was so consumed by her?
He brought his trembling hands to the sides of her face, glad he didn’t have to explain how he felt because he was sure he wouldn’t be capable of uttering the words He wanted to take care of her, and he wanted to feel valued by her. He placed his lips on the top of her head in a gesture of protection, hoping she didn’t think he was just admiring her beautiful hair. 
“Are you nervous, gladiator?” she teased.
“No, why should I be?” But she was right. He was nervous about everything, especially this feeling of happiness disappearing for another one hundred and forty years.
He admired her long and slender neck. He could see she was excited—that special vein was pulsing. But no, he wasn’t going to bite her. He never had, and he never would. But he brought his lips to it. For a split second he felt her tense, as if she was going to be bitten, but then she relaxed.
He started licking the side of her neck, then moved to small kisses, and finally tiny erotic nips with his lips. He placed his hands on her hips as he slowly he lowered her down to the sofa. He cleared his mind of all possible problems and complications and focused on the here and now, with his Hosidia in this private place.
Her breathing was getting heavy, and she appeared to be past the point of no return. She wanted him and he wasn’t going to pull away this time.
Zev gently stoked her brows and gently kissed her eyelids, then moved lower to her cheeks and lips. As he was kissing her, he lightly ran the back of his fingers over her cleavage, then back up to her collarbone. Everywhere his fingers touched, he followed with his tongue. He knew she would enjoy that. She always did.
Natalia’s hands rested on his head, an erogenous spot for him always He was fast losing control and grasped the hair at the nape of her neck with one hand and kissed her savagely.
He slid the other hand under her short dress, which had already bunched up at her hips and hooked a finger in the side of her panties, slowly pulling them down. She tilted her hips, helping him until they were off. He placed one hand on her midriff caressing it, slowly making his way between her thighs. He wanted so much to touch her inside, but was afraid he would awaken her memories of their past lives together. Somethings would be better left alone.
Before he could collect his thoughts, her hand moved to cover his, as he was pushing a finger inside her entrance. Her body trembled under his touch. Slowly, he kissed his way down, caressing her torso, her thighs and eventually her lower lips. Each kiss was followed by a lick, until he found her clitoris. He was enjoying his exploration and the shudders of Natalia beneath him. It wasn’t long until he felt her shaking, her channel tightening around his fingers, moaning her ecstasy as she came.
As her pleasure subsided, he moved up her body, kissing her midriff.
“I need you now,” she whispered, undoing his jeans, pushing them down and grabbing his painfully hard cock.
How many times she had touched him in the past, in the exact right way to make him loose his restraint?
“Your wish is my command, beautiful.” He kissed her mouth.
Positioning himself between her thighs, with one hand he gently guided his hard cock into her entrance. He took his time, wanting to make sure that he didn’t hurt her. Once he slid inside of Natalia, he began moving. Her legs wrapped around his waist, her hands came to his shoulders, her short fingernails digging in. He raised his face to look at her. Her eyes were closed, a sensual smile on her face, radiating pleasure. He thrust in and out, changing his angle occasionally, wanting to give her the most satisfaction possible. When she could take no more, her walls clenched around him and she climaxed.
“I want you to come too,” she urged.
Zev didn’t need any more encouragement.  His muscles tightening, he pumped in and out, enjoying her muffled screams. With each thrust she would either bury her face in his neck or bite his shoulder. He was about to reach his peak, an orgasm that he’d waited over a century to have. At the critical moment, he pulled out and came until he nearly passed out.
As they were both catching their breath, a sad realisation come to his mind. He’d behaved just like he had in the past, in their first life together, scared of getting her with child. He wasn’t human anymore, he could never procreate.
But he had to push his self-pity away. Now it wasn’t the time. “We need to go back downstairs, unfortunately.”
Her arms wound tightly around him. “I wish I could feel the beat of your heart on mine now like I did in the past.”
Those were the words Hosidia would say every time they’d made love.
She’d never said them in any other incarnation. He hoped it was only coincidental. But now it was time to return to reality.




Chapter 9
FLORENCE 2019 Zev
The flight to Florence had been quiet, neither Natalia nor the president having any demands. She had been so busy with preparations that it appeared she forgot about him. While he should have been happy about that, it actually annoyed him. He shook himself mentally. This wasn’t a game of cat and mouse, this was about the love of his life. If she stayed away from him, she would be out of danger. But after the previous night, his desire was making it nearly impossible for him to ignore her. The taste of her had been the same, her reactions to him the same. He hadn’t slept all night. He couldn’t get the lovemaking they had shared out of his mind.
“You look agitated, old man,” said Arvid.
“Not in the mood, Norse.”
“I bet you were last night, though,” Arvid teased.
“I’m worried.”
“Have you ever thought of getting rid of Segana and grabbing our freedom?”
Arvid had suggested that many times, but while Norse was impulsive, Zev would think things through.
“We both will become dust if we only dare, you know that.”
“Not if we have a good reason.”
Zev knew Arvid was right, but neither of them was powerful enough to destroy their maker. They also couldn’t just have her killed for the sake of their freedom. Not even when she’d killed his Hosidia so many times, did he have the right to ask for her death. But maybe now things could be different. He would do anything to keep Hosidia alive, and now that Adonia lived with her, perhaps she could do something about it.
“You know we just can’t get rid of her without just cause.”
“Yeah, but now that you and Natalia have been together, it won’t take long until Segana senses that you are in love and she will attempt to eliminate her. You know it goes the same way every time. So, your duty is to keep the love of your life alive, even if it means killing Segana.”
“I don’t have the power physically to do that, but we both know who can.”
They both grew quiet, mentally preparing for the two days of duty ahead.
The flight had been short, the drive to the villa a bit longer. The car transporting the president and his wife was in the middle of their small caravan, while the other two cars covered it from each end.
Natalia had decided to ride in the same car with Zev and Arvid, and he was grateful that he wasn’t driving because he would surely lose concentration. The chit chat between Arvid and Natalia was irritating because he wasn’t able to do the same. He’d realized after they parted last night that it was best if he pulled back. Her safety was at risk.
He closed his eyes and thought about how although Natalia didn’t physically look like Hosidia, but sounded the same. In all of her previous lives, she’d never resembled Hosidia. Fate would spare her that at least, so that Segana didn’t recognize her. But with her sounding so similar, many times he’d almost called her Hosidia. For a few moments he pretended she was chatting with him, and they were happy.
“Zev what the hell are you dreaming of?” His eyes flew open at Arvid’s voice. ‘Your smile is from ear to ear.”
He coughed uncomfortably, his smile gone. He let them continue chatting and he concentrated on the view outside. The light coloured road looked infinitely long, and the tall, green cypress trees gave it a sense of mystery.
No other cars were visible and that made him very uncomfortable. The eerie atmosphere had him on edge, but the trip went smoothly.
He was glad that Segana hadn’t travelled with them, but when he learned that they would be guests of the Viscount Garofono, he understood why she was happy to stay in Rome. Their feud was hundreds of years old and the viscount would never permit the bitch to be anywhere near him.
She’d always been a master manipulator and unfortunately nothing and no one could ever kill her. At times he wished he could but as his maker, she was much more powerful than both he and Arvid combined. Everyone told him to believe in karma, but how many centuries would he have to wait?
Every time that she’d killed the love of his life, she would demand that he satisfy her sexually afterwards. He begged her time and time again to kill him too, to take him out of his misery. A few times he’d attempted suicide, but she would save him with her venomous blood. He had no way to escape.
He had asked vampires older than him to put him out of his mystery, but everyone gave him the same answer. His maker was too powerful and too dangerous to defy. He was fucked, and damned to eternity with the vilest creature imaginable.
For a hundred and forty years he hadn’t had to worry. His Hosidia was gone. But now that she’d reappeared, he couldn’t rest. He was still hungry for her, even though he had made love to her a few hours prior. But he wouldn’t dare give in to his urges again. He would stay awake night and day, in fear that his dreams would infiltrate hers and reveal that she was Hosidia and all hell would break loose. Making love with her had been a huge mistake. A mistake he hoped wouldn’t cost her life. Being damned and living a life of emptiness was nothing compared to the pain that he felt every time he would lose his Hosidia. He would make sure that this time his beloved lived a long life. Without him.
He was more at peace knowing that Adonia was aware of everything. She’d always been a woman he admired, but she had been powerless to do anything about Segana. But that was then.  Now the situation was completely different. Once they returned to Rome, he would talk to her about devising a plan to get rid of that horrible murderess before she could harm Hosidia once more. No one would blame Adonia as they all knew she and Segana had the same maker, though Adonia had been turned first.  Segana still had the power to turn many against Adonia, making her live a life of darkness and suffering. For centuries and more Adonia had suffered in silence every time Hosidia was killed and there was nothing she could do about it.
FLORENCE 2019 Natalia
The moment she stepped into the villa, she had a sense of familiarity. Like she’d been there many times. That couldn’t be. This was her first visit.
“As beautiful as Adonia,” said the gallant Viscount Garofano, kissing her hand when they met.
“Thank you, I wasn’t aware you knew Nonna.” There were so many things she didn’t know. She was sure this weekend was going to be an eye-opener.
“When you have time, I can tell you a few old stories.”
Out of the corner of her eye, she noticed Zev running his fingers around the inside of his collar, as if it was too tight. He was obviously agitated. Something was annoying him. What, she didn’t know.
FLORENCE 2019 Zev
He didn’t think the viscount was going to get that familiar with Natalia. He wasn’t experiencing jealousy, just pure and simple fear. During Luisa’s life, Zev knew that the poetess had spent many days in this villa. His fear was that it could resurrect something from her past life and give Natalia the push to remember who she’d been in the past.
Zev knew his place. He couldn’t do much. He could only stand back and hope for the best. He was thankful that it was already late and she didn’t have much free time to pass with the old viscount.
“What’s wrong, old man?” asked Arvid from behind him.
He didn’t answer. He recomposed himself and took charge of his emotions. He only hoped his premonition of destruction was wrong.
CHAPTER 12
FLORENCE 2019 Natalia
Sleeping in a bed many centuries old gave Natalia anxiety. She felt as if she wasn’t alone, and the stress was causing her to lose much needed sleep.  In the morning she had a full schedule and she wanted every detail to be followed to perfection. She tossed and turned, punching the pillow a few times until she succumbed to exhaustion and fell into slumber.
An image of a woman descending from the sky appeared. There was no ceiling in the room, just an open sky full of stars. The mystery woman landed not too far from her, and with fear, Natalia moved closer. She trembled with each step and the closer she got, the harder she shook. 
A thick cord came out from the woman’s heart, and attached to that were another four long cords. She followed them to an obscure corridor. Each step was heavy, but she kept walking until there was a light coming from the other side of the long corridor. She was startled when she saw four more women, also attached to cords. She followed them, curious to learn their identities. Were they human? Were they from another planet? She reached out and turned one woman at a time and looked at them. Their faces were new to her, though something seemed definitely familiar. Then she recognised the clothes they wore.
Each dress had appeared in her dreams when she’d dreamed of having sex with Zev. The last one was wearing the same dress that she’d worn the night before, when it was a reality. She walked to her, and the woman seemed to have the same face. But she wasn’t 3D like the others. Her double was transparent. She shook her head, trying to make sense of this madness but she couldn’t move. Suddenly she found herself standing next to the first apparition, who held her arms open, inviting her to come closer. She was scared to move, but her body betrayed her. Natalia’s feet moved of their own accord.
“Who are you?”
The apparition wore a long tunic, like a toga. Her brown hair was swept up in an elaborate hairstyle. On her feet were brown sandals.
“Don’t be afraid of us,” she said.
The voice sounded just like hers. She moved closer, her hands sweating, her limbs trembling.
“Who are you?”
“I am you, but in another life.”
Natalia heard the pain in her voice. Yes, this was a dream and she would be awake any moment, but for now she had to see how it would finish.
“I don’t know what to say or do.”
“Just be yourself, and don’t be afraid of me.” The voice was soothing.
“What’s your name?”
“In the Roman times, in my first life, I was Hosidia, then in all the other lives my identity changed. Now I am you. Natalia.”
Natalia took a few steps back. She didn’t know what she was dealing with, but this was freaking her out.
“Don’t be scared. No harm will be done to you. Not from what you see at this very moment. What happens next is up to you. You have a choice to make.”
Natalia didn’t understand. She looked like a queen from another planet and spoke in riddles, although something was familiar. But what?
“Look inside your heart. Do you feel you can trust me?”
“Yes, I do,” Natalia replied without hesitation.
“The cords are attached to the other lives you have lived. Pull them, one by one. But I do hope the last one will remain transparent, or all of this will be for nothing.”
Afraid but still determined to understand what was going on, she started pulling one cord after the other. The women moved closer.
She found herself in the middle of them and felt safe, but melancholy. She looked at Hosidia. Once the Roman woman nodded her head with a sad smile, Natalia turned her attention to the others and they said their names, one by one.
“Sabina.”
“Lavinia.”
“Luisa.”
How she knew those names, she didn’t know. Then she noticed the last cord. The woman attached was like a see-through ghost. Where at first she’d seen her own face, now it was faceless.
“Who does this belongs too? I thought she looked like me.”
“We hope no one, but if you don’t come to understand who we all are, it will be you.”
“What do I need to do?”
“Trust us,” Hosidia said.
She turned slowly in the circle of the women. She was absorbing love, pain, fear, protection.
“How can all of you be me?”
“You already have the information inside of you. Just trust yourself to find all the answers,” said Hosidia.
Suddenly she knew the answer.
The dreams of her with Zev.
“You said before that you are me.” They nodded. “I’ve been dreaming of each one of you. All of you, except you Hosidia. Why?”
“Because it all started with me, in Rome 79 BC. I am the only form who loved the human, Zev Akoi. For centuries I waited to reunite with him, and I did. But while I was conscious of what had happened, all my other reincarnations never knew the truth. Not until after their death. You are the only form who has had those dreams. Zev didn’t come to you, thought he desired you from the first moment he saw you. He resisted you because he didn’t want to feel pain again.”
“That part is still confusing,” said Natalia.
“There are only two individuals who know who you really are,” explained Hosidia.
“Zev knows I am you?” She was incredulous.
“Each and every time. While in the past he couldn’t lie to his maker, we ended up being killed. But this time he tried his best.”
“Who else knows?” she asked, already thinking it would be Arvid.
“Adonia.”
Suddenly so many things made sense. She had been trying to keep her alive and away from male vampires. But it looked that no matter how hard Nonna had tried, her destiny was to be with Zev. Probably dead, but with him.
“You must believe in this for you to stay alive.”
“How would I die?”
“By having your heart ripped from your chest. Your only sin is to love the African, Zev Akoi.”
There was only one individual who came to mind when she thought of such violence and she was sure she was right.
“Was your heart ripped out time after time by Segana?” She was the only one who was evil and mad enough to do such thing. From their expression, she was right.
“How was Zev human?”
“See for yourself,” said Hosidia.
“How?”
They all came closer, hugging her into the middle of their circle and for a moment she felt like. was losing the oxygen. Then in seconds she went back in time. From the year 78BC, to 1279, then1579, and 1879. One life after the other.
Like a flash of lighting, the four bodies entered hers, the long cords falling to the floor. Centuries of life and experiences whirled through her brain. She loved, she cried, and died in all of them. There was one common lover. Zev Akoi. One common villain. Segana.
ROME 2019 Segana
“No, No! This can’t be real!” She needed all her wits about her. She was extremely angry and as usual when she was really pissed, she would start walking up and down, the floors, the walls, the ceiling. 
“That bitch turns up time and time again. I won’t permit this again!” she screamed at no one. Segana had killed any love interest that Zev fell for, but she never had any idea it was always the same slave. An insipid and common bitch.
Coming down from the ceiling, she grabbed the table and made it fly to the other end of the room.  Still screaming and crying, bloody tears streamed from her eyes and dripped on her jacket.
“Damn you, Zev, you betrayed me more than I thought was possible.” A chair flew to the other side of the room, followed by another.
“I am going to rip both of you apart. I will make both of you dust. But first, I’ll make you watch that bitch suffer. One last time, I will kill her slowly.”
There was only one place she needed to be. Florence. To hell with Viscount Garofano. She’d travel to his villa, and she was prepared to fight him to death. She didn’t care that under vampire law she couldn’t kill anyone unless the elderly makers granted permission. She wasn’t a fool. She knew very well this wasn’t a cause to be presented to the tribunal.  She would deal with them later. This time Segana was going to do what was right for her. She wasn’t going to follow and obey the rules.
“Fuck the rules.”
ROME 2019 Adonia
“No, this cannot happen.” Adonia’s fear turned into reality. Her Natalia had the dream that she had hoped she would never have. There was not a second to lose. She’d have to go to Florence. She feared Segana had probably lived the same dream and now knew that all those girls she’d killed were one and the same. Hosidia.
This time Adonia wasn’t powerless. She wasn’t going to take that crazy vampire’s abuse. She would turn her into dust. Now free of her maker, she had the freedom to do just that. But only if Segana gave her an excuse to kill her. She couldn’t just exterminate her for past crimes. But Adonia knew how Segana operated. She wouldn’t see anything but revenge and she would try to kill Natalia the same way she had in the past.
Adonia wasted no time. Telepathically she contacted the viscount, her friend. She would be there in a flash.
FLORENCE 2019 Zev
He woke up sweating. If he’d had a heart, he would have had an attack for sure. The dream Natalia had was clear. She’d finally met her past selves—Hosidia, Sabina, Lavinia and Luisa. Now not only did Natalia know who she was, she also knew that Segana had killed her time and time again. Had this dream been just between the two of them? Or would his maker come to the realisation that he was in love with Natalia? That was something that he would have to keep from her. But for now, he would have to go to his Natalia. Would she remember the dream? Would she still believe it was only a dream? 
He knocked at her door, thinking she must be still sleeping. When she opened the door, he knew. Natalia had regained memory of every moment with him, and was now truly his Hosidia. He didn’t need words. He just had to look at her and hold her. She was trembling like a leaf and the only thing he wanted to do was protect her.
They had so many things to talk about, but for now he just needed to be there for her.  Ensuring she could deal with the realization that she had reincarnated so many times, and each time she was taken away from him violently.
He wanted nothing but live through eternity with her, next to her, but he didn’t want her to live a damned life.
He needed to be clever and keep all this from his maker. And if his behaviour in the past condemned Natalia to death, this time he was going to take extra care. Segana wasn’t going to find out.
FLORENCE 2019  Natalia
She was in her heaven—Zev’s arms. Every cell in her body had woken up to her past lives. It felt like a chip had been installed in her memory and she was able to account for every waking moment she had spent with him. Tears trickled down her cheeks.
“I’m not sure if I should be happy or petrified of what is happening to me at the moment.” Her voice trembled.
He wrapped his strong arms around her. “I waited centuries to be reunited with my Hosidia, and though you came back to me many times, something was incomplete.”
“I wish I didn’t remember how she turned you. The screaming is still in my ears, and my desperation in not being able to help you haunts me.” They had so much to talk about, but this very moment the only thing she wanted was to be in his arms.
“Please forgive me,” he whispered.
“What for?” She raised her head to look at him.
“For not being the man that you needed. For not being able to protect you. For who I am not.” She could hear so much pain in his words.
“You can’t say those words to me now. I’m not just Natalia. Now I am everything and everyone who was with you from the start. I am aware of you not having any choices in life and that you never stopped loving me.” She circled her arms around his neck. “How many women have the luck to say their man loved them to eternity?”
“I will never stop loving you.”
“Come, let’s sit outside on the balcony. I so enjoy hearing the crickets sing at night.”
Zev followed.
“The only thing we are missing is a carafe full of wine,” he said.
“Just like old days,” she said, going back inside and coming out with two glasses of wine. As she handed him a glass, a realisation hit her.
“I’m so sorry, I forgot.”
He took the glass, smiling.” This is what I love. In your eyes nothing has changed since our first life together. Thank you,” he said, pulling her close and kissing her.
She wanted to let him know that she never felt the fangs on her skin.
“I’ve never been bitten.”
“I never bitten anyone, and I’ve never had human blood.”
Natalia took a sip of her wine, then taking Zev’s glass, placed them on the small side table then pushed him onto the cushioned settee and straddled him.
“How did you survive?”
“I would drink the blood of dead animals, then I became a butcher and it was easy to survive.”
“Do you want me to be turned?”
“I wouldn’t wish a life of damnation for you. I want you to have a normal life, as was intended.”
“But we won’t be together forever, and how will you feel when you are still in your thirties and I’ll be in my sixties or seventies?”
“My darling. Don’t worry about the physical. I’ve loved your soul in every form in which you return. But I’d rather see you aging and die of natural causes than see you being killed again.”
“I always wanted a toy boy.” Natalia laughed and hugged his neck.
She started giving him kisses on his cheeks.
“Isn’t this romantic?” Natalia whispered.
The moonlight was their only light, the crickets as background music, the air warm.
It was undeniable. They were connected spiritually, emotionally and now physically. Their love had never ended. It had lasted through centuries.
FLORECE 2019 Zev
Having the love of his life and her awareness of who they both were was incredible for Zev. The feeling was better that winning his freedom back in 79BC. He’d waited century after century to hear his Hosidia tell him that she loved him. He wasn’t going to think of them being different. One human, the other a vampire. He would just concentrate on loving her.
He circled his arms around her waist and pulled her closer to him. He kissed her again, then effortlessly picked her up and walked her to the bed.  He looked her into her eyes, smiled, then took one of her hands and kissed the inside of her wrist.
“Are you comfortable, Hosidia?” When she nodded, he lay down next to her.
“You are as beautiful as ever,” he said, his voice low.
Leaning down, he caressed her cheeks with the back of his hand, then placed his lips on hers, softly. When the kiss became more passionate, he pulled her closer and smiled when she moved closer still. He trailed his fingers along her back, kissing her mouth again, then helped her take her pyjamas off, but didn’t touch her. Once they broke off their passionate kiss, he raised up and looked at her from head to toe, wanting to savour every inch. Then he focused again on her lips.
“I missed this so much,” he said.
She reached for him and rested her hand on his face.
“I feel fortunate to have your everlasting love.”
Zev wanted to give her everything—his emotional and physical love. He wanted to express everything he wanted, not out of selfishness, but because she deserved every moment of joy and happiness.
As he was placing kisses on her face, neck, shoulder, anywhere he could reach, her hands reached for his shorts. He let her pull them off then let out a pleasured sigh the moment her hand found his cock. She pushed him to his back and positioned herself on top, leaning down so their faces were close.  Her breath on his skin made him shiver. Her eyes were closed and her smile was absolutely beautiful. She placed her lips on his, then slowly she bit his full lower lip. Zev threaded his fingers through and took charge of the kiss. As she parted her lips, he invaded her mouth with his tongue. Slowly, she lowered herself on top of his cock.
“This is heaven,” she whispered.
Zev grabbed her hips and took charge of the pace of their thrusts.
“Do you like it?” she asked. 
He couldn’t speak, he was so taken in by the pleasure she was giving him. He just held her even tighter, hoping that was answer enough for her.
He pulled her down so he could kiss her neck, but stopped a moment, watching her vein pumping. He soon resumed kissing her in that special place again.
“Slide down please,” she whispered.  
He did as he was asked. Holding her tight, he lay down straight. The only thing that mattered him was her happiness.
Stretching out flat on him, still clenching him inside her, she kissed him again, maintaining eye contact. Then bringing her cheek to his, she started moving slowly and gently. From time to time she concentrated on his full lips, kissing him passionately.
He enjoyed her riding him slowly. This was her favourite position and he knew she wouldn’t get tired. He enjoyed watching her orgasm, the look of ecstasy on her face and the passionate sounds she made. .
He rolled her over, so she was now under him. Thrusting his hips slowly and rhythmically, he drove them both to the edge.
Zev’s control slipped and he rode her harder, until he couldn’t hold back anymore. With all his strength, and keeping in mind she was human and easily injured, he let go of the strongest orgasm he’d had in the last one hundred and forty years.
As they both regained their breath, he rolled onto his back, pulling her onto his chest.
He held her tightly, kissing the top of her head.
“Should we do what we haven’t done since 79BC?” he asked.
She kissed his chest.
CHAPTER 13
FLORENCE 2019 Segana
It was common knowledge that for a vampire to enter another vampire’s domain, they must first be invited. But Segana wasn’t visiting. She was on a mission to destroy both Zev and his bitch, Hosidia. Apparently killing her the first time hadn’t served its purpose. She had come back time and time again, falling in love with Zev, mocking her. But not this time. Segana would destroy him. He belonged to her, and as his maker, she had the right to do with him as she pleased. 
“So be it, Zev. You don’t deserve to be my favourite vampire. The only thing I always asked of you was to never lie to me. I always hated that little, insignificant slave. You deserve to become a nothing.” She entered the first walls of the villa. The place was built like a fortress, but that didn’t stop her. Like a mad woman, she went in search of her vampire and his slut.
Once inside the gardens she climbed the east walls, then sprang from a balcony and went in to search the bedrooms. She opened a door, hoping she could find them and prepared to get rid of everyone who stood in her way.
The first room she checked was empty, but she could smell him. His scent. The smell of sex.
“You are going to be so dead.” She followed her nose.
Like lighting she flew from the bedroom and made her way to the inner gardens, until she found them in each other’s arms.
 “How touching. The two lovebirds finally reunited.” She wasn’t going to permit either of them to make fun of her. She was in charge. She made the rules and they always broke them. That was unforgivable. 
Zev got up in a flash, shielding Hosidia’s body with his own.
“You know well that as your maker you won’t be able to touch me.”
FLORENCE 2019 Adonia
It had finally happened. Her sweet Natalia was aware that her first existence was in Rome in 79BC and she was Hosidia. She had seen all the dreams and now her fear was that Segana had been there too.
There was no time to waste. In matter of moments, she was inside the villa, telling the viscount what was happening and explaining her fear for her granddaughter’s life.
“If she kills my granddaughter again, I will never forgive myself,” she said to her old friend.
“You know very well that there is nothing and no one stopping you now, as long you have just cause,” the viscount said.
They made their way to where they detected the scent of her granddaughter and found Zev shielding her with his big body against a furious and dangerous Segana.
“Zev Akoi can’t touch you, but I have an old account to settle with you,” warned Adonia.
FLORENCE 2019 Natalia
Fear engulfed Natalia when she heard the venom in Segana’s voice, but what could she do?  She held on to Zev, hoping that this time the ending was going to be in their favour, but she wasn’t holding her breath. From behind Zev, she looked at her enemy. She had been crying, and her face was stained with blood. Who knew Segana was capable of any feelings?
“I loved you with all my strength. I wanted you to love me back, but she was always been there, between us,” she sobbed.
“You don’t know anything about love. You are a murderer,” said Zev.
Segana suddenly grabbed Zev by his shirt and threw him across the garden. What she didn’t count was that Natalia was holding him so tightly, she flew with him. As he fell on her, she lost her breath.
“Where is that bitch?” Segana yelled as she flew to Zev’s side again.
Hosidia knew there was nothing Zev could do to defend her against his maker. He wasn’t strong enough to fight Segana, but he was trying to protect Natalia with his own body.
As another blow connected with Zev’s face, he was tossed about again. Segana had her foot on top of his throat, crushing him.
“You are so gone. You betrayed me from the start. I made the mistake of killing her. Instead, I should have killed you first.”
“Please don’t!” Natalia cried when she saw Zev’s bulging eyes.
“And here she comes to the rescue,” Segana laughed.
Her evil sound gave Natalia goose bumps all over her body.  Not even sure how it all happened, Segana was now holding her around her neck and squeezing tightly, her foot still on Zev.
Her breathing was laboured as Segana’s hand was getting tighter around her neck and stars danced before her eyes. As she was about to give in and not resist, she heard a familiar voice.
“Get away from both of them!” Adonia yelled.
Her Nonna Adonia wasn’t alone. The viscount was there with her. Maybe this time she would survive Segana’s hatred, but right now she was squeezing her life out of her.
“I should have killed you too when I had the chance.” Venomous words spilled from Segana.
The viscount launched at Segana and moved her away from Zev, but she was still had a tight grip on Natalia.
As the viscount kicked her, launching her into the air, she lost her clasp of Natalia, who was suddenly falling. She was caught by Adonia, who placed her next to Zev, and she then to help Viscount Garofano with Segana.
Zev was motionless. He didn’t move or talk, but his eyes were still open.
“Zev, can you hear me?” she whispered. Her hands rested on his crushed chest. He felt like an old, empty, teddy bear that had lost its stuffing. Her hands touched him everywhere, tears pouring down her cheeks.
“Oh my God, she’s crushed you.”
The only thing she could do was cradle him in her arms as tightly as she could. His body going cold, and she didn’t have a fiestafruit to give to him. She wasn’t sure he would make it.
With tears in her eyes, she watched Segana fighting her two opponents. The bitch was very strong, and though Adonia was older, Natalia hoped that she could put an end to the madness.
“Please, Zev, don’t leave me now.” She thought if she talked to him, and he could hear her, he would fight and stay with her.
Her head was spinning as the three vampires fought and flew around so fast she felt she was inside a tornado. Then Segana landed next to them, grabbed Zev and rose in the air, holding him. With all her strength, Natalia held to Zev’s limp body. She knew she was no match for the vampire, but reason wasn’t what was in her mind that very moment.
The viscount and Adonia both attacked Segana, and she lost her grip on Zev. There was a thump as he fell and she was trapped between the ground and his body. As strong as a devil, Segana broke away and came for them again. She was a few inches away from her neck, fangs out, and Natalia knew she was going to be either turned or killed.
As she loomed over Zev, her eyes rolled up and blood poured from her mouth, drops falling on Natalia’s face.  Suddenly she disintegrated into a puddle of ash.
Her nonna, holding a stick in her hands, had pierced Segana’s heart from behind. For a moment everything stood still, and Natalia knew that if Zev was already gone, all of this mayhem had been for nothing.
“Please get him off me and help him—” But before she could finish her sentence, both Adonia and the viscount had lifted Zev to help him.
She watched her nonna bring her fangs out, bite herself and let her blood fall in Zev’s mouth. The count held his body as he started to convulse.
Natalia had lived all her life with a vampire and she was aware of what could happen. If Zev’s body rejected the blood, he was as good as gone.
She waited, trying to keep out of the way so they could help Zev. She prayed like she never had before.
It felt like hours that she held her breath, waiting. She couldn’t lose him now. She couldn’t hold her tears back, but she cried in silence. She didn’t want to disturb them while they were trying to help him.
Suddenly she heard him cough, then cough again.
“Hosidia.” His voice was but a whisper. She rushed to his side and touched him where his chest had been crushed. Everything seemed to be back to normal.
“He’s weak, but he will be fine,” her nonna said.
“I’m here, darling. I won’t leave your side, I promise.” She tried not to cry out loud, but her trembling voice betrayed her. Her gladiator was still with her.
“You survived her hatred this time,” he said between coughs.
“We both did.” She kissed his lips.
“We are finally free to be together,” he said.
“Yes, my love, we are. Even though we shall have other challenges,” she answered.
“Together we will overcome everything, and we shall make the right decisions for both of us.”
Nothing worthwhile ever came easy in life. Nothing was written in the stars. But one thing was sure—their love had outlived centuries and many obstacles. She was this vampire’s mate and she was with the man to whom she belonged.
They held each other’s hands, interlocking their fingers. Slowly Natalia placed her lips softly on Zev’s.
“Amo te tam multo. I love you so much,” she said in her original language of Latin.
“Te quoque amo. I love you too.” Zev answered against her lips.  
 



cover.jpeg
EARY | CHARMAINE ROSS
]ESS&REVINE | M L WINTERS
ANDRA ASHE | ELVINA PAYET

EMILY HUSSEY | JOSIE CAPORETTO





images/00001.jpg





