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          Brandt

        

      

    

    
      It’s been close to seventy-two hours since my life was changed irrevocably. I walked into a coffee shop and laid eyes on the woman meant for me. Like a scene from a Greek tragedy, that was the same moment she’d been brought to death’s door. I’ve spent three nights waiting to see if I’ve done what a mate should do for his woman—save her. No matter the situation, my instinct screams for me to protect, defend, and claim her. My eyes burn from the effort of keeping them open as, once again, I feel the sun begin to rise even from the safety of my home. I will not sleep until I know she is mine.

      “Brandt, Elaine has transitioned. This one is a lost cause,” my friend and fellow vampire Mattias says.

      A growl builds in my chest. How can he expect me to give up so easily? “Stay out of this. You have what you want. I can sense the spark of life in her.”

      He approaches, and I shoot him a glare that would wither a lesser man. “She’s gone. You can’t stay here like this much longer.”

      “I’ll do whatever I have to in order to serve her when she rises.”

      Letting out a sigh, Mattias places a hand on my shoulder. “I am taking Elaine back to my clan at sunset. She’s still in the haze of her transition, but soon she’s going to ask about Claire. I have to tell her the truth.”

      Claire. My mate’s name is like a stake through my heart. All this time by her side and I never knew. I run a finger over her pale cheek. “Claire,” I say, testing out the feel of her name on my tongue. I want to say it and have her eyes flutter open, for her to offer me a smile, for her lips to utter my name as well.

      “I must tend to Elaine. Please, consider what I said, Brandt. You need rest.”

      I shake off Mattias’ hand and return my aching gaze to Claire’s eerily still form. “Safe journey.”

      I feel it when he leaves the room, and soon my eyes are too heavy to keep open, the sting in my blood feeling more like fire. My lids slide closed, and all I know is darkness.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Where the ever-loving fuck am I?” A woman’s voice shakes me from my rest.

      I bolt upright, gaze trained on the brunette in my bed. “Claire,” I breathe.

      Her eyes widen, and she backs up, clutching the sheet and pulling it up to her chin. “Who are you? How did I get here?” Then her memories must flood back, because she turns the color of bone and lets out a cry as she touches the now healed wound across her neck. “He…he slit my throat.”

      “Easy, love. He’s gone. Never to harm you again.” I reach my hand out, but she flinches away.

      “Everything hurts. It’s so…loud in here.”

      “It’s your transition. You must feed before you’ll feel as you should.”

      “I…feed?”

      Slicing open my wrist with my own fangs, I offer her my blood. “From me.”

      “Fuck you, asshole. Is this some kind of twisted game? I’m not drinking your blood.”

      “You will if you want to live.” I know instantly that was the wrong thing to say. Her eyes show nothing but fear in their depths.

      “What happened to Laney? Where is she? Let me go. Please. I won’t tell anyone where you live. I promise.”

      “Claire, your cousin is fine. Her mate turned her and saved her life.”

      “I…I should be dead.”

      I shake my head. “You’re a vampire. You’re transitioning because the man who attacked you slit your throat, but I saved you. I turned you. But you have to drink now or your body will reject the change. You’ll be truly dead.”

      I stand over her, holding my wrist close to her lips. I know I’ve got her when she inhales through her nose and her pupils dilate at the scent of the blood. She licks her lips, and my fucking cock goes rock hard at the sight of her pink tongue darting out of her mouth. I could force her, use my power to transfix her and command her to drink, but I won’t. She needs to do this of her own free will.

      “I don’t want to be a vampire,” she whispers.

      “But you don’t want to be dead either.”

      Her brow furrows. “No…I don’t.”

      “Drink, my mate. Then we’ll move through this together and come out on the other side.”

      A soft whimper leaves her, but she leans forward, and her mouth brushes my skin. Then her fangs latch on to my wrist and she drinks deeply. Pure pleasure races through me. Not only because of the rush of need that hits me at the feel of her, but because of the soul-deep satisfaction of serving my mate. This is what all the stories couldn’t explain. This is why my clan stopped searching for our mates. The feeling can’t be taught. Seeing is believing, and now that I have her, I fucking believe.

      She tears her lips from my wrist and gasps, a small line of blood trailing down her chin. I reach out and wipe it away with my thumb. I want to kiss her, claim her, make her mine in every way.

      “My mate,” I whisper.

      “You keep saying that. I’m not your mate. I don’t even know your name.”

      “My name is Brandt. All you need to know is, you’re mine. My responsibility. I made you a vampire, I’ll protect you forever.”

      She backs away and holds up both hands. “Hold on, Casanova. I’m a big girl. I can take care of myself.”

      “You cannot.”

      Standing, she cocks a hip and rests her hand on the gentle swell. “Yeah, I can. Thanks for…saving me and all, but I’m out of here.”

      I intercept her in two quick steps. “I’ll not risk your safety. You are my mate.”

      I put my hands on her shoulders, but she jerks free of my grasp. “Don’t touch me.”

      This isn’t how our union is supposed to go. She should want me as much as I want her.

      She glances around the room, then down at her blood soaked clothes. “Where’s my purse? My keys?”

      “I’m sure they’re still at the coffee shop. But, Claire, you can’t go back.”

      “Why not?” There’s venom in her eyes to match her voice.

      “Because you’ll kill the first human you come across. You’ll decimate this little town and then spend eternity unable to live with yourself.”

      “And I suppose you’re the only one who can keep me from turning into a monster?”

      “No, but I am the right one.”

      She laughs, but the sound is bitter. “Then get me out of here and teach me how to control myself. But after that, I want you to get the fuck out of my life.”

      My gut clenches, but I nod. This woman is going to be the end of me. I’ll win her heart. After all, we have eternity.
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          Claire

        

      

    

    
      Brandt stares at me like I’m some kind of unicorn. Like I’ll disappear if he takes his eyes off me. It’s intense, and I don’t think I like it. My world was just flipped on its axis, the last thing I need is some caveman vampire thinking he’s got me on a leash. After a shower and a change of clothes—his much too large shirt and a pair of drawstring shorts I had to pull so tight the strings hung to mid thigh—I wander the house, assessing the beautiful, modern decor. I’m exhausted. Aching. And finally, I settle in a dove gray chair near the gas fireplace.

      “You didn’t feed enough,” he grumbles, striding across the living room to stand in front of me. I think he’s right. Everything in me hurts. It reminds me of when I had the flu last year. My back ached from shoulder to tailbone, muscles screaming for relief without any in sight.

      “I’m not feeding from you again. I saw what that did to you.” I nod toward his crotch and fight the rising burn in my cheeks.

      He cocks a dark brow and smirks. “It’s a natural reaction. My body wants yours, just as you want me.”

      That annoys me. Mostly because he’s right. I do want him. I was so wet for him while I drank his blood I would have been embarrassed if hunger hadn’t been the only thing on my mind. “You don’t have any idea what I want.”

      “I do. You want me. You’re my mate.”

      “Would you stop with the mate stuff?” I hate how my voice comes out with an edge of desire. “I’m stronger than my body’s primal urges. I won’t be ruled by lust.”

      Shaking his head, his lips turn up in a wicked grin. “You’re feisty. I like that. A woman with fire.”

      I take a long breath, the sensation strange because it’s unnecessary. I suppose I’m technically undead now. I don’t need to breathe. I wonder what else has changed. Am I fast? Strong? I know I’m vulnerable to the sun and silver, and that I need to feed on blood. I remember that from my cousin Laney’s experience with her vampire, Mattias. Is this how she feels? Drawn to him beyond reason? I don’t want to be told how to feel by some kind of magical connection.

      But I smell his intoxicating scent, the earthy richness of his body. He’s like a hike in the mountains with pine and crisp air, fresh after a rain. The man is my favorite scent. Damn him.

      “I have to get out of here.” I spring to my feet, ignoring the gnawing hunger in my belly, the cotton in my mouth. My mind’s muddled with him so close. If I want to make a sound decision, I need to put some space between us.

      “You can’t go.”

      He grips my arm, but I jerk it from his grasp with little effort. “I’ll do what I want.”

      “You’ll do what I say is best.”

      Anger rolls through me at his words. He may be the hottest man I’ve ever seen with his wavy dark hair and perfectly chiseled features, but I don’t know him at all. For him to say he’s got some kind of claim on me rubs me in all the wrong ways. “I. Will. Not.”

      “Claire, I made you. I am responsible for you. I won’t let you put yourself at risk.”

      “And I’ll never forgive you for putting me in this position. I’m a monster because of you. You ruined me. As long as I’m,” I gesture to myself, “this thing, I want to be as far away from you as possible.”

      Hurt flashes over his face, but I don’t have the strength to care. He’s taken away all of my choices in one snap decision.

      “You expected me to let you die? My heart started beating as yours faded. You’re meant for me.”

      “I don’t care. I don’t want to look at you. It makes me sick. I didn’t choose you and I wouldn’t have chosen you if you’d asked me.” I know he technically told me what would happen if I didn’t transition, but I’d been delirious. Like an injured animal desperate to cling to life. I didn’t want this.

      His eyes widen, and he takes a step backward as though I slapped him. “This isn’t right. Is your heart not beating with mine?”

      I put his hand on my chest and wait for him to feel the absence of a rhythmic thudding. “No. I’m sorry. You might think I’m yours, but there’s nothing here.”

      All the fight leaves him, and confusion colors his handsome features. “I…I don’t understand.”

      “Sorry to disappoint you, but your mate radar must be off. I’m no one’s mate.”

      I turn toward the door, walking swiftly, and leave without looking back.

      He’s going to find me. I doubt he’ll fully accept the fact that we’re not mates. I’m sure we’re not meant to be, and if I don’t establish some semblance of independence from this Neanderthal, I’m never going to be free of him.

      The night air is heavy with moisture, fog sitting low on the ground, casting a sense of eerie foreboding. I can taste the rain before it falls, the freshly cut grass from the morning before, the oil seeping into the asphalt from a leaking car. It’s overwhelming. I walk faster than I ever thought possible, the trees blurring around me giving way to houses and neighborhoods. Everyone is inside, lights being turned off as children are put to bed. My stomach twists. Dinner. Food. Hunger. My fangs descend, bringing a strange sensation of fullness. They ache. My limbs tingle with electricity, a sharp humming like bees in my veins. It hurts.

      “Almost home,” I mutter.

      Relief floods me when my house comes into view. Dark. Empty. Dead. As far as the world knows, Laney and I are gone. Missing. Maybe even on the run. Does the town suspect us of killing the man in Laney’s coffee shop? The man who slit my throat. Rage burns in my chest. He killed me. He deserved a worse death than he got.

      Shaking my head, I clear my mind and go to my front door. I need something familiar. Something that is mine. The door is locked, the unmoving handle sending frustration rolling through me. I don’t have my keys, and I’m positive they won’t be at the shop any longer. If the police came to the crime scene, I’m sure they’ll have been taken into evidence. If Brandt and Mattias cleaned up after themselves, who knows where they put my stuff.

      But I’ve got something I didn’t before. Supernatural strength. That comes with being a vampire, right? I shove hard, and the door breaks open, the wood splintering in the frame. Elation bubbles in my chest. I did something without him holding my hand.

      “Yes,” I whisper.

      Taking a step forward, I expect to walk right into my house, but an invisible barrier stops me. I try again, and it’s as though cellophane is wrapped tightly across the threshold. What the hell?

      “That’s not going to work.” I spin around at the sound of a smooth British accent. The man standing behind me is rakishly handsome, carelessly tousled, and grinning like the cat who ate the canary.

      “Who are you?”

      “Lucas Blackthorne, at your service. It seems like you’re having a bit of trouble adjusting to being turned.”

      I frown. “How did you—”

      “I’m a Blackthorne vampire, my darling. Second in line to rule this land. Though I’m surprised Brandt would leave a fledgling out here alone.”

      “This is my house. Why can’t I get in?”

      “You have to be invited. Now that you’re a vampire, this home doesn’t have a living owner.”

      “All my stuff is in there.”

      He holds out a hand and smiles. “Come along. We’ll see to your needs. But first, you have to eat.”
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          Brandt

        

      

    

    
      I don’t understand what’s happened. Claire can’t be my mate if her heart isn’t responding to mine. If not for her, who does my heart beat for?

      I shake my head and fight the pain in my chest. My pulse is strong and steady. Aching for Claire. But why? She’s not mine. Sitting on the couch, I stare into the flames burning in the fireplace, replaying our time together. It wasn’t long, but it was enough for me to become addicted to the scent of her, the taste, the feel of her soft body next to mine. Even if she isn’t my mate, my body craves her.

      My phone blares to life, buzzing on the table in front of me. Lucas Blackthorne’s name flashes across the screen. The last thing I want to do is talk to our region’s bastard prince. Reaching out, I snatch the damned thing and hold it to my ear. “What do you want, Blackthorne?”

      Lucas’s low chuckle makes my skin crawl. “Is that any way to talk to the son of your king?”

      “Well, since you’re his dirty half-breed, I think it is.”

      “Oh, I’m wounded. A made vampire called me a half-breed.”

      “Fuck you.”

      “Aren’t you in terrible spirits this evening?”

      “I’ve got a lot on my mind.”

      Over the line I hear the sound of retching and a soft female moan. “And I’ve got a lot more than I bargained for on my hands. I think this one belongs to you. She keeps asking for you.”

      I spring to my feet, desperate for clarity. “What? Is Claire there with you?”

      “Claire. Is that your name, darling?” Lucas asks the woman.

      “Brandt. You have to take me to him.” Claire’s small voice sends waves of need through me accompanied by sheer terror. Something happened to her. She’s hurt. My mate is in pain and I need to tend to her.

      “Where are you?” I growl.

      “We’re coming to you. She…ate someone that didn’t agree with her.”

      I can’t stand knowing my mate is ill. My chest aches, stomach twists with nausea, and I wonder if she’s suffering the same effects. It’s my fault. I let her go. She shouldn’t be feeling this way.

      “When will you arrive?”

      The doorbell rings before I realize he’s hung up on me. In a blur of motion, I tear open the door and stare at my beautiful Claire, black blood covering her clothes, skin waxy and coated in a thin sheen of perspiration.

      “Who did she feed from?” Jealousy curls in my gut at the sight of her in his arms. I can’t contain myself. The urge to take her from him, hold her close surging to the forefront of my mind. I snatch her from his hold and bring her where she belongs. With me. “What did you do to her?”

      Lucas raises his hands and shakes his head. “Nothing. She was hungry, a fledgling vampire on her own. I helped her find her first human. Poor guy didn’t stand a chance.”

      He looks proud of himself, and I want nothing more than to find a stake so I can end him here and now. “Get out of my home,” I say through gritted teeth.

      He has the nerve to look affronted. “I can’t believe you’d blame me for this. She was alone. You turned her and let her leave. What kind of sire are you?”

      “I am her mate. You wouldn’t understand. This is something reserved for those of us made rather than born. You didn't die to become a vampire. Your heart never stopped beating. Mine beats again because of her.”

      A huff of annoyance fills the air and a thrill runs through me when I look down and see my Claire staring up at me. She was the source of the huff. She’s feeling well enough to be annoyed with me. “I said I’m not your mate.”

      “You are.” I place her small palm on my chest and let her feel the beat of my heart.

      She shakes her head. “Mine isn’t beating. You’ve got the wrong girl.”

      A heavy sigh escapes before I can stop it, and I look from her to Lucas. The vampire is staring in wonder. “While I’d love to leave you two in the throes of…mated bliss, or whatever this is, I came to this little shithole town with the intention of delivering a message.”

      “Make yourself at home then, Blackthorne. I’m going to see to my mate before anything else happens to her.”

      I can practically hear Claire’s teeth grinding in frustration. “Not your mate.”

      “Your heartbeat doesn’t change how I feel. You and I are joined by blood. We are forever one. When I turned you, I made an immortal promise to always care for you. Whether you want me or not.”

      She stiffens in my hold, then nearly folds in on herself as a pained groan rips from her throat. “God, it hurts. Why does it hurt? I thought I was supposed to feed from him.”

      My vision runs red at the thought of her feeding from another man. “You can’t feed deeply like that. You’re not ready. Let me give you what you need until you’ve grown accustomed to what it means to be a vampire.” This is another reason I don’t understand why her heart isn’t beating with mine. She fed from me, transitioned smoothly because her mate was there to see her through. She was never supposed to know another’s blood if she didn’t want to. I was meant to be the one privileged to provide for her if she desired to take from me.

      “Please,” she whispers, her voice ragged and tiny all at once.

      “Whatever you need, I am here.” I carry her up the stairs, to my master bedroom rather than the guest room where she made her change.

      Kicking the door closed behind me, I stride straight for the large bed. I settle her in the middle of the mattress and slide in next to her. With slow, careful motions, I grip the edge of her stained shirt. She stares at me with trepidation, as though she wants to fight me on this.

      “I just want to get this dirty clothing off you. Then, I promise, I’ll give you what you need.”

      With a slight nod, she sits up and helps me lift the shirt over her head. Instinctively, she crosses her arms over her bare breasts, and it takes everything in me not to scold her for hiding from me. “I’m sorry I ruined your shirt,” she says.

      “It’s not important. You are important.” I bring my wrist to my mouth and bite down, breaking the skin and readying myself for her.

      The instant the blood begins to well at the punctures, she inhales deeply and her posture goes tense. “I shouldn’t be this hungry.”

      “You will be for quite a while. I’m the only one you can feed from without risk.”

      She whimpers and curls into a ball. “God, it hurts so bad.”

      I press my wrist to her lips and murmur, “Take from me, Claire. You can’t kill me. Take as much as you need.”

      Pure pleasure rushes through me the moment her mouth fastens onto my wrist and she does as I say. She feeds deeply and satisfaction warms my blood. I’m seeing to her, giving her what her mate should provide. Then I hear it. A single thump, then another, and another. Everything stops and pulls into focus on that building rhythmic thrum. I groan and link our free hands as her heart begins racing until it’s in time with mine. There’s no denying it now. She’s mine.
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          Claire

        

      

    

    
      My God, this man’s blood tastes better than anything I’ve ever experienced. I want more of it, all of it. I want to drink him down and fill my body with his essence until I can’t taste or smell anything other than him.

      “Claire,” he says on a groan. His hand goes to my hair, fisting the strands hard enough I feel a little pain at my temples. “That’s enough. You’ll make yourself ill again.”

      His words break through my hunger-filled lust, and I release his wrist. My fangs throb with need, but it’s not because I’m thirsting for the sake of nourishment. I’m hungry to feed my addiction to him.

      Releasing a heavy sigh, I fall back to the bed and let the wash of near drunkenness take me under. “Thank you,” I slur.

      “Always, my mate. I promise.”

      I stand, but wobble and bring my hands to my chest as I fall back to the bed, covering my nakedness as my cheeks heat. Then he scoops me back into his arms and carries me into the attached bathroom. “What are you doing?”

      “Seeing to you. You’re filthy, and I’m sure you don’t want to walk around smelling of sick.”

      I look down at my body, dark blood and grime staining my bare skin. I’m positive I smell, but I’m so overwhelmed by him I can’t tell. He sits me on a bench near the large soaking tub and turns on the faucet, pouring a liberal amount of bubble bath into the running water. The air heats with steam scented of honeysuckle and vanilla as bubbles fill the tub.

      He takes my hand and leads me to the tempting water. I should be embarrassed he has a full view of my naked breasts, but he’s not looking there. His eyes are on mine. No hint of a leer on his face. All I see there is concern.

      “Are you feeling better?” His words rumble in his chest, and I want to feel him against me as he holds me close. I want to be as near him as possible.

      “Much. I…I’m sorry you had to see me like that.” I step into the hot water and moan. It’s everything I needed. “This feels so good.”

      “It will soothe your muscles. Your body is still adjusting to the transition. It’s why you got so sick. My blood is made for you. It gives you more than what a human can provide.”

      I sink under the bubbles until all that’s left exposed is my head. “So, what happens to vampires who don’t have their sire to provide for them?”

      He shakes his head. “This is not a sire bond issue. This is a mating issue. I am your mate. Your body craves mine. The only blood that will truly satisfy you is mine.”

      “So, you’re the only one who can feed me?”

      “No. You can exist feeding from others. After your transition is complete. But until then, too much from a human will make you violently ill.”

      “I bet you love that.” I can’t help the sarcastic comment.

      His hands find my hair, and he begins scooping water into his palms and pouring it over my head. Then he massages shampoo into my locks, his strong fingers exactly what I need. “I’d be lying if I said I didn’t love knowing I’m the only one who can sate you.”

      “But I’m not your mate.”

      “You are. Your heart began beating only moments ago while you fed from me.”

      That brings me up short. I hadn’t noticed. My palm settles over the place where my heart had gone silent when he turned me. Thump. Thump. Thump. Steady and strong. It’s weird. I’ve gone my whole life feeling this rhythm in my chest and never really noticed it, but now, it’s the most perfect thing in the world. Except it means he’s right. I’m chained to him now. Forever.

      “I…I need a minute. Can you give me some privacy?”

      I practically feel his frown. Turning my face up to see his, the disapproving glare makes me shrink on the inside. “You still deny us?”

      “No. How can I? It’s right there, beating like it never stopped. But this means…it means there’s nothing I can do to change what we are. I have no choice. I’m yours whether I want to be or not.”

      “You should never want to be anything other than mine.”

      “Well, where I come from, choice and consent are equally important. I don’t particularly want to be forced into a marriage.”

      He grins. “Marriage?”

      “Trapped together for eternity. Bound to each other. Sounds like a marriage to me.”

      “It doesn’t seem like a bad thing from where I stand.”

      I take a long breath and let it out, then level my gaze on him. “Leave, please. I need to be alone to process all this.”

      “The last thing my instincts tell me is to leave you alone.”

      “Your instincts must not care much for what I want, then. If you’re my mate, you’ll do as I ask and respect me. I need a fucking minute.”

      He stands then, eyes cast down but shoulders and posture strong. “I’ll be in the bedroom waiting for you. You can have your minute, but then I get mine.”

      I don’t respond as he walks away and closes the door. Instead, I sink under the water as soon as he’s gone, and rinse my hair, anger burning through me. I didn’t sign up for a husband, but that’s exactly what I ended up getting. A hotter than hell one, but still.

      Once I’m rinsed and clean, I drain the tub and wrap myself in a soft, white towel. I feel better than I have since Brandt turned me. I feel almost, normal.

      He’s exactly where he said he’d be—waiting for me. Except the man is draped across the bed, muscular body bare and on full display except for his boxer clad hips, which cover the part I most want to see. I felt him hard and ready that first time he fed me. He’s large. Just like every other aspect of him.

      “Are you serious?” I ask, cocking my hip and feigning confidence.

      “This is my bed. The sunrise is nearly here.”

      “You could have at least put on some pajamas.”

      Grinning, he gestures to the black boxer briefs stretched tight over his bulge. “I did. Normally, if I’m able to sleep, I go nude.”

      “Able?”

      He shrugs. “I’ve struggled with insomnia for many years.”

      “An insomniac vampire. That’s new.”

      He chuckles and shifts on the bed. “Isn’t all this new? Besides, there are some perks to staying up past bedtime. Especially with me.”

      I avert my gaze, unwilling to let my focus linger on his dick, which I’m pretty sure just lengthened under the fabric. “Can I borrow a shirt to sleep in?”

      That smile spreads wider. “Don’t get dressed on my account. After all, we are married—according to you. It’s perfectly acceptable.”

      “Excuse me?”

      He doesn’t answer, just stretches out and pulls the sheet over his legs and hips. Is this a mate thing? This insane attraction to him. If it is, I don’t want to be controlled by it. I have to make my own choices, not be led by mystical hormones.

      I stride to his dresser and rifle through the drawers until I find a soft cotton shirt. Slipping back into the bathroom, I drop the towel and slide the shirt over my head. God, it smells like him.

      “So, where am I sleeping?” I ask as I step out of the bathroom.

      “It’s a big bed. There’s plenty of room here beside me.”

      I don’t know if that’s the wisest decision. “I’m not…”

      He props himself up on his elbows, biceps flexing and rippling. “I won’t touch you. I promise. But I’d feel a hell of a lot better having you near me through the daylight hours.”

      My limbs ache from the weight of the day. I can feel the sun rising. Instead of fighting with him, I take him at his word and crawl into the bed next to him. But being so close without him touching me isn’t right. Something about not having his hands pulling me to him is wrong. I reach with leaden arms until my fingers brush his. A slight smile curves his lips, but it’s the twitch of his hand and the connection between us when he laces our fingers that finally eases my anxiety. I sigh and let the day take me. Safe with him.
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      I wake with Claire’s supple ass pressed against my groin. It's a perfect kind of torture, and one I'll gladly suffer if it means I get to touch her. The sun is nearly gone, the tingle in my blood signifying the danger is barely present now, but my Claire won't wake until full dark, not yet.

      I should get up, get out of this bed and move away from her, but I can't bring myself to do that. My body calls out for her. Besides, she is the one who moved closer to me in her sleep. Her scent fills everything around me, making me hard against her. I want to claim her as my mate so badly it hurts. A realization hit me as I stared at her. I slept. I was at ease with her beside me.

      The door to my bedroom bursts open, and Lucas Blackthorne stares at me with a frown on his face. "I have been waiting here for far too long. Do you think I’m not busy? That I have the patience for you to find time to discuss this important matter with me, Brandt?"

      Pulling the covers over Claire's body, I do my best to hide her form from Lucas’s prying eyes. "Does it look like I'm ready, Blackthorne?"

      He crosses his arms over his chest and smirks. "From the way she spoke to you last night, I doubt I'm interrupting anything."

      I fight a growl, sitting up and preparing to hear him out. I grab a pair of sweatpants and a shirt from my dresser drawers, making quick work of sliding them over my body. Then I join him in the hallway. "I'm listening."

      "Oh, now you want to rush things?" Lucas heads into my kitchen and pulls out a bottle of chilled blood I had stored for emergencies. "You really need to work on your hospitality."

      "My apologies, your Royal Bastard-ness." The sarcasm drips from my words, and I offer him a mock bow.

      "The hunters have taken something that belongs to us." He pours two glasses filled with blood, shoving one across the table and into my hands.

      "And what does that have to do with me?"

      "It's important to every vampire on the face of this earth. I need you to be my eyes in this region. Things have shifted in Blackthorne lands, and I am certain they are going to continue to change before they settle down."

      "And what am I looking for?"

      "Our pet."

      I fight a heavy sigh, but nod. He wants to play games? Fine. "I'll do my best." I drag a hand through my hair and drain the blood in my glass.

      His grin holds wickedness. "I know you will. Because if you don't, I'll be sure there's hell to pay."

      I grit my teeth against his thin threat. He could take away everything I have before I actually get to have her. "About last night…"

      He waves a hand. "It was nothing."

      This time my sigh escapes. "I wasn't thanking you. Did she…kill the human?"

      "She did. But I disposed of his body in a very inconspicuous way. No one will be the wiser."

      Relief courses through me. "Now, I'm thanking you. That could’ve ended badly for her. It was my fault the human died. I should’ve been there with her to keep her from drinking too deeply.“

      “Yes. You should have. With everything going on, hunters and witches both stirring up trouble, we don’t have the luxury of being sloppy.”

      “Witches? What’s going on with the witches?” Hunters I can deal with, but magic is a completely different entity. A dangerous one.

      “Rumblings.”

      “Of what?”

      “A power surge. They’re growing bolder. Coming out of hiding.”

      I shrug. “That’s not a problem. We all assumed they’d be starting that sooner rather than later.”

      “It’s a problem if they decide to come after other creatures like they did before.”

      Taking a long breath, I drag a hand across the nape of my neck. “That was thousands of years ago. None of the original threats are even alive any longer.”

      “That we know of.”

      He’s not wrong. I haven’t met a witch in person, but all the stories lead me to believe nothing but darkness comes from them. “Anything else you care to drop on me before you get out of my home?”

      He chuckles. “I think that should suffice. Keep your mate under control. The last thing this area needs is more attention being drawn to the vampires.”

      I nod, and before I can say a word, he’s gone. Thank fuck.

      “Damned aristocrats,” I mutter under my breath.

      “He’s royalty?” Claire asks, her voice catching me off guard. I should have sensed her when she woke. Damn Lucas for distracting me.

      “Technically. He’s the bastard son of our king. Lucas Blackthorne is basically a spoiled rich prince with little to no responsibilities.”

      “Isn’t that the best kind?”

      She looks like heaven wrapped in my shirt with her hair tumbling down her back. And she smells like me. Exactly as it should be. I hate that she’s even entertaining the memory of Lucas. “I don’t want to talk about him. I want to discuss what happened last night.”

      Claire pads over to where I’m standing and cocks her head to one side. “Which part of it?”

      “The part where your heart started beating for me.”

      “We already discussed that.”

      “We didn’t come to an agreement. You needed a fucking minute, if you recall.”

      She swallows and crosses her arms over her breasts, but that only serves to shorten the length of my shirt on her, baring more of her perfect thighs. “I don’t know what you want me to say.”

      “I want you to let me be the mate I’m supposed to be for you.”

      There’s a flash of pain in her eyes, as though my disappointment hurts her. “I don’t know how to let that happen. It feels so much like I’m being forced to want you. That’s not who I am.”

      She’s so strong and stubborn. “Maybe you’re looking at this the wrong way. Instead of seeing it as a trap, try looking at it more from the perspective of love at first sight. It’s just…meant to be.”

      Her lips quirk, but then she flicks her gaze away from me. “The one and only time I gave in to that idea, I got my heart broken. Love at first sight isn’t real.”

      “Really? What about Elaine and Mattias? Your cousin couldn’t deny her feelings. Neither could Matt. They fell hard and fast and rode off into the night together.”

      The fight leaves her an instant after she opens her mouth to protest. “Laney is different.”

      I take her hands and bring them to my chest. “She’s not. You’re feeling everything all at once. Your change, your mating connection, your hunger. I understand it’s too strong, but I need you to stop running from this. We don’t have to have a mating ceremony, we don’t have to do anything, but I need to be able to see to your safety. Can we at least come to an agreement on this?”

      I feel the change in her body as soon as I offer a compromise. “So, you want to take it…slow?”

      “If that’s what you need, yes.”

      “Really?” The disbelief in her tone almost has me laughing.

      “Yes. What’s a few weeks of you figuring out you’re in love with me when we have eternity?”

      She narrows her gaze. “I’m not in love with you.”

      “You will be. I promise.” I stare her down, not closing the distance between us, but making sure she feels our connection. “Now, we need to discuss feeding without killing.”

      “I thought you only wanted me to feed from you?”

      Those words send a rush of arousal straight to my cock. The thought of her lips on my skin again, her teeth piercing my vein and the pull of her mouth as she feeds… God help me, I want her right now. My instincts scream at me to lay her across the kitchen island and feast on her sweet pussy until she’s soaked in her own pleasure. Then I can claim her properly. Sink inside her as she takes my blood.

      “Wow,” she breathes.

      That breaks me out of my fantasy. “What?”

      “Your eyes turned pitch black. Is that what I look like when I’m hungry?”

      I nod.

      “So…you need to eat?” She glances at the empty bottle of blood and the two glasses on the counter.

      “No.”

      “Then what’s with the demon eyes?”

      “I’m not hungry for blood.”

      Her cheeks turn a soft pink. I’m sure if she were still human they would be flaming red. “Oh.”

      I fight my desire for her and back away. “I’m sorry. It’s not something I can control.”

      “Don’t apologize. It’s kind of flattering.”

      “Is it? How you confuse me, woman.”

      “I’m sorry. I don’t know how to do this. I want you too. I just don’t know if that’s because I genuinely like you, or because my body is forcing me to need you.”

      “Maybe it’s a bit of both. The difference between you and me is, I’m not resisting what my body is telling me is right.”

      She steps closer, pressing her palm to my toned abdomen. Even through the fabric of my shirt, her touch sears my skin. I stare into her eyes and watch the pupils dilate until there’s nothing left but black where the color once was.

      “Claire?”

      “Brandt,” she whispers.

      “I thought we were taking it slow.”

      “So did I.”

      Then my mate collides with me, her lips on mine in fevered, desperate kisses, and all is right in my world.
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      Brandt’s kiss is exactly what I need. He’s gentle but firm as he takes control of my hunger for him and threads his fingers in my hair. His tongue nudges past my parted lips, the taste of him rich and sweet. Am I being stubborn and resisting something inevitable? Maybe.

      My breasts ache for his touch, my thighs clench in anticipation of wrapping around his hips. I want everything with him, right the hell now.

      “Claire,” he moans against my mouth. “I want you so badly.”

      “God, I want you too.” I thought kissing him might help ease the pain of desire burning in my core, instead it fanned the flames.

      He slides his hands down my neck and over my shoulders until they circle my waist. Then he lifts me until my bare ass hits the cold marble of the countertop. I let out a squeak of protest, but it’s quickly dampened when he drops to his knees and parts my thighs.

      “I’ve been dreaming of tasting you here. Lie back for me,” he murmurs as he kisses his way up my inner thigh.

      “Oh, God.” I tense, but the instant his lips find me, that tension bleeds away and is replaced by beautiful pleasure. My back arches, my toes curl, and when he adds a finger inside me as he sucks on my swollen bundle of nerves, I cry out.

      “You taste like pure, sweet sugar.” I would yell at him for denying me my orgasm, but the feel of his breath across my clit sends tingles racing through me.

      “Then keep going if you like it so much.”

      He devours me, pumping two fingers inside my body as he targets small circles around the tight bud between my legs. I feel it building, waves of euphoria all converging at my center. Then, like a bomb, I explode into fragments of light and pleasure.

      He backs away, pulling his fingers from my still pulsing core, and I let out a whimper of disappointment. “You stopped. Why did you stop?”

      “Because the first time I have my mate is not going to be on a cold kitchen countertop.”

      A shudder of longing runs through me. “I wasn’t complaining.”

      He stands and smiles, giving me a flash of fang. “I’ve served you, but we aren’t fucking tonight. You said slow. This is anything but.”

      “Why are you backing off now? You’ve been waiting for this since I woke up.”

      “You were right. We need to wait until you’re ready. Everything is too heightened for a new vampire. I remember when I was turned. It all burned so brightly, and I was ruled by my desires. I don’t want you regretting anything between us.”

      His pants do nothing to hide the straining erection between his legs. I sit up and stare at him. “Are you sure?”

      Glancing down his body, he chuckles and adjusts his cock. “It’s nothing I haven’t been dealing with since you first fed from me.”

      That makes me want him even more. What is wrong with me? I just let the man who turned me into a vampire eat me out on his kitchen counter. I was one thrust of his hips away from letting him take my virginity. Something I’ve held on to all these years because I hadn’t found anyone who deserved to know me in that way. Now, I’d been a stone’s throw away from letting a vampire I barely knew inside my body. I need to calm my hormones down. He’s right. I’m keyed up, highly sensitized, out of control. I have to get out of here, clear my head.

      Standing, I straighten my clothes and hop off the counter. My head spins, and I wobble on my feet, but Brandt’s hands settle on my shoulders. “Whoa there,” he says, steadying me.

      “I’m not sure… It’s just…” I don’t know how to ask him for what I need.

      “You’re hungry. You need to feed.”

      He smells so damn good. My fangs elongate in my mouth and everything in me focuses on the rhythmic thudding of his pulse. “I’m sorry, I can’t…”

      “You can.”

      “I don’t want to.”

      He sighs and stares at me. “Why are you resisting?”

      “I lost control.” I feel drugged. I hate it. I want to be able to make decisions with a clear head. My thoughts rush back to the person I fed from. His body crumpling on the pavement. Lucas doing, God knows what with it. “I…I think I killed him.”

      “You did.” He shrugs. “It’s part of the process of turning. We’ve all killed.”

      “Oh, God.” My stomach clenches. “That’s the problem. I don’t want to kill people.”

      “You don’t have to. But control comes with practice.”

      Practice? I don’t want to practice eating people. “Are you serious? This isn’t like learning how to ride a bike. I. Killed. Someone.”

      “Yes, you did. It’s too bad. It could’ve been prevented if I’d forced you to stay.”

      “Don’t start making this all about you.”

      “If it’s about you, it’s about me. That’s how our connection works.”

      I let out a strangled groan of frustration and push away from him. “Just when I think you’re starting to understand me, you get all possessive and controlling. I need independence. I need to be able to breathe.”

      “You don’t need to—”

      I hold up a hand. “God help you if you try to tell me I don’t need to breathe.”

      “Technically…” he begins, but trails off. “Look. If you need freedom, you are going to have to get out of this town. We can go somewhere isolated. Somewhere no one will find us and you’ll be able to roam free. You can feed from me, learn to hunt animals. Gain control.”

      I look at him standing mere feet away from me, and all I can see is the place on his throat I want to be feeding from. My hunger is a wild thing, untamable. I know he’s right. If I were to come across a human right now, they wouldn’t stand a chance. Even though my heart doesn’t want to hurt another person.

      “When do we leave?”
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      “Thank you for taking me to get my clothes.” Claire’s voice is soft as we drive through the winding mountain roads.

      “You needed to have something to wear. Until you’re able to keep yourself from making a massacre of Target, that means I do what I can to get you your possessions.”

      In truth, she almost lost control when we went to her landlord’s home. I used my ability to compel him to give Claire and I permanent invitations into the home she’d been renting. It was touch and go, but my mate was able to get a handle on her hunger. She doesn’t give herself enough credit.

      We've been traveling the better part of four hours. Claire is desperately hungry but refusing to feed from me again. I think she's afraid of what it makes her feel. A bond. A connection between our souls. She doesn't want to admit how much she needs me. That’s fine. I can wait. No matter what, I'll always be hers—and she'll be mine.

      "How much longer do we have to travel this way? I thought vampires were fast," she whines.

      I glance around at the interior of my Land Rover and shrug. "I like to take my time. Sometimes it's best to blend in rather than get where you're going as quickly as you can."

      She lets out a snort. "So, you're telling me you’re the tortoise in this situation."

      I cock my brow. "What?"

      "The tortoise and the hare? Slow and steady wins the race and all that?"

      "How could a tortoise win against a hare? Why are they racing?"

      I'm having fun teasing her. For all she knows, I'm an ancient, out-of-touch vampire she's going to have to drag kicking and screaming into our current century. I'm not. I'm a willing adapter, a technology lover, a science groupie.

      She lets out a frustrated sigh. "Ugh, God save me from oblivious old guys."

      "I was the one who saved you, Claire. And God put you in my path as sure as he sent Mattias to Elaine."

      She goes quiet for a few moments as we drive the dark streets, through the mountains and toward the only place I can keep her safe while still teaching her how to live this new life. My cabin in the Cascades is off the grid. Completely cut off from society, solar powered—ironic, I know—and without the need to cook we are the perfect inhabitants. If she won't let me, her mate, provide nourishment from my vein, she'll learn to hunt animals.

      "Are we finally here?" she asks, staring at the cabin dubiously.

      "This is my safe place. No one knows about it. No one will find us here."

      "Charming," she says. I don't miss the sarcasm dripping from that one word.

      "I think we need to clear the air about something," I say. "We left because you don't want to kill everyone in town."

      She nods.

      "But we went the long way so you and I wouldn't risk exposure. There are hunters around the area. They're after all of us, but they don't want to help us, Claire. They want to see every last vampire turn to dust."

      "Do we really turn to dust? " she asks. Her eyes widen with genuine fear, and I don't feel the least glimmer of guilt at scaring her.

      "Yes, we do. Sunlight burns, silver is poison, decapitation and a stake through the heart turns us to ash."

      "Silver? I thought that was for werewolves."

      I shake my head and chuckle as we both open our doors and exit the car. "Werewolves?"

      "If we exist..."

      "You assume all other supernatural creatures must as well."

      She nods, and her cheeks turn a slight shade of pink.

      “There are witches. I know that for a fact. The rest, I can't say for certain." I drag a hand through my hair. "There could be shapeshifters, demons, any manner of creature. I have never seen one. But up until the day I was made, I had no knowledge of vampire-kind either.”

      "How many other vampires are there?"

      I frown and open the door to my cabin. "Thousands? Maybe more. There are clans all over the world."

      "Clans? Like in Scotland?"

      "Exactly. We're each fiercely loyal to our families, and ruled over by our king."

      "The Blackthornes? One of them is King?”

      I laugh and switch on the lights, illuminating the rustic space. “Yes. A Blackthorne has been king of our region for centuries.”

      "And are you like... some kind of royal?"

      I shake my head. "No. I' m... I guess you could say, common.''

      She looks me over, an amused expression on her lovely face. "You're not common from where I'm standing." There's a hint of flirtation in her tone, and it sends desire through me in the worst way.

      I step closer, closing the door behind us as I approach her. Eyes wide, she stands her ground and takes a sharp breath.

      "What are you doing?" she asks, nipples hard and visible through the fabric of her top.

      "I'm going to kiss my mate."

      She licks her lips and trains her gaze on my mouth. "What makes you think I'll let you?"

      “You let me kiss your pussy only hours ago. Surely your lips aren’t off the menu.” My hand travels up her arm, over her shoulder and across the delicate skin at her throat. "I need to kiss you, then you need to feed. Your hunger is palpable. It fills the room like a living, breathing thing."

      "I'm not that hungry." She swallows and locks gazes with me, her eyes betraying the lie.

      "Even if we weren't joined, I'd know that wasn't true. You're so hungry you can't even keep your fangs retracted. You want my blood, you need me to serve you."

      She squirms and lets out a low moan when I press our bodies together. Then my lips find hers. Soft, pliant, exactly what I imagined them to be. She is perfect. Crafted for me by God himself. My future, my forever.

      She breaks our kiss and stares hard at me, need radiating from her. “Please?" she begs.

      I won’t deny her. She’s asking for everything I want to give her. Offering my throat, I cup the back of her head and ease her toward my skin. The instant her fangs pierce my flesh, a wave of arousal hits me and I groan. She stiffens for a moment, but I murmur, “Go on, Claire. Take from me.”

      My cock is a length of steel in my jeans, desperate to be inside her, to finish what we started, to join our bodies as mates should. Intense pleasure starts at my erection and builds until it sends tingles up my spine as she presses her body to mine and her hand slides over the bulge in my pants. She lets out a soft moan and I grip her around the waist, lifting her easily and carrying her to the couch. I move to place her under me, to press my body over hers so I can part her thighs and sink inside her once I rid us off these pesky clothes.

      Then with wicked strength, she flips us over so I’m on my back and she's straddling me. She stares down at me, a glint of amusement in her eyes. “You taste so good,” she whispers.

      “It’s the taste of your mate. Nothing will satisfy you like me.”

      Her long, sharp fangs glistening in the light. “I want more.”

      She leans over me and sinks her teeth into my throat again, her hips thrusting as she feeds. It’s a euphoric feeling to have her grinding her pussy across my rigid cock while feeding from my vein. I groan again, my eyes rolling back in my head.

      “Claire,” I whisper, feeling my climax build in my balls.

      She’s still feeding at my throat, and I’m getting lightheaded, but fuck, I’d give every last drop of my blood if that’s what she required of me.

      Small keening cries leave her as she shudders over me, and I realize she’s reached her peak. I spill my release and moan her name, wishing like hell I had been inside her for this.

      My vision blurs and darkens, head going foggy. “Claire, enough.” I have to stop her. She’s given in to her bloodlust. Fuck, what kind of mate am I if I can’t even teach her basic things? “Claire,” I say, stronger, commanding. I grip her hair and tug, but she’s got ahold of me and isn’t letting go.

      Then the world goes black, and all I can hope for is that she’ll wait for me to recover.
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      Brandt’s big body goes slack, his already pale skin now waxy and strange looking. Oh, God, I’ve killed him. I killed my maker. There has to be a rule against that somewhere in the vampire laws. How am I going to learn how to control myself? I killed a human, I killed Brandt. I can’t stay here.

      I move off of him, staring down at the vampire who both saved and condemned me.  His dark hair is longer than I usually find attractive in a man, falling to his shoulders in thick waves of chestnut and chocolate. Brows heavy and dark as black coffee frame eyes I’ve been caught in a time or two already. I’m desperate for them to open so I can gaze into his deep brown irises. But I can’t. I ruined everything we’d just started to build because of my insatiable hunger. My heart aches. He’s crazy and possessive, and I can’t forget that he keeps insisting he owns me, but I don’t know what I’m going to do without him.

      I rest my head on his chest and listen, hoping for the beating of his heart he says I caused. Silence. Tears well in my eyes, pricking with a stinging pain in the corners. I can’t believe I’m crying over him, but at the same time, I need him in so many ways.

      I have to get out of here before I kill someone else. Maybe I can find Mattias and Laney before they leave. Maybe I can go with them and learn how to be a vampire without my mate.

      I shove my hand into Brandt’s pocket, searching for his keys, for money, for a way out of this. When I find a simple key ring with the heavy fob for his Land Rover and two other keys, I nearly jump for joy. His wallet on the other hand, is more of an undertaking. I’ll have to roll his big body if I want to get to his back pocket. But he’s got to weigh 250 pounds, and he’s at least six feet tall. I don’t know if I can handle that. I don’t think I can touch him again without falling apart.

      Deciding against it, I rush to the door, faster than I imagined possible. Everything around me blurs and I'm there before the clock on the wall has time to tick.

      “Wow,” I whisper.

      My heart lurches as I look back one more time and regret hits me hard. Opening the door, I blur to the car and start it, desperate to get away from my wrong-doings, feeling a sense of loss deep inside my chest.

      I start the car and pull onto the narrow dirt road we took up this mountain. Tears run freely down my cheeks the farther away I get from him. Even dead, I want to be with him. But I keep repeating the mantra, I have to go. I have to go. I have to—

      Except I can't. I can't leave. Brandt is standing in front of me, blocking the Land Rover's path. He's fuming, I can feel the anger rolling off him in waves, but all I feel is elation. He’s alive. I didn’t kill him. I stop the car, turning off the engine and avoiding his gaze. He walks to my door and nearly rips it off the hinges.

      "What the fuck do you think you're doing?" His tone is laced with pure rage.

      "I don't know." I admit, hating the tears in my words. I want to leap into his arms and hold onto him for dear life, but I can’t. I’m paralyzed with fear of his reaction. He’s so angry.

      "You don't know. I suppose you're going to tell me you thought a little joy ride would be the best way to handle being a fledgling vampire."

      “I had to leave.”

      “You can’t do things like that. Not yet.”

      “I thought I killed you,” I admit. “I couldn’t stop. Your heart wasn’t beating. I thought…I was alone.”

      Everything in him softens. “You what?”

      “I didn’t know what would happen if I stayed without you to help me. I drank too much. I can’t control myself. I…lost you.” My gut clenches, and I fight the urge to lean closer, to take in his soothing scent and let the comfort of being with him soothe me.

      “You're mine, Claire, just as it was meant to be. I'll take care of you, serve your hunger and your body if you'll let me. You can’t kill me by feeding. I’ll admit, I’m a little weak from such a deep feeding. But it’s my greatest pleasure to give you what you need.“

      Tears escape my eyes, running down my cheeks as his words work their way into my heart. I thought I killed him. I thought I was a monster who couldn’t be trusted with anyone, not even my mate. But with a few simple statements, he brought me back from the edge of exile. He wants to help me find my control. He wants me. And I want him. Together, we can care for each other.

      “I need you,” I admit.

      There's such heat in his eyes, I can't stop my body from reacting. My nipples harden, tingles rush over my skin, and my cheeks burn with embarrassment. But I’d be an idiot to deny the absolute desire in my blood. I can't help myself, I close the distance between us and stare up at him.

      "How did I go this long without you?" he murmurs. It scares me to think I'm echoing the feelings of this intense man.

      I don't respond. Instead, I press my hand over his chest and he mirrors my action. "I will always be yours, even if you leave me, even if you never want to complete our bonding. You have me."

      My heart swells at the thought. A man so devoted, who’ll never leave me. A man who’ll sacrifice the very blood in his body for me. I’ve never had that.

      “Okay," I whisper.

      Brandt presses a soft kiss to the crown of my head and wraps his arms around me, pulling me even closer.

      I lean into him and whisper, “Take me back and show me what it’s like to have a mate."
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      Claire wants me. She's not leaving, but I don't know if I can take her now without feeling like an utter asshole. She is vulnerable, overstimulated, and needy. If I were a better man, l'd give her some space, let her come to terms with her new life, and wait to fuck her. But, with her full, pouty lips so close and her scent overtaking me, it becomes abundantly clear I am not a better man.

      I am the worst kind of man.

      The selfish kind.

      I crush our mouths together, tasting her, devouring her. I need this connection even though I know it would be better if we took things slow. She lets out a soft whimper against my lips, and I wonder if my heart is going to burst from the pride of coaxing that sound from her.

      The wind in the trees mixes with the soft call of an owl, reminding me we're totally exposed.

      I pull back and stare into her eyes. "I wouldn’t have you on the kitchen counter and I won't take you for the first time out here—I want you on a bed, under me, spread out and ready. I want to lap at your pretty pussy until you nearly bring the walls down with your screams."

      Her eyes widen, and a soft gasp falls from her. “You’re the only one who has ever been able to... to make me..." Her cheeks blaze pink.

      "Make you come?"

      She looks down at the gravel road and nods her head.

      "But surely you've not saved yourself all this time?” My chest tightens with the hope my mate has waited for me.

      She bites her lower lip and locks gazes with me. "Is there something wrong with wanting it to be special? With the right man?"

      Fuck. If I wasn't already rock hard and aching, I am now. I grip her by her nape and pull her against my chest. "There's absolutely nothing wrong with that." Then she's in my arms, and instead of getting back in the car, we're throwing caution to the wind, and dashing to the house.

      She is nibbling my earlobe as we burst through the front door, and it's all I can do not to press her against the heavy wood and take her virginity here and now. “Will I... always be a virgin?" she asks.

      “Not if I have anything to say about it.” I frown. “Why would you think that?"

      "I'm a vampire. Won't my body ... heal after you... make love to me?"

      I fight a laugh because of her perfect innocence. I don't want to embarrass her. "No, Claire. Your mate claiming your body isn't an injury. It's a... metamorphosis."

      And then, we stop talking. We stop because she kisses me, deep and drugging, a powerful action that proves exactly how much she wants me. We're already making love right here in these moments of stolen breaths and dancing tongues, the rest is just a beautiful certainty. She’s mine, and I’m going to make sure she knows it.

      “Why did it have to take me nearly dying to find you?” Her warm alto is like a caress over my entire being.

      “Because I have a distinct feeling the two of us have to realize the mate bond isn’t a sentence. It’s a guarantee. A promise.  We just need to see that everything we have is worth fighting for before we put the gloves on and step into the ring.”

      “I’m sorry I almost killed you when I fed.”

      A chuckle rumbles in my chest. “You didn’t even come close.”

      She moans when I run my nose over her throat and flick my tongue along the tender flesh there. “You…” she has to pause to take a shuddering breath, and it’s the most erotic thing I’ve ever experienced. “You looked dead to to me.”

      “Untrained eyes. I was fine. Lost to the absolute fucking pleasure of you taking what you needed from me. I was weakened, but it was worth it. I’d give you every last drop if I could.”

      She scoffs. “Why can’t you just admit I won that round?”

      “And why does everything have to be a competition to you?”

      “It doesn’t.”

      “Bullshit.”

      “What?”

      “I’m calling absolute bullshit on that. You always want to win. You held out on feeding because you needed to control this. You ran because you need to control this. Everything you do is about control. But you can’t win against our connection.”

      “I don’t think I’m at war with us anymore.”

      I cup her cheek and press our foreheads together. “Kiss me, Claire. Kiss me because you want to, not because you need it.”

      And she does. The woman threads her fingers in my hair and pulls my face to hers. “Yes,” she breathes against my mouth.

      My cock is aching with desire. There’s not enough friction to give me what I need, but in truth, all I need is her. I press her against the wall, gripping her pants at the waist and tugging until the only sound in the room is the tearing of denim. Her jeans are on the floor in tatters, and she lets out a little gasp. “I want to bury myself inside you but I need you to be ready for me. Your first time…it takes more preparing.”

      She jumps up and wraps her legs around my waist. “Then make sure I’m ready.”

      I can’t wait for her any longer. With one roll of my hips I’m grinding against her panty-clad pussy. She’s warm and wet, and the scent of her arousal makes me groan. Sliding my hand down between us, I slip my fingers under the lace barrier that hides her from me. Slick and hot, exactly as I’d expected. “Fuck, Claire, you’re so wet already.”

      “I want you. Everything in me wants you.”

      “And you’ll have me, right fucking now.” I tear the scrap of lace off her hips and sink one long finger deep inside her, pulling a moan from low in her throat. Then with my thumb, I rub circles on the swollen nub of her clit.

      She cries out, clenching around my finger, and the rush of her pleasure coats me. “I’m ready, Brandt. God, I’m so ready.”

      “Once we do this, there’s no going back,” I tell her, murmuring the words into her hair for fear that if I speak them at full volume, she’ll back out.

      “I know. There wasn’t any going back from the moment we met.”

      That lights a fire inside me which rapidly grows from a steady flame to a blaze, her soft moan stoking it to an inferno. The monster in my blood roars to life, demanding that I claim her here and now. It can’t wait any longer. I shove my pants over my hips, freeing my throbbing erection. Positioning the head at her warm, wet center, I stare into her eyes, waiting with trembling limbs for her to tell me it’s okay.

      A soft, slight nod is all I need and I’m pressing forward, filling her, breaking past her virginity and making our bond complete. It’s heaven. When I am fully seated inside her, I stop and cup her face in both my hands. “Are you all right?” I ask through a tight throat as I work to control my need to move.

      She squirms and groans. “Yes, but if you don’t start moving, I’m going to die.”

      I chuckle and begin to roll my hips, dragging my cock out and thrusting back in with a deliberately slow pace. Her body opens to mine with each movement, the tightness easing enough to tell me she’s not hurting, that she’s enjoying this. Again my monster rises to the surface, desperate to fuck and feed and fill.

      “I need more,” I admit. “It’s torture to move so slow.”

      Her arms tighten around me, and she whispers, “Take me to the bed. Let’s bring down the house like you promised.”

      My possessive instincts take over at her words. She’s so close, the heat of her consuming me, and I can’t hold back much longer. Never breaking our contact, I walk through the cabin, each step a perfect bit of torture. But when I find the bed and the two of us fall to the mattress, I see fucking stars. I move in hard, deep thrusts, filling every possible inch of her as I go. And she screams, claws my back, begs for more all the while. It’s raw and powerful and a tempest of wanton energy.

      “I’m going to come,” she moans, biting down hard on my shoulder, her fangs sinking into my flesh.

      The sounds she’s making combined with the feel of her pulling my blood from my vein is too much. My own orgasm hurtles toward its pinnacle. My fangs elongate, and before I even realize what I’m doing, I take her throat, pull her blood from her, and fill her with my seed.
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      I wake with Brandt’s big body surrounding me. He’s wrapped around me, his heartbeat steady, his lips pressed to the space between my collarbone and neck.

      “How long have you been up?” I whisper.

      “A while.”

      “You’ve just been lying here? Watching?”

      “Yes.”

      “Creep,” I say, but I don’t mean it.

      His answering chuckle makes me smile. I love the rumble vibrating against my back. I never want to let him go.

      “All right, I could spend all night here wrapped up in you, but we came out here for a reason.” He slaps my ass with an open palm, making me yelp in surprise. “Time to get up and learn how to hunt.”

      My nerves hum and fangs descend as soon as he mentions hunting. I’m hungry. Again.

      “Are you sure?”

      “It has to happen. You aren’t going to gain control until you hone your skills and learn to feed.”

      He stands and walks around the bed, bringing his completely nude form into my direct line of sight. Toned, tight muscles span his entire frame, leading down to his cock, hard and thick, ready for me.

      “Maybe I should help you take care of this first?” I offer, reaching out and grasping his length.

      He groans. “Claire, you’re going to regret that.”

      “Prove it.” I stroke harder, loving the sharp gasp he lets out. He juts his hips toward me, moaning as I roll my palm over his crown and back down to the dark hair at his base.

      “On all fours,” he growls.

      Pride washes over me at the reaction I pull from him, and I do as I’m told for once. As soon as I’m on my hands and knees, he settles on the bed and lines up with my entrance. “This is going to be rough, fast, and hard, Claire. I won’t be gentle. There won’t be soft kisses and tender touches. I’m going to mark you, and you’ll fucking love it.”

      He hammers into me, all the way to the root, and I scream out his name. I want all of those things from him. I want him to make me his in every way.

      I moan when he reaches in front of us and brushes his fingertips over my clit, sending sparks of pleasure through me. His thrusts are frantic and deep, and I’m already about to fall over the edge. “Brandt. Fuck.”

      His free hand slides up my belly until he’s between my breasts. He guides me up until I’m only on my knees, his strength keeping me up, pressed against him as he fucks up into me.

      “I claim you as my bride,” he whispers, thrusting deep. “My lover. My mate.”

      He said this wouldn’t be tender, but those words speak of something very different. I turn my head and take his lips, kissing him with every ounce of feeling trapped in my chest. Then I return his words. “I take you as my husband. My lover. My mate.”

      His fangs elongate, desperation in his eyes before he gives in and sinks his teeth into my throat, marking me, as the two of us find our release together.

      Our hearts pound in a syncopated rhythm until they adjust to mirror the other. Something magical just happened between us. I can feel it flowing through my body, a pure and unbreakable connection. Our mating bond is real and true. It isn’t something as simple as empty words that can be forgotten. What we just did linked us for all eternity, beyond death, beyond everything. It is a soul-deep binding that I never knew I wanted.

      “Brandt,” I whisper, afraid to break the spell between us.

      “Claire.”

      “I understand now.”

      He presses a soft kiss to my shoulder. “I know you do, my darling girl.” Then he pulls out of my body, the emptiness leaving a slight ache inside me. We lie on the bed together, my head resting on his shoulder, his fingers trailing through my hair.

      “I think I’m ready to learn how to be a vampire now.”

      That perfect rumbling chuckle rolls through his chest. “Are you?”

      “Yes. I don’t want to be a burden. I want us to live together without you being worried I’m going to massacre an entire town.”

      “Fair enough. Get dressed, and we’ll go hunting.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The scent of pine and crisp, clean mountain air wraps around me, clearing my head of the overwhelming pheromones Brandt exudes. I need him with me, but damn if I can’t get past my desire for him. His palm slides along the small of my back, sending shivers along my spine. But I shake my head, taking a moment to pull myself together.

      “Are you ready?” His voice heats the air around us. Making it crackle with electric tension.

      “I’m nervous.” My belly twists with apprehension. “I don’t want to kill anything.”

      The hand that was on my back wraps around my waist. “I can’t promise you’ll be able to control yourself, but I will do my best to help you.”

      The hair on my arms stands on end as I catch a scent on the wind. It’s warm and spicy, tempting and tantalizing. My mouth waters and my fangs descend without warning. “What is that?”

      He chuckles. “That’s dinner.”

      Excitement builds in my chest as my hunger takes over. “What if I’m bad at it?”

      “You won’t be. It’s instinct.”

      Then he’s off, a blur in the distance. A smile spreads across my face, and I spring forward, chasing after him, ready to learn what it is to be a vampire. It doesn’t take me long to catch him, but I think it’s because he slowed down to wait for me. When he glances back at me over his shoulder and grins, I melt. I’m going to spend forever with this man, and I’m not even the slightest bit scared. The truth is, even without our mate bond, I’d want him. I feel it in my bones.

      He stops us on the crest of a hill, his hand raised in a warning to stay quiet. I stand next to him, watching through the darkness, my eyes trained on the large elk meandering in the valley below.

      “Jump down, take it by the antlers, then focus on its heartbeat as you feed. When it slows, the trick is to stop as the animal drifts into unconsciousness.”

      I nod, taking a breath I really don’t need before leaping. But I don’t land on the elk. I don’t land at all. I’m suspended in the air, immobilized, until everything begins spinning, sending nausea curling in my stomach. My feet hit the ground hard, jolting me from my heels all the way up my spine. Brandt is on his knees in the dirt before me, arms thrown back, shoulders rigid, a sickly green glow surrounding him. My heart lurches at the sight of a woman standing before us both. Her hair is a mass of dark curls, whipping around her face in the wind she seems to be creating.

      “Who are you? What do you want?” I shout over the howling in the air.

      “They call me Thea, but the only thing you need to know is that I am your judge, your jury, and your executioner.”

      The venom in her voice terrifies me. It’s like ice through my veins. “Let him go. He didn’t do anything.”

      “He made you. I can sense your connection.”

      “I have no idea who you are. What is this about?”

      “Did you really forget him that quickly? You vampires are all alike. Selfish, wicked creatures. You drained him dry and left him in the woods like a piece of garbage.”

      My stomach twists. I can’t move. My body is being held hostage by this woman, and it’s all because of what I am. What I did. “The man I fed from.”

      “The man you killed. My son.”
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      I can’t move. Every fiber of my being feels like it’s on fire. This fucking witch has me trapped in a spell that’s eating me from the inside. All because of what I did. I let a fledgling vampire out with no one to guide her. And now I’m paying the price.

      “Stop it!” Claire screams. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know.”

      I want to turn around and take her in my arms, shield her from Thea’s power. But I can’t.

      “You didn’t know?” Thea asks. “You didn’t care.”

      She snarls and holds up a fist before rolling it around in a small circular motion. An invisible knife twists in my chest, and I can’t help but cry out in agony. Claire’s fear radiates through our connection.

      “Stop! Please.” The sob in Claire’s voice makes me wish I could move. I need to hold her and tell her it’s going to be fine. But if I’m honest with myself, I’m not sure that’s the truth.

      Thea stares at me, hatred in her eyes, then she flicks her gaze to Claire. "You took from me the person I held most dear. Now it's time for retribution."

      She murmurs something under her breath that I can't understand over the howling wind in my ears and the crackle of magic all around us. I grit my teeth against the pain inside my body and the invasion of her spell in my mind. I can't let Claire think this creature is hurting me. And I won’t go down without a fight.

      A loud crack sounds overhead, and I smell tree sap in the air. She’s made herself a makeshift wooden stake. The thought flashes in my mind before I see the branch she has pulled from high up in the tree using only her mind. This witch has gone dark.

      In a flash, the sharp-ended branch appears in her palm, probably more dangerous to me than anything she’s used so far.

      She must lose some of her concentration, because her hold on me seems to lighten. I'm able to move, even if only slightly. Claire rushes to my side, her strength having pushed through the spell holding her hostage.

      “No!” Thea roars. She sends a pulse of power towards ,us and it hits me straight in the chest. My skin buzzes, and my shirt turns to ash around me. My mate puts her hands on my shoulders and attempts to pull me away, but every movement leaves blisters rising to the surface of my skin where she touches me.

      A dark chuckle falls from the woman in front of us. "Such a sweet gesture." She looks down at the weapon in her hand, narrows her eyes, then tosses it aside. "I was going to kill you, but I hear your hearts beating in tandem. I know the truth of a vampire who has found its mate. While killing you would cause her untold pain, I think I have a better idea."

      Apprehension turns my stomach. Claire isn't touching me anymore, not after she saw the blisters burning on my arms. "What do you want from me?" Claire asks.

      What must have once been a beautiful face twists again into a hideous mask of madness and unrestrained rage. “I want my son back! I want my life back. But since you can’t do that for me, I want to take away your mate.”

      Her hold on me diminishes as her anger rises, and instead of pressure on my heart, I feel a faint squeeze. I’m able to turn my head enough that I can see Claire next to me. Her eyes are haunted and full of tears, swimming with guilt.

      The insane, grieving woman mutters an incantation under her breath. It’s more of a hiss of words in what sounds like Latin, maybe. Dread overtakes me. This is a curse. The air around us drops to nearly freezing from what had been a balmy summer evening. “Claire, run. Run now,” I warn her with a harshness I’d never normally use when speaking to her.

      “No. I’m not leaving you here with her.”

      Between Thea’s palms, a sickly green ball of light manifests. Her eyes glow the same color and she laughs as she throws the curse on the ground where I’m kneeling. Intense pain washes over me, the tendrils of magic working their way up my body and into my mouth.

      The hold on us must break because as I’m losing the battle with the fire in my veins, Claire lets out an inhuman scream and rushes the witch. But it’s too late. Whatever this is, it’s bad.

      I need to stop Claire before she gets hurt too, but the wicked woman attacking us shakes her head and turns from a solid form to a wisp of black smoke tinged with the green of her spell. Then I fall to the ground, free of her magic, but not free of the curse. Something is twisting and changing me from the inside. Slowly.

      “Brandt! Oh, God. Are you okay?” Claire runs to me, pulling me into her arms and pressing a kiss to my lips.

      Liquid fire burns across my skin wherever she touches me. I can’t help but scream. Her hands flutter over me, leaving burns everywhere until she realizes she’s causing my pain. She falls back onto the ground, hands at her sides.

      “What did she do?” she asks, her voice raw.

      “She took you from me with a curse. She’s torturing us both. You can’t touch me without burning me as surely as silver does. It’s the perfect punishment because death would be too easy.” I struggle to my feet and instinctively hold out a hand for her, but she resists.

      “We can’t touch?”

      “It doesn’t seem like it. And right now, the way I feel, I don’t want to test it out again.”

      Nausea rolls through me, twisting and turning my gut. It’s hunger. Hunger so deep it aches and my stomach feels like a pit that can never be sated. The desire to feed and rid myself of this suffering is strong enough that I have to close my eyes and ball my fists at my sides. I can’t do this right now. I can’t lose control.

      Claire’s scent calls to me, making that pit open up, and the monster inside starts clawing its way to the forefront of my mind. I need her. I need to feed from my mate, ease this hunger, fill myself completely with her.

      “Brandt,” she says, getting to her feet. “What are you doing?”

      I can’t stop. Deep inside I know it’s wrong, that this will kill us both, but I have to have her. My fangs ready themselves to take from her and I reach to immobilize Claire.

      “Stop!” she screams, but I don’t. I ignore the pain in my hands when I touch her and I lunge.

      She’s quicker than I give her credit for though. The little woman zips past me, and I turn to give chase. But instead, she meets me head on with her two hands gripping my face. I scream in pain, rage boiling inside me.

      Then, with a well-timed twist of my neck, she snaps my vertebrae and everything goes dark.
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      “Shit, what do I do? What do I do?” I stare at the big vampire on the forest floor, face down, angry red burns across his arms, his neck, everywhere I touched him. He was going to kill me…and himself. Thea’s curse wasn’t just going to torture us, it was going to end everything at his hand.

      I pull Brandt toward the house, desperate to get him to somewhere we can be safe. Somewhere we aren't exposed. But every touch still causes blisters to rise on his skin, the scent of burning flesh hitting my nose making me want to cry.

      “Why do you have to be so damned enormous? I mean, it’s great when you're conscious and all, but right now I really wish you were on the smaller side." I know he can't hear me. He's as dead as can be until he heals. But it helps me get through this.

      Every step I take as I drag him behind me through the bush tires me, not to mention, it’s less than stealthy. If anyone was after us, they’d hear me for sure.

      "I thought I was supposed to have an insane amount of strength. That seems to be false advertising," I grumble and let go of him.

      I hate the angry welts on his skin. The pain I know he’ll feel when he wakes. Unless his madness has taken over by then and he only feels hunger. That sends a chill over my skin.

      Stopping in a clearing, I stand over him and stare down in absolute bewilderment. A rhythmic vibration fills the air. I don't know what it is until I take a moment to home in on the familiar sound. A phone. Brandt’s phone.

      I drop to my knees, shoving my hands in his back pocket until I find the buzzing device. I pull it free and immediately answer.

      "Hello?" I’m sure I sound frantic because I feel it.

      “Who is this?" A deep masculine voice I recognize comes over the line.

      "Claire. It's Claire."

      A gasp from the other end of the line sends fear through me.

      "It worked?"

      “Wait. Is this Mattias?”

      “He turned you. He found his mate." Mattias doesn’t answer my question, instead he focuses on the one thing Brandt had been determined to achieve with me.

      “Yes. It’s all very romantic.” I try to hide the annoyance in my voice.

      “Where is he?"

      “Dead at the moment. I snapped his neck."

      “What the fuck? Why?"

      "He was trying to kill me. And himself in the end."

      "I don't understand."

      “A witch. She cursed us. When we touch, his skin buns. But he lost control. His hunger took over. I don't know what to do."

      “Where are you?" Then he lets out a heavy sigh. “Never mind. I'll send someone for you. Just don't turn off his phone."

      I nod and he hangs up. Then I wait. I reach out to brush a smudge of dirt off his face but stop myself a millimeter away. I’ll hurt him again. I watch the moon’s progression across the sky, working to build my strength and resolve. If I have to hurt Brandt to save him from the sun, I will.

      “What in the world?" Lucas Blackthorne's voice is a welcome sound, and as he approaches, my heart lifts.

      "It was a witch. She—“

      “She cursed you for killing her son. I know.”

      "How do you know?"

      “Mattias called.” He picks Brandt up and tosses him on his shoulder. “Also, are you really under the assumption that I don’t know what's happening with the local coven? They are our biggest allies and our biggest threats all wrapped up in a pretty package.”

      "I didn't know what to do. He wouldn’t stop trying to...eat me."

      Lucas grins, but nods.

      “A wise choice. He would've killed himself and you.”

      I knew this. But I’m glad he’s feeling the same way. "How do we fix this? He's already lost his mind?”

      “Well, before he wakes up, we need to get him restrained." He continues walking through the forest with me following behind. “Then, we’ll go see the witches.”

      I swallow past the lump in my throat as we approach the front porch of the house. “Right, witches.”

      “Don’t worry. You’re already cursed. They can’t do much more to you.”

      Lucas kicks open the door and heads straight for the basement. The stairs creak with each step, and my heart turns heavy at the sight of the cage in the corner. The sharp metallic scent of silver radiates off the bars.

      “Why is this here?”

      He cuts me a glance and then shrugs. “You never know when a vampire is going to need to be restrained. Sun sickness, madness, blood lust. Any of those things are possible.”

      “Sun sickness?” That sounds ominous.

      “Don’t worry. It doesn’t effect made vampires. Just those of us born as what we are.”

      “What is it?”

      Brandt groans as Lucas opens the cage, and my chest tightens. The thought of my mate suffering because of me physically hurts. But the moment Lucas sets Brandt on the cot, I know it’s the right choice. There’s nothing behind my mate’s eyes but hunger. Lucas slams the door shut and locks it with a silver chain even as Brandt lunges.

      “Give me my mate,” Brandt growls. He grips the bars and hisses when the silver burns his skin. “I need her.”

      Lucas stands between us, keeping me from stepping too close. “Brandt, we’re doing this for your own good.”

      “You liar. You’re trying to take what’s mine. You want her for yourself. That’s all you Blackthornes do. Steal what you want without care for what might happen.”

      That makes Lucas’s shoulders tense, and the air around us grows heavy with frustration. “You know better than anyone that I don’t take what I want. If I did, I wouldn’t be here with you. Now, Claire and I are leaving so we can find some way to cure you of this curse before you kill both yourself and her.”

      “Keep your hands off my mate, Blackthorne.”

      I bristle at the pure hatred in his voice. It’s not out of worry for me. That is the sound of absolute possessiveness. “I’m not your property,” I snap. “If I don’t want him to touch me, I’ll tell him so. And if he dared to put his hands on me, he’d find himself without hands. Are we clear?” I stare at Brandt with unbridled defiance in my eyes.

      “I need you, Claire,” he says. “Everything hurts without you.” He pushes closer to the bars and this time, when the silver burns his skin, he doesn’t flinch. Then the eyes which had gone completely black flash back to their natural beauty. They widen as the realization of where we are hits. He backs away from the bars, eyes narrowed as he forces words through a rough throat. “Get out of here before this madness takes us both.”

      I don’t need him to tell me again. Turning on my heel, I take the stairs two at a time until there’s nothing behind me but the heavy oak door. Brandt is right. The madness is inside me too. I can feel it curled in the back of my mind, waiting to grow.  Lucas’s feet on the creaky staircase in the basement echo somewhere in my consciousness, but I’m more focused on the man I’m leaving. The man I’m going to save. Brandt might have saved me from death when we first met, but I’m going to rescue him and give us what he promised me. Forever.
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      “How are we going to stop this?” I ask as Lucas.

      He cocks a perfectly arched brow at me. “How do you think? We’re going to talk to the coven. Nora and I have…something of a history. She’ll help us.”

      “Nora?”

      “The leader of the sisters of Our Lady of the Lake.”

      “How many witches are there in the world?”

      He shakes his head and sighs. “It’s ever-changing. I’m sure it would have been a vastly greater number if it hadn’t been for the witches being hunted down like dogs by puritans with pyromania.”

      “And you have a good relationship with them? This coven?”

      A slight shrug raises his shoulders. “Things haven’t been what I would call…good…in quite a long time, but I don’t think they’re sharpening their wooden stakes either.”

      “But I killed Thea’s son.”

      “Yes, that you did.”

      “Don’t you think they’ll be a little pissed if we go there and demand they break the curse?”

      He laughs and pinches the bridge of his nose. Contrasting gestures that betray his frustration. “Look, I could leave you here to figure this out. I don’t have to help you. But those witches have something I need, and if I can get in, I can take it.”

      “Oh, I see. You’re using this as an opportunity to steal something from them?”

      “Do you want to cure him or not? This is your only option. Thea will kill you with this curse.”

      I clench my teeth and glance at the door. I can hear Brandt screaming with rage, the bars of his cell rattling over and over. I can only imagine him crashing into the cage, trying to break out even though the silver burns him.

      “Fine. When do we leave?”

      Lucas glances out the window. “It’s nearly sunrise. We’ll have to go in at nightfall.”

      “But…what if she comes back?”

      His brows rise. “Do what you did to her son. Or, pray she’s finished with you and leaves you two to kill each other.”

      With that, Lucas Blackthorne strides up the stairs, humming to himself as though we don’t have a crazed vampire locked in a cell in the basement.

      I stay downstairs, unable to leave the sound of Brandt’s tortured cries. He calls my name, over and over. Someone should be there. Someone should comfort him. And when the light of the sun begins to filter in through the windows, I do the one thing I shouldn’t. I crack open the basement door and ease down the stairs.

      “Claire? What are you doing?” Brandt’s voice is normal. There’s no hint of maniacal need in the deep resonance. Did I imagine the whole thing? But the angry red burns on his hands and chest prove that’s not the case.

      I glance toward the stairs. “The sun is rising.”

      “You should be in one of the bedrooms.”

      “I want to be here. I need to see you.”

      He shakes his head. “I could kill you.”

      “You said I couldn’t drain you. I’m a vampire, you won’t kill me.”

      “You can’t drain me. I, on the other hand, am older and stronger. If I don’t stop, I’ll drink you dry.” A long, slow inhalation of breath comes from where he’s positioned himself in the back of the cell. “You smell like everything I need. It’s driving me mad.”

      His black irises follow me as I pace the floor in front of him. Dangerous lust manifests as something so strong it’s nearly its own being. I want him. God, I need him.

      “Brandt, what’s happening?” My body is aching with desire as his gaze rakes my form.

      “The curse is using our mating bond against us. It’s only natural for us to crave each other, but this is…it’s like an addiction. You shouldn’t have come down here.”

      I step closer to the bars. So does he. Our eyes never waver from each other. “I had to. You were all alone. Calling for me.”

      He licks his lips and groans when I’m an inch away from the silver. “Back away, Claire.”

      I shake my head. “I need your body close. I need your scent around me.” Deep inside I know this is the madness of Thea’s curse making me reckless. I’m the weapon of Brandt’s destruction, and losing him is the worst possible punishment she could’ve dealt.

      “Just, trust me. Please?” His voice is low and thick with want.

      I step back until I’m out of his reach. He visibly sags with relief then shrinks away until he’s against the wall. Even this much separation brings on an itch in my blood.

      “Take off your shirt.” The words catch me off guard.

      “What?”

      “I said… Take. Off. Your. Shirt.”

      His eyes burn through me, sending waves of longing through my belly and down, down, down, until my core is desperate to feel his touch. I grab the hem of my top and lift until the fabric is over my head and then falling to the floor. My breasts are bare and nipples tight with arousal.

      “Good.” He slides a palm down his chest until he reaches his waistband. “Now your pants.”

      I can’t help myself, I gasp in surprise. “Brandt, I—”

      “Pants, Claire. If I can’t make you come, I’ll at least see you do it.”

      Everything in me tightens at those words. “You too, then,” I demand.

      He grins, but starts unbuttoning his pants. “Always fighting.”

      With slow movements, I strip, enjoying his heated gaze on every bare inch of me. I’m overcome by a sudden wave of need for his touch and I take one involuntary step forward but he stops me with a sharp bark, “No.”

      “There’s a cot over there in the corner, do you see it?”

      I turn my head and catch sight of the small bed. It reminds me of camping when I was younger. Foldable, but functional. There’s even a pillow and blanket. Striding toward the bed, I fight the pull of his eyes and train my attention on my goal.

      “Lie down and close your eyes,” he orders.

      “I want to see you.”

      “You will, but first, do as I say.”

      Positioning myself on the cot, I lie back, closing my eyes and waiting.

      “Do you remember how my hands felt on your body?”

      “Yes,” I say, my voice breathy from his words alone.

      “Good. Now, take your hand and put it on your neck.”

      I do.

      “Imagine it’s me, feathering my touch over your soft as velvet skin. It’s torture for me not to rush this. I want to slide my hand down until I reach your slick pussy, but I know how much better it will be if you have to wait.”

      God, this is hot, and I haven’t even moved my fingers from my throat. I take in a shuddering breath and almost open my eyes, but my mate says, “No. Don’t break the spell.” He groans and after a moment, continues. “I run my fingers over your breasts and then trail them over your nipples, stopping to pinch each tight little bud.”

      I gasp as my fingers become his in my fantasy. The feel of him makes me writhe and scissor my legs. “Brandt,” I moan.

      “Then I move down, over your ribs and to your hips. Over the ridge of your hip bones and down until my palms rest on top of your tight little cunt.”

      I moan.

      “You want me to touch you, Claire? Do you want me to give you the heat and pleasure you crave?”

      “Yes.” The word is a strangled groan.

      “I brush my thumb over your clit and rub across your skin in gentle, slow circles until you’re nothing but a breathy, needy thing.”

      I do it. I play with myself, imagining it’s him and taking myself to the very edge.

      “Open your eyes,” he commands. “Want you to see what you do to me.”

      The first thing I see is him standing near the bars, cock straining in his hand as he strokes himself and watches me bring myself to orgasm.

      “God, Brandt. I need to come. Tell me I can.” I don’t care if I’m begging. I need nothing more than for him to finish this. If he weren’t locked in a cage, he’d be fucking me up against the wall, pulling my pleasure from me.

      “Yes. God, Claire, come with me.”

      Blinding pleasure takes me, making me whimper as my toes curl and waves of euphoria crash over me. He gives a harsh cry and his hips buck as he spills his climax across the dusty stone floor.

      Then everything is silent. The two of us stare at each other, not breathing, not moving. I have to fix this. I can’t go eternity with my mate trapped behind silver bars.

      “I’m going to get rid of this curse,” I say, but then the heavy weight of the rising sun deadens my blood, and I fall into a deep sleep I couldn’t pull myself from if I tried.
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      “Are you sure we can go in there?” I ask Lucas as we stand outside the doors to Our Lady of the Lake, a darkened monastery at the edge of a mountain lake somewhere in the Cascades. “I never knew this was here. But, I’m not really the outdoorsy type.”

      “We’re not going to burst into flames, if that’s what you mean,” Lucas practically snorts. “Honestly, the things that have been said about us in pop culture.”

      “So, why are we standing outside a convent? I doubt they’ll be able to help us find the witches.”

      He laughs and leads me through the open gate. “Oh, you sweet innocent darling. These are the witches.”

      We stand together waiting at the doors but I don’t know why.

      “Should we knock?” I ask, but he holds up a hand to stop me.

      “No. They know we’re here.”

      That sends a chill down my spine. “I don’t think anyone’s home.”

      Then, all at once, each window floods with light and the doors open. Standing at the mouth of an old, gothic staircase is a beautiful woman with long, dark hair falling in rows of neatly kept dreadlocks all the way to her waist.

      “Lucas Blackthorne. What have we done to deserve your attention this time?” She doesn’t say it like his attention is a good thing. And she looks far from amused as she cocks her hip. The long emerald green robe she’s wearing falls open across her chest, revealing generous cleavage and absolutely no shame.

      “Amaya, I do so enjoy our little chats. As much as I’d love to get reacquainted, I’m here about a problem with one of your coven members.”

      “Thea.” She says the name with such certainty, I squirm.

      “She cursed me,” I blurt out.

      Amaya raises a brow and looks at me like I just spit on her. “Who are you? Lucas’s flavor of the night?” Then she steps closer to the door and stares me down. “Oh, no. You aren’t some unsuspecting thing. You’re a vampire, aren’t you, girl?”

      “I am.”

      “But he didn’t make you, did he? You’re not his.”

      Even the thought of him touching me the way Brandt does makes my stomach churn. “No.”

      “Amaya, darling—” Lucas begins, but she holds up a hand.

      “Don’t. You’re lucky I haven’t sent a ball of sunshine straight up your ass, Blackthorne.”

      “Please, she’s cursed me and my mate. I need…a way to break it.”

      “Mmm-hmm. And what did you do to get your butts cursed? Thea wouldn’t toss a curse at someone without reason.”

      “It was,” I swallow and try again when the words get stuck in my throat. “It was an accident. I killed her son.”

      She sucks in a sharp breath. “You’re the one. I didn’t think she’d actually go after you.”

      “Honestly, she was newly turned, on her own because her idiot mate let her leave. She didn’t know how to stop.” Lucas takes my side, and I’m thankful, because the anger in her eyes terrifies me.

      “Well, come in then, you two. It seems like we’ve got a lot to talk about.”

      Lucas and I step over the threshold as soon as she utters the invitation, but there’s a strange thickness in the air. It’s almost like I’m walking through sand. “What is that?” I ask under my breath.

      “That,” Amaya says, “Is the binding I set as soon as you walked through our door.”

      “We’re essentially powerless until we leave,” Lucas mutters. “She’s basically neutered me.”

      “Oh, would that I could, vampire. If your dick wasn’t part of the equation with you, I’m sure Natalie would never have left us.”

      “You can’t blame that on me completely. She made her choice.” There’s real hurt in Lucas’s voice, and I can’t stop myself from turning my head to stare at him.

      “Back to the reason you brought this girl here. Her mate.” She hits the t hard and takes my hand with her own, her fingers heavily decorated with rings. “Come with me and let me feel the depth of this curse.”

      “I’ll just…show myself to the kitchen, then,” Lucas says. “I’m assuming you still have wine?”

      She smirks. “We always have wine. No sampling my coven, Blackthorne. I promised Natalie I wouldn’t kill you. I never said anything about ripping your fangs out of your skull.”

      He chuckles and walks away, leaving me with this witch who is slightly scary. His polished shoes echo on the stone floor with every step.

      “You really took our strength?” I ask as she leads me in the opposite direction from Lucas.

      “Oh, yes. It won’t last outside of these walls, but it’s something.”

      “Are they all after you? The vampires?”

      She chuckles, then waves a hand and whispers in what sounds like the same language Thea used to curse us. I step back, but she holds my hand in a vise grip. “No, no, little vampire. You’re not going anywhere until we see just what Thea did. The Blackthorne vampires saved us once. We owe them.”

      “How did they save you?”

      A laugh rolls through her. “Oh, I’m not going to share all our secrets with you in one night.”

      We walk into a parlor furnished with chairs and couches of all styles and colors. It reminds me of an antique shop in my little hometown. Lots of different fabrics and patterns. But somehow, it all fits.

      “Now, sit and let me see what this curse is all about.”

      I settle on the chair nearest me and immediately regret my choice. Invisible chains wrap around my arms and legs, holding me in place.

      “What did you do?” My voice is tight with panic. “Lucas!”

      She tuts and smiles. “He can’t help you right now. And he won’t.”

      “What are you going to do to me?” I struggle against the hold of the spell she’s woven around me, but nothing is going to break it except her.

      “Come on now, sisters. She’s ready. I don’t have all night.” Amaya’s voice holds a hint of annoyance.

      Five women in robes similar to Amaya’s but all different shades file into the room and stand in front of me. Each of them beautiful in their own ways, the women are all ethnicities, all shapes, all sensual and mesmerizing.

      “Where is Thea?” one of them asks, her question filled with worry.

      “I think she’s hiding from what she did.” Amaya looks at me, and for the first time, I see a hint of pity in her eyes. “Hold out your hand, girl.”

      “My name is Claire.”

      “That’s nice. Hand.”

      I open my mouth to protest because of the spell keeping my limbs immobile, but when I try to offer my palm, there’s nothing stopping me. My arm is free. Amaya takes my hand while the other witches gather around me in a circle, all chanting softly in unison. Blinding pain splits my skull, and the same sickly green light from Thea’s curse fills my vision before it dissipates.

      “Dark magic,” Amaya says. “I can’t believe she went there. That’s…it’s forbidden.”

      “She’ll be excommunicated,” the woman on my left says.

      “She will. Avery already called. Word has spread that there’s a witch using dark magic. If even she has gotten word, it’s already too late.”

      Their expressions crumble into despair. Amaya continues, “There’s nothing we can do, and nothing we should do. Darkness is not something we can ever let into our coven again. It nearly ended us last time. We have to pull this curse from Claire and make it right. Restore balance.”

      “How do you…pull a curse?” I ask, hoping it’s easy, like pulling a thread.

      “Close your eyes. This won’t be pretty.”

      Even through my closed lids, I see light. The witches around me raise their voices in unison, chanting together, filling the air with a hum so loud it hurts my ears. My heart hammers, and the adrenaline is making me desperate for freedom from this chair, from this curse, from all of it.

      It’s then the pain begins. At first it’s a nagging itch in my head, but that quickly turns into fire. I scream, thrashing about as much as I can, and my toes curl in effort to get me on my feet and away from this place. I whisper, “Stop it. Stop it. Stop it.” But they don’t stop. They push harder.

      “It isn’t working, Amaya,” one of the women says, her voice disembodied and muffled through the splitting agony in my brain.

      Then, nothing. The pain is gone, the chains are gone, and I open my eyes to six shocked faces.

      “You have witch blood. Your body is fighting us.”

      I cock a brow. “What?”

      “You heard me.” Amaya grips my wrist and slashes across it with a dagger. My skin sizzles and I wince, but don’t cry out. Dark blood wells to the surface as she holds her palm above the wound. From my open skin comes a purple mist, curling up to meet her fingers and twine around them. “Witch. It’s weak, but it’s there.”

      “Well, I did kill Thea’s son. Did that do it?”

      Her gaze holds mine with such annoyance, I wonder if she’s going to slap me. “No. His magic died with him. This is something you were born with.”

      “A vampire witch. That’s dangerous,” the witch directly behind Amaya whispers.

      “No. She’s an asset. A big one.” Amaya murmurs something, and the glow intensifies, mixed with the blue of her own magic. Then she brandishes the blade again and presses it gently to the slash in my wrist. The color moves up from the tip to the hilt, then disappears. When she moves her palm away from my arm, I’m surprised to see I’m still bleeding freely. “Tessa, get the first aid kit, will you?”

      “Why isn’t it healing?” I ask.

      “Well, enchanting a dagger takes a sacrifice. You’ll have a scar. Sorry about that.”

      “You…enchanted it?”

      “How else are we going to get this curse taken care of?” She turns the blade and offers it to me, hilt first. “You’ll know what you have to do. Your magic has been awakened. It’ll speak to you when it’s time to use this.”

      My hand shakes as I close my fingers around the leather wrapped hilt. It’s hot, thrumming, almost…alive.

      “It’s the enchantment you feel. Magic is a living thing. It can only thrive if it’s nurtured by the witch. But some people think they should use it for their own gain and put the price on the shoulders of others.”

      “If I break this curse, won’t that be using this for personal gain?” I stare down at the gleaming blade.

      She shakes her head. “No. You’ll have to sacrifice more than a few drops of your blood to get what you want. Believe me, you’ll pay plenty for this.”

      That makes a chill break out over my skin, and when she levels her deep brown irises at me, I have to clench my teeth to keep from reacting.

      “Now, close your eyes so we can send you home. But there will come a time when we will call in the favor you owe us, and if you want to keep your mate, you’ll help.”

      “How do you know? Can you see the future?”

      She laughs and shakes her head. “There’s always some kind of crazy shit happening in this world. I want as many favors owed in my pocket as possible when the next disaster strikes.”

      I nod, and take in the room—exposed beams, stone walls, beautifully simple—one last time before closing my eyes. Wind whips all around me and my stomach dips like I’m on a roller coaster. But when everything settles, the first thing I sense is Brandt. I can feel his heart, smell him, nearly taste him. My body craves him as surely as it craves blood. He’s mine.

      My fangs descend, and hunger slams into me, but I shake it off, not willing to let myself be distracted. I stare down at the dagger held in my fist. I don’t have the first clue what to do with it, but I can’t go another moment without seeing my mate with my own eyes.

      Stepping through the front door, I stop in my tracks. Something is wrong. Very wrong. Brandt’s heartbeat is louder than it has ever been. Pulsing through my body. Beckoning me. The door that leads to the basement is wide open, darkness at the mouth of the creaky stairs. I’m sure we closed the door before we left.

      “Brandt?” I call, hoping desperately he’ll answer me from the cage that keeps him safe.

      Strong arms wrap around me from behind, the scent of my mate easing my tension even though I know touching me is torture for him. I turn in his grasp and stare into wild eyes filled with agony and hunger. “I can’t take it any more,” he growls. “You need to be mine.”

      Then, he bares his fangs and plunges them into my throat.
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      I can’t stop. I need her. It hurts. Everything hurts…everything. My lips burn where they touch her delicate neck, my throat is on fire as her blood fills me, but I can’t stop.

      I feed deeply because it’s the only thing my body will do. I can’t control the magnetic pull of her.

      “Brandt, stop!” Claire screams the words, begging, and I want to. I want to save us both. But this magic is too strong.

      With desperate effort, I attempt to bring myself to release her. Instead a growl rumbles in my chest and I hold her closer, my skin sizzling with the contact.

      “Please, don’t make me do this,” she whispers. “Please.”

      Her pulse is slowing, and I’m dying with every pull of her blood as it poisons me, but still I feed. This diabolical curse has me imprisoned in my own body. I’m a slave to Thea’s spell, and I’ll kill the only woman I’ve ever loved because of that witch.

      A tear leaves my eye and spills onto the pale slope of Claire’s neck, but I can’t do anything to end this. I wish for death, for this nightmare to end before I drain my mate beyond hope. The door is wide open. If I don’t stop soon, she’ll be too weak to make it to the safety of the bedrooms or the basement before sunrise.

      Then, sharp pain pierces my back, straight through my ribs and into my heart. It is the worst agony I’ve ever felt, but I’ve never been more thankful. Someone is here. Someone is stopping me. A stake through the heart. She’ll be safe.

      I release my hold on Claire, and she staggers backward, one hand on her neck, tears in her eyes, and a blood-coated silver dagger in her other palm. “Brandt, oh, God, I’m sorry. I’m sorry.”

      She falls to her knees, and I follow, waiting for death to turn me to ash. But I’m lucid. I’m myself. I reach out, touching her cheek with my burned fingers. She killed me. She saved me. I can die with the knowledge that my mate will live. “I love you, Claire. You’ll be all right.”

      A cold sensation builds in my chest and I turn my face toward the heavens, closing my eyes as I wait for the end.

      But it doesn’t come. My skin doesn’t burn at her touch, the acid in my veins from feeding on her has turned cold. A low humming builds in the air and I frown, not understanding where the sound originates from. Hand pressed to my chest, I feel the vibration inside me. “What’s happening?”

      Claire sways and drags in a ragged breath. She drops the dagger, the blade hitting the floor with a loud clatter. Then she throws herself on me, wrapping her arms around me with such strength I’m almost knocked on my ass.

      A blue glow radiates from my skin, surrounding us, and I know, this is it. I’m leaving her. “Thank you,” I whisper.

      “I love you,” she says against my chest.

      “I’m sorry I can’t stay.”

      My head spins and my vision blurs as I slowly drift out of consciousness. But if I have to die, at least it’s in her arms.
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      Soft kisses pressed to my bare skin pull me back from the darkness. I blink a few times, trying to acclimate myself. Dark wood beams across the ceiling, rustic decor and warm lighting. I’m in the cabin. In my master bedroom. In my bed. Claire’s locks brush across my taut abdomen, sending want and heat through me. But when she slips farther down my body and her locks trail over the rigid length of my cock, I am wide awake. Not dead. Very much alive.

      “Claire,” I groan. “Why am I alive?”

      “Shh,” she says. “Not now. I need my mate. We have forever to have this conversation.”

      I reach down and run my fingers through her hair as she kisses my straining erection. “God, Claire.”

      My mate is a naughty tease, though. She doesn’t take me into her mouth. She bypasses my cock and focuses her attention on the juncture of my thighs, my femoral artery. Then it hits me. My mate desires me in the most intimate way. “Go ahead,” I murmur. “Take what you want. I’m here to give you everything you need.”

      She moans and shifts, and her perfect breasts brush my thighs right before her fangs sink deeply into my flesh. It’s the perfect kind of pain. Low and aching, arousing, and exactly what I was made to do for her. Pleasure rushes through me, uncontrollable and intense. I grip her hair at the roots and my hips buck as an orgasm rockets through me with little warning, my seed spilling across my belly in powerful jets. My groan is loud enough to echo off the walls, and when I come down from my high, she’s there, licking my blood off her lips as she strokes my still hard cock.

      Then she’s on me, sinking down on my length with abandon. She rides me, and I let her. I watch her move above me, let the moment etch itself on my mind for eternity. And when she falls over the edge, so do I, again.

      I sit up, still inside her, and wrap her in my arms before kissing her long and slow. I need her to know exactly what she means to me. So I pour my love into the kiss, giving her the last drop of emotion until she pulls back and stares into my eyes.

      “I love you,” she says.

      “And I love you, my mate.”

      Together, we lie on the bed, wrapped in each other, embracing the calm perfection of being together with nothing between us.

      “You were a warrior last night,” I say, fighting the swell of anxiety at the thought of her at risk.

      “I’d do anything to keep you safe.”

      “Even kill me?”

      “Even that. Except I knew you wouldn’t die.”

      I raise one eyebrow. “Really? You stabbed me through the heart with a silver dagger.”

      She shakes her head. “Not silver. Enchanted.”

      “Magic? You made a bargain with the witches?” That sends a curl of dread through me.

      “It was the only way to save you. To save both of us.”

      “What did you promise them? Our firstborn?” Incredulity rolls off my words.

      “No. I…I have witch blood. They sensed my dormant power. I promised them a favor.”

      “A favor? You promised the very beings who cursed us a favor of their choosing?”

      “Thea cursed us, not them. They saved us from her darkness.”

      “As far as I’m concerned, I don’t want to be anywhere near magic, ever again.”

      She snuggles into my side. “What’s one favor in the face of an immortal life together?”

      I let out a heavy sigh. “Perhaps you’re right. But I’d rather you not be beholden to them.”

      “Well, it’s done. You’re alive. If I have to go help them with something, I will. It’s not changing.”

      “You’re right. I’m sorry. I don’t want us to argue. I want to spend every hour of this night making love to you. Then tomorrow, we can face the rest of the world.”

      I feel her body relax against mine. “All night? Do you promise?”

      “Yes,” I say, nipping her earlobe as I move to nuzzle against her neck. “All. Damn. Night.”
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          Two months later

        

      

    

    
      Brandt

      “Ready?” I ask, holding out a hand as Claire steps out of the car.

      She smiles, her eyes shining with excitement when she fits her palm to mine. The evening air in Stockholm is clean and crisp, cold with the edge of winter creeping close.

      “Do you think she’ll be happy to see me?”

      There’s such nervousness in her voice, I can’t help but pull her closer to me. The door to the house swings open and Elaine practically flies down the few steps and into the driveway.

      “Claire!” she shrieks before wrapping her arms around my mate and wrenching her from my grasp. “You’re okay. You’re here! God, I’ve missed you so much.”

      Mattias is right behind her, grinning like an idiot as he watches his bride hold mine tightly. “You made it. It’s good to see you…both.” I know he’s referring to the fact that he thought I was going to lose her.

      “It is. The journey was not without its trials.”

      “Nothing worth having is ever easy.” He glances at Elaine, and tenderness lighting up his eyes.

      “Laney, are you kidding me? You’re having a baby?” Claire shouts the words with such excitement, I can almost feel it vibrating through the air. Then Elaine nods and places her palm on her lower belly.

      That shocks me, and my focus returns to Mattias. “Really?”

      He grins, eyes filled with excitement and the promise of a future full of so many things he thought he’d never have. “Really. We found out a few weeks ago.”

      “It’s rare.”

      He nods. “It’s precious.”

      “Congratulations,” I say, holding out a hand.

      “You next?” he asks, cocking a brow.

      “We’ll see.” My gaze tracks back to Claire, her bright smile, shining hair, beautiful mouth. She’s all I need. If children come from our joining, I will be ecstatic, but I could live over a thousand years with her alone and it would be the greatest gift she could give me.

      “Come on. Grab your bags and come inside. We’ve all got some catching up to do.” Mattias claps me on the shoulder before striding toward Elaine.

      I smile at Claire, unable to hide the need in my expression. She sees it. My mate knows me too well. Desire flashes in her eyes and her cheeks turn slightly pink.

      The two of us follow Elaine and Matt into their sprawling home, inviting and cozy even with the immense amount of space.

      We walk up the stairs to our room, a beautiful suite on the opposite end of the home from our hosts. No worries about privacy, no fear of being a burden to our friends. Our own private honeymoon oasis.

      “It’s beautiful. Perfect for Laney,” Claire murmurs, holding tight to my arm. “I can see why she loves it here. Why she’s so happy.”

      “And you?” I ask, dropping a kiss to the top of her head. “Are you happy? Do you need more?”

      She stops in her tracks and stares at me. “Do you really have to ask?”

      I swallow. I know what I need. Her. But what if I’m not enough? What if she wants to have the same life Elaine does? They are family, after all. “Yes. I’ll give you anything you ask for, but children are rare between two made vampires.”

      “All I want is you, Brandt. And whatever comes along with you. Immortality together is what you promised me. That’s the only thing I expect.”

      Something in my chest eases. Scooping her into my arms, I stare into her eyes. “And it’s what you’ll get. You’re mine. Night and day, heartbeat to heartbeat, forever, Claire.”

      She leans close and I meet her halfway, claiming her lips with mine in a searing kiss. “Forever,” she whispers against my mouth.

      Forever is the only promise I’ll ever need from her. Claire is mine, I am hers. No matter what happens, our love will always be immortal.
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      Kára

      She woke with a snarl, the dream so real, so vivid, her hand closed around the bedside lamp, ripping it off the table as if it were her sword. Only when the electrical cable caught on the nightstand did she realize her mistake, and the heavy, brass luminary fell to the floor with a crash. 

      “För fan i helvete!” Kara scrambled out of bed, stumbled for the bathroom, and turned the faucet to hot, full blast. Ducking her whole head under the flow, she waited until her skin prickled, burned, and blistered. 

      Just a dream. 

      Grabbing a towel, she wrapped her shoulder-length blond hair. Times like these, she wished she still had a reflection. Exploring her cheeks and forehead with trembling fingers, she blew out a breath as the welts disappeared beneath her touch. 

      Stalking out to her small kitchen, she yanked open the cabinet next to the sink and pulled out a bottle of twenty-year-old whiskey. “Get yourself together, Kara.” 

      A generous pour spilled into her glass, and she downed it in a single swallow. The alcohol warmed her from the inside. Not much, of course, for her body perpetually ran cold now. Ever since…

      “No. I am not that young waif Hagen lured to his castle and turned. I am a shield maiden. Protector of this town. And a badass.” 

      She loved that word. Badass. Twenty years ago, she’d saved a group of children from something dark and dangerous. Something that never should have been in this town. Or on this earth. And the oldest, a young girl of thirteen, had thrown her arms around Kara and used that word. And from then on, Kara called herself a badass whenever she felt…unsure. 

      Which, wasn’t often. After all, she was a four-hundred-and-twelve-year-old vampire. 

      A quick peek at the clock confirmed she’d at least managed to sleep most of the day away. Her stomach rumbled, fangs tingling as she showered and dressed in black leather pants, a black tank top, and then shrugged into her long, black coat. Total cliche, but she figured if she were going to hunt evil, she might as well look the part. 

      Tucking a short lock of hair behind her ear, she checked her email. One of the best inventions of the modern age, the laptop allowed her to correspond with her sisters, and though the dark memories came hard and fast when they were together, she missed them.

      Herja was somewhere in Iceland, and Mist…Mist had gone south. To Louisiana. Kara couldn’t understand why her younger sister would want to live somewhere so…humid. And hot. Even in the dark of night. But Mist always had been stubborn. And perhaps…a little broken, even before Hagen had gotten a hold of her. 

      Kara’s fingers skimmed the back of her neck, feathering over the brand her maker had given her. One of many scars—both inside and out—she carried from her days in northern Sweden. 

      If Kara’s heart hadn’t stopped the night she was turned, it would have skipped a beat seeing Mist’s name in her inbox. 

      Kara, 

      There is a dark wind blowing, sister. The shamans speak in whispers; the voodoo priestesses do not speak at all. Most of the clan members I have allied myself with have fled the city. The Hunters have gone after them, which affords me more freedom. I have even been able to secure an invitation to the Witch’s Ball. Though if the rumors are to be trusted, the Ball itself may be the beginning of the end. 

      Stay safe, sister. And warn Herja. She thinks me daft, but she will listen to you.

      Yours, 

      Mist

      Kara sighed. Her sister always spoke in riddles. She supposed Mist’s association with the darker side of New Orleans did not help. Her closest friends were the voodoo priestesses and tarot readers on Bourbon Street. 

      Dashing off a quick reply, she promised Mist she’d contact the local coven and added a final, “I miss you.” Not that Mist would ever say it back. 

      Buttoning her coat, Kara headed out into the night. “Time to go to work.”

      

      ***

      

      Ewan

      Three days after he’d stumbled off the boat in St. John’s, he ducked his head into a dark pub with a Help Wanted sign in one of the windows.

      “We’re not open yet,” a grizzled old man rasped as he wiped down the bar. 

      “I’m here about yer sign. I could use a job.” 

      The man’s eyes narrowed, bushy white brows drawing together. “You’re not from around here, are you?”

      “No, sir. Scotland, originally. By way of a lot of places.” Ewan approached the bar and held out his hand. “Ewan Blair.” 

      “Alfie McCann. Can you pour a decent pint?” Alfie gestured to the taps, and Ewan skirted the well-worn bar top, grabbed a glass, and wrapped his fingers around the Guinness handle. Angling the glass away from him, he filled it three quarters full, then set the glass down, watching it until the white foam settled along the top. The second pour was straight down, filling the glass and leaving the perfect creamy head. 

      “How’s this for ya’?” Ewan asked. 

      Alfie made a rough harrumph sound as he picked up the pint. After a long sip, he nodded. “Good enough. I’m warning you, though. The hours are terrible. We get nothin’ but fishermen—and some fisherwomen—and you’ll probably have to break up the occasional bar fight.” 

      “Been breakin’ up fights all me life, sir.” He needed this job. The few places he’d been brave enough to ask about the past three days had refused to hire him without a full set of identification papers, which he’d never be able to get without more money. And some feckin’ luck. 

      “Twelve dollars an hour. You work from 5:00 p.m. to 3:00 a.m., plus any cleaning up needs to be done afterwards. Your dinner’s included.” Alfie cocked his head and nodded towards Ewan’s duffel bag. “This place used to be a boarding house, and there’s an empty room upstairs if you want it. Consider it a perk of the job.” 

      This seemed too good to be true. But even if it were, Ewan couldn’t turn it down. “Wh-what would ya’ need for me to start tonight?”

      “A handshake.” Straightening up to his full height, which couldn’t have been more than five-foot-eight, Alfie held out his hand. “Many years ago now, I met a man unlike any I’ve ever known. He saved my life, and when I tried to thank him, he told me one day, someone would come to me needing help. A young man who didn’t belong here.”

      Ewan stiffened, still staring at Alfie’s outstretched hand. “What was the man’s name, sir?”

      “Merrick.” 

      His every urge told him to flee. To leave St. John’s and never come back. But down to his last few dollars, he didn’t have much of a choice. 

      With a shiver, Ewan clasped Alfie’s knobby fingers. “Thank ya’, sir.” 

      “You’re welcome. But you screw up, and you’re out. No second chances. Understand?”

      “Yes, sir.” 

      
        
        You’ve just read Chapter One of Immortal Hunter by Patricia D. Eddy

        You can find more of this story here: https://books2read.com/u/mZNRE2
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        Thank you for reading Immortal Promise. If you enjoyed this novella, please keep reading for a sample of the beginning of my Blackthorne Vampires series, Blood Captive, and you can also grab my contribution to The Midnight Coven’s first season, Vampire Brides, featuring Mattias and Laney.
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        BLOOD CAPTIVE:

        THE BLACKTHORNE VAMPIRES

        PROLOGUE

      

      

      The soft thud was what woke me. Not the breaking glass of the window in my mother’s bedroom, nor was it the cry for help she must’ve certainly let out. Just a soft thud. I remember that sound more vividly than anything else from that night. It was the night that changed everything. In the span of a few moments, I lost my entire life.

      “Mom?” I whispered in the dark, my feet cold on the hardwood floor of the hallway that separated our rooms.

      Strange gurgling noises floated out from behind her open door, and my gut clenched. I wasn’t sure if I wanted to go inside. Apprehension prickled in icy patches across the back of my neck. Something was very wrong behind that door.

      Then I heard it. The rasp of her voice, strangled and weak and so unlike my mother’s usual musical tone. “Liv,” she said.

      “Mom?” My words trembled, almost stuck in my throat, and when I pushed open the door, terror gripped my heart and turned it to stone.

      My beautiful, raven-haired mother lay in a pool of her own blood. A raw wound ran from her jaw down to her shoulder, the blood poured freely over her white nightgown. It was a sight fit for a horror movie, not my home. She stared at me, eyes glassy, mouth moving, but no words escaped. I rushed to her, kneeling in the still warm blood, my knees slipping as my hands fluttered uselessly over her. I didn’t know what to do, how to stop the bleeding without hurting her. Panic flashed across her features and I leaned down to tell her she was going to be okay, even if it wasn’t true. Instead, she whispered one word that sent ice down my spine.

      “Run.”

      

      Blood Captive: The Blackthorne Vampires
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      Join the coven on Facebook! 

      

      Thank you for reading IMMORTAL PROMISE, a Vampire Mates novella. There are thirteen total novellas in this shared world, each of them a standalone paranormal romance. We, the Midnight Coven authors, hope you’ll check out all of them. For the complete list, just turn the page OR visit our website www.midnightcoven.com 

      

      And remember, these books all share a world, but can be read in any order. 

      

      Don’t miss a single mate!  

      

      The Midnight Coven will be back soon with our next collaboration—Cursed Coven. In the meantime, join our Facebook group! We’d love to see you there!

      

      • Immortal Hexes by Amelia Hutchins

      

      • Immortal Promise by Kim Loraine-Author

      books2read.com/immortalpromise

      

      • Immortal Hunter by Patricia D. Eddy

      https://books2read.com/u/mZNRE2

      

      • Immortal Bite by Andrea M. Long

      https://books2read.com/u/bpKX8z

      

      • Immortal Bloodlines by Jessica Cage

      https://books2read.com/u/m2PO7R

      

      • Immortal Night by Emily Goodwin

      

      • Immortal Darkness by Lisa Manifold

      https://books2read.com/Immortaldarkness

      

      • Immortal Oath by Corinne O'Flynn

      https://books2read.com/immortaloath

      

      • Immortal Awakening by Renea Mason

      

      • Immortal Devotion by Gwen Knight

      https://books2read.com/immortaldevotion

      

      • Immortal Enemies by Jessie Lane

      https://books2read.com/immortalenemies

      

      • Immortal Skye by KL Bone

      https://books2read.com/Immortal-Skye

      

      • Immortal Protector by Alice K. Wayne

      https://books2read.com/u/3nKwrx
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