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        * * *

      

      Dear readers,

      As mentioned in the description, this is a slow build reverse harem paranormal romance. You may not see the harem for several books, but don’t fret! It’s definitely there!

      If slow build isn’t your thing, that’s completely fine! But if you don’t mind waiting a little for it, keep reading!

      Sincerely,

      Elizabeth Dunlap

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Knight of the Hunted

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Born Vampire, Book one

        NSFW Edition

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1. A bloody turning

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Upstate New York, 2017

      

      

      I woke up to the scent of blood in my room. Blood and coffee. I opened my eyes and saw my companion sitting in my armchair, sipping a mug and playing a game on his phone. My cursory glance turned into a scowl when I noticed he was wearing a pair of Pokémon pajamas, and no shirt. Admittedly, Cameron was very attractive and had enough muscles to make any girl swoon. Not me, however, but I still enjoyed the view. He fiddled with his rusty red bleached hair as he concentrated on his game.

      “What are you doing, Cameron? You know you’re not supposed to be in here.” Yawning, I stretched my arms above my head and pushed long black curls out of my face. My golden comforter crinkled when I slid off the bed and onto the soft vanilla carpet. He was lucky I’d worn pajamas. That would’ve been embarrassing.

      “I was going about my merry business and heard you shouting in your sleep. When I walked in, you calmed down, so I stayed.” He looked up from his game and gave me a half smile, his brown Japanese eyes showing sympathy. “Finneus. That’s what you kept shouting.”

      My dream resurfaced in a cold flash. A memory from another life. One I’d tried hard to forget. “He was my friend when I was a girl. The humans killed him by burning his house down.” I could still feel that moment like it had been yesterday. The raging heat of the flames. The screams as they turned to ash. I wrapped myself in my arms to try and shake away the memory and the icy sadness it brought. “It was a long time ago.”

      “Right,” Cameron murmured gently. “So, was that five hundred or six hundred years ago?”

      “Screw you, I’m not THAT old.”

      “Okay, old lady,” he tossed, and looked back at his game. I was about to reprimand him, even though he was just messing with me, when a knock came at the front door of my suite. “That’ll be Othello,” Cameron groaned with annoyance. “That man is the definition of ‘no means yes and yes means anal.’ Like seriously.” I slipped on a robe, shook a warning finger at Cameron, and walked into the living room. When I opened the Venetian front door, the stink of dead flowers smacked me in the face like bad breath. The head of my Order stood holding a gorgeous flower bouquet for me, the source of the disgusting smell.

      “Good morning, Lisbeth,” Othello said brightly, a smile on his gaunt face. I’m sure when he was younger he was quite handsome, but at that moment he looked like he’d walked straight out of a Dracula novel. Not the kind of guy you’d want to wake up to, I can tell you that. I took the bouquet from him and heard Cameron leaving my bedroom. Othello almost showed displeasure when he noticed my companion coming from my room, but he hid it well. “It’s almost time for the meeting. It’ll be in the drawing-room. The bigger one.” He waited for me to respond, maybe say thank you for the flowers, but I remained silent. As the head of my order, he had the power to choose any of us as his mate, but he’d set his eyes on me.

      Even though I’d told him to back off several times, he still came by every day with flowers so he could compliment my hair and scowl at my companion. It’s not like I had sex with Cameron. That didn’t happen between a vampire and their companion. He seemed convinced naked things would happen eventually. Boys fall for girls, you know.

      “I’ll be down directly,” I told Othello and promptly shut the door in his gaunt white face. “God fucking, ugh, he is the worst.”

      I turned to walk to a display table and deposit the flowers, Cameron was sitting on one of my gaudy Victorian couches, still playing his game, but wearing a shirt this time and hiding all those muscles of his. “Fucking him would be the grossest thing ever,” he muttered in Japanese. I giggled and replaced the poppy bouquet from yesterday with today’s roses. I sprayed the flowers with some essential oil so the disgusting scent would go away before I got back.

      On a normal morning, I would’ve drunk from Cameron and then we would go down for breakfast. Today wasn’t normal. Today was the most important day of the year. I went back to my room, changed into a black and white dress, and ran a brush through my black curls until they looked presentable. When I returned to the living room, Cameron was waiting for me, also changed.

      “Like what you see?” Cameron offered, smirking at me. I realized I’d been standing there for a few minutes, staring at his outfit.

      “If you ever see me naked, you’ll know I do.” He rolled his eyes and we both started towards the door.

      “Me first, old lady.” Instead of letting him pass, I picked him up and walked out into the hall, then deposited him on the thick red carpet. “Ugh. I hate when you do that,” he groaned. “Makes me feel so unmanly.”

      I stuck my tongue out at him. “You know you love me.”

      He sighed and smiled at me. “And to think, ten years ago you didn’t know how to be sarcastic. Now it’s all I hear.”

      “God forgive him because he knew not what he was doing,” I joked, and we walked down the hallway. At the stairs, Cameron and I parted ways. He went to the kitchen, and I made my way down the long ground floor hallway to the drawing-room. The bigger one. It was a large dark green room with a big ass window that let in enough sunlight to chase away any memory of darkness. A nice fuck you to the turned vampires, in my opinion. The sunlight meant they couldn’t be in this room without one of us pulling the curtains closed.

      My work partner and best friend, Olivier, was waiting for me. We educated the turned vampires together. Unlike most Born vampires, she was of African descent, and her dark skin looked like a rare diamond amongst all the paleness. Her style of dress was the a-typical mermaid black lace confections, a silent joke against stereotypes that she adamantly denied.

      I walked up to her and tugged on one of her Steampunk style dreads. “I vant to suck your blood,” I whispered, giving her my best Dracula impression.

      She looked up and narrowed her eyes at me. “Girl, are you making fun of my dress?”

      I tried to look innocent. “Of course not.”

      She scowled, jokingly, then smiled at me. “Speaking of Dracula, did you finally submit to his will after he gave you roses?” She could smell the bouquet from Othello on my skin.

      “Almost, but the scent of dead flowers was a real turn off.” Not that I’d been turned on, mind you.

      “You’d think he’d understand a no by now,” she commented, flipping through a folder on the table. “Your ass is just too sexy. He can’t help himself.”

      “Cute,” I said, bumping her with my hip playfully. Before I could say more, the person in question walked over to us. We straightened up and pretended to be occupied.

      He was all business this time, though he did give me looks that had that ‘I like working with you’ vibe. Gag. “Alright, ladies. They’re coming in now. Remember that flashing your fangs or making scary faces is NOT funny. The humans need to think we’re civilized.” He handed me a clipboard with names on it and walked past us over to one of the doors.

      “Did you hear that, Lisbeth? Be civilized.” Olivier playfully smacked my arm. Othello gave us the same warning every time, but to be fair we hadn’t played a joke on anyone in several decades.

      “Civilized, my ass,” I told her, sticking my tongue out.

      Othello clapped his hands to get us to zip it and opened the huge door to the adjoining sitting room. Inside the sitting room was a group of humans who had been selected and prepared for today. The day they would become the turned.

      “Welcome, my friends,” Othello said brightly, holding his arms out. “Please come into the drawing-room.” They all got up and followed Othello back to where we stood. “I won’t make you suffer with anticipation, so we shall journey below to the dormitory and begin.”

      One of the humans apparently hadn’t been paying attention, because why the fuck would he, and he brought his hand up to ask a question. “Why is it in the basement?” the human male asked.

      Othello smiled at the human like he was struggling to be patient. Listen here, bitch. “Once you join the turned, the sun will burn your skin and turn you to ash.” As if on cue, the humans looked at the enormous window behind me. The warmth of the sun was pouring through the paned glass onto my arms and back. Damn, it felt nice, like a soft comfy blanket. “This is your last chance to feel the sunlight,” Othello warned them. “You will never walk outside in the sun again.” We waited, but none of the humans walked over to the window to soak in the sun. They’d already accepted their new life.

      That made my job easier, thank god.

      Olivier picked up the enormous ice chest filled with bagged blood and followed me to the basement door. The humans started a line behind us, and we all started walking down the darkened hallway that led downstairs.

      “Hey,” one of the humans whispered, trying to catch up with me. I kept walking but turned my head to look at him. He was an older man and had a kind face. “What’s in the ice chest?”

      Olivier made a frustrated noise and grumbled in a pitch only I could hear, “Don’t fucking humans ever pay the fuck attention?” A mystery for all the ages.

      Still, I smiled at the man, channeling all the patience I knew I had. “It’s blood. All part of the process.”

      We reached the doors to the basement staircase and the human male stood very close to me as the group stopped. Back that ass up, son. “I thought we’d be given a feeder.”

      This bitch.

      “Companion,” I corrected with a twinge of annoyance. Calling our companions feeders was extremely rude. A feeder was a hit and run drink, like a one-night stand, and we didn’t treat humans that way. Making them our companions gave them anything they needed in return for their service. It was only polite. “You won’t be given a companion for the first month, not until you’ve learned to control your thirst.” I glanced at Olivier, and with a nod, I opened the doors and let the humans in.

      At the bottom of the stairs was the enormous turned dormitory. There were rows of coffins, each with a small nightstand and dresser next to it. The coffins weren’t necessary, it was just a bit of vampire humor, like Olivier’s wardrobe. You couldn’t say we didn’t have a sense of humor.

      There was no electricity in this room, and dozens of candles lit our way across the stone floor to the rest of my Order, all Born vampires. They stood in a circle in the center of the chamber, waiting for us to reach them. The younger vampires would turn at least one human. The older vampires, myself included, would turn however many we needed to. I glanced at my clipboard and called out all the humans’ names and which vampire was to turn them. Olivier and I had three humans, and Othello had four.

      Then it began.

      The room started to stink of fear. No matter how much preparation the humans had had, seeing us drop our fangs brought out their primal fear, and it wasn’t surprising. They were our prey and had been for thousands of years. Only within the last few centuries had we become a civilized species. Well, most of us. Some of us still liked to fuck shit up, but we dealt with them accordingly.

      The younger Born drank from their assigned human, just a pint or so. My three humans stood nearby, one of them the human male that had spoken to me. Their faces paled in fear when I dropped my fangs and leaned into the first human’s neck. The woman’s blood filled my mouth, and my entire body seemed to breathe a sigh of relief. Fuck, I hadn’t noticed my hunger until I was already drinking. I was careful to not drink too much from them, not to spare them the effects of blood loss, but so I didn’t over drink. I took only a mouthful from each one.

      When every human had been fed from, we tore into our wrists and pressed it to their mouths. The humans were disgusted at the taste of our blood. That would soon change.

      As soon as our blood hit their stomachs, the process began. They screamed in white-hot agony and fell to the ground, their bodies no longer willing to support their weight. We backed away as they writhed on the floor, wracked with pain. The vampire blood worked its way through their systems quickly, but Olivier still had enough time to distribute a bag of blood to every Born vampire. I balanced three of the bags in my arms, and we all waited for the writhing and screaming to stop.

      The humans soon grew still. They were now technically dead, for the moment. Their bodies had changed. All imperfections were gone. Those that had been old were now young. The overweight had shed every extra pound, and their once pink skin was now pale. They were beautiful in death.

      Collectively, they all came back to life, gasping in a breath, and opened their eyes.

      They were no longer humans.

      They had become the turned.
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      As soon as the turned opened their eyes, their thirst stirred in a blinding flash. I handed my three their bags of blood, and they tore into the plastic with their new fangs. Blood spilled, half in their mouths and half on their clothes. One bag was enough to keep them from becoming drones, the mindless servants we can create but are forbidden to. A disappointing rule, because everyone wants fucking servants, amirite? Kidding.

      Now the next stage began: the turned would be denied blood until they could control themselves. We overpowered them and locked one in each of the coffins in the room.

      Then the real screams began.

      The screams during the turning were bad enough, but the screams during this process were maddening. Imagine the sound of someone seeing their family murdered in front of them while being burned with acid and having their hair pulled out. Not only were the screams ones of physical pain, they were filled with emotional agony. It was fucking disconcerting on every level, and I wanted to turn my goddamn ears off. We all had the same look. We were used to this. We did it every year. But the screams. The shouting, ranting, and clawing. God, I could never get used to them. It would be days before the turned had learned control. The screaming would continue until tomorrow, at the earliest, and only if we were lucky.

      Unable to take it anymore, I excused myself, along with a few others who had things to do. Olivier walked beside me until I reached the kitchen cafeteria room. The door opened to the clean white walls and stainless steel appliances, the only room of our home that was completely upgraded and up to date. Cameron stood in the cooking section, eating an orange. He smiled tentatively at me when we approached. The screams still floated up to us, muffled, but there. He couldn’t hear them as well as we could, but the look on his face said he could hear them well enough.

      “What was it like?” he asked. We both froze and stared at him. He’d never asked that before, not in the ten years he’d been here.

      “You want to know about the turning?” I asked him in disbelief, leaning against the polished metal door of one of the fridges.

      He waved his hand at me in dismissal. “No, not that. I mean before there was bagged blood. Before you had rules about turning.”

      Olivier quirked an eyebrow at him. “Son, you really don’t want to know our history.”

      He bit into his orange and stared at her, more serious than I’d ever seen him. “I asked,” he said firmly. “I want to know.”

      Olivier leaned one hip against the dark countertops. “You know how they say history is written by the victors? Well, our phrase is: history is written by the humans. And humans can be…persuaded…to forget what really happened.”

      “Shit. You are NOT talking mind control.” He looked over at me. “Is she talking mind control? Like, I’d rather not pay my tab tonight thank you, or you will give me your ticket to see Bob Marley?”

      I scrunched up my mouth, not wanting to answer. Everyone has their illicit topics. “It’s technically forbidden now. But yes, we can do it.” Cameron’s mouth popped open in shock. I couldn’t tell if he was joking or being serious. “It’s only possible if you feed multiple times a day, and even then, you have to be a few hundred years old to boot.”

      “Give me an example,” he said, turning his body so he could see both of us. “Something in history that was fucked with.”

      Olivier pulled herself onto the black marble countertop and inspected her long nails. “You’ve heard of the Black Plague? The sweating sickness?” He nodded, so she grinned widely, showing her fangs. “Vampires.”

      Cameron’s mouth popped back open. “You’re fucking joking.”

      I shook my head and picked up an apple from the fruit basket on the expensive marble countertop that Olivier shouldn’t be sitting on. “Almost every plague was an altered event that involved vampires. Maybe there was an actual sickness that had spread. It was never to the degree of a plague though. The death tolls rose because of us.”

      “That’s what happens when you let turned ass loose before they’ve learned control,” said Olivier in a reproaching tone. “And even though we’re born with control, the Born have been known to break the rules now and then. There was one Born vampire that changed hundreds of humans in an instant. His ass bit hundreds across a city over several months and dropped his blood in their water supply. Then they turned, without any supervision or training. It was a goddamn massacre waiting to happen.” I scraped at my apple’s peel and studied the floor. The past had its ghosts, that much was certain.

      Cameron clicked his tongue, making me look up. “You act so damned repulsed by murder. You can’t tell me neither of you has ever killed before.” I opened my mouth, then closed it, and continued running my nails against the apple in my hand. I felt some peel come off.

      “There’s a difference between killing to feed and killing just to kill,” I said quietly.

      Olivier didn’t feel as bad as I did about that part of our past. “We did what we had to. To protect the masses, and to survive. Don’t fault us for that.”

      “That’s just it,” he said, looking down. “I’m not sure I do, to tell you the truth. I guess that’s what bothers me.” He tossed his orange peel into the trash bin and left the room.

      Olivier watched him go then glanced back at me. “What was all that shit about? He’s never been interested in us before.” I shrugged. In the past decade, he’d never asked me about my life before him beyond the occasional crack at our decor. He’d always given me the impression he would be gone as soon as his time was up. There was a first time for everything, I suppose.

      A bloodcurdling scream came from the basement, startling me.

      “Shit,” I swore under my breath. Several of the turned were now wailing at the top of their lungs, and it was only going to get worse. I couldn’t handle this crap today. I needed to get out.

      After a quick trip upstairs to grab my purse, I trekked down to the turned dormitory and walked past the screaming coffins. Not that I wanted to go that way, but it’s the only route, unfortunately. Whoever designed this castle should be shot, seriously. The underground garage was through a side door between two coffins. I had the status to hire a driver and be driven wherever I wanted to go, but I preferred to drive myself. My car was pretty and black and got all the stares in town. I suspected it was expensive, but I had no idea. A car junkie I was not.

      Our large castle was a few minutes outside of the nearest town and it didn’t take me long to drive there. I parked in front of one of the bookstores I frequented and went inside. The smell of books hit me like a relaxing wave and I sighed in relief. Getting lost in the shelves would calm me down enough to face more screaming. Just as I’d found a section to peruse, I felt a breeze and smelled lilac.

      Balthazar.

      I turned to see my oldest friend, an Incubus. He was wearing a handsome dark blue suit, and his lengthy black hair hung in slight waves. He leaned on his cane and gave me the grin I’d seen from birth. The grin that made human women melt into puddles and beg to be seduced by him.

      Gods above, he was the sexiest thing I’d ever seen.

      “Hello, Balthy,” I said with a smile, trying to calm my slowly heating body. “You can stop giving me the Incubus smolder. It’s not appropriate to turn your friends on in public.”

      “Hmm… remember what I said I’d do if you called me Balthy again….” He wiggled his eyebrows and reached a hand out to me to extract his punishment.

      My smile fell and I gave him a stern glare. “Don’t make me slap you.” He laughed and used his hand to bring me closer for a peck on the cheek.

      Balthazar had appeared for the first time when I was a young child. He said he was a friend of my mother’s, a woman I had never known, and he was going to watch over me. His presence in my life was unheard of. The Bicus, Incubi and Succubi, never had anything to do with vampires and Lycans beyond creating us, which was now banned for an unknown reason. Everyone knew about Balthazar, but it was bizarre to the other Born that he liked to visit me. He’d always been around, popping in every so often, and he usually seemed genuinely interested in me and what I was doing. Though sometimes he would get distracted by a human female, and then it was like I didn’t exist.

      Like right then, for instance.

      He’d been smiling at me, studying my face, when he glanced behind me and suddenly saw prey. I could see the world melt away around him, and all that mattered was the human female he’d spotted. I turned to look at her. She was a little mousy thing, clearly quite pretty under her oversized glasses, but she had no confidence and dressed badly. Underneath the droopy skirt she was wearing, her ass was nice and round. Her golden hair was in a tight bun, the kind men fantasized about pulling the pins out of to see how soft it was as they push her body against the bookshelves. And her lips were so soft and full, you could only guess what kind of sounds would come out of them if you fucked her in the bookstore bathroom. I bet she’d moan like a bitch in heat if you touched her in the right places.

      She was an Incubus’s wet dream. She was any man’s wet dream. Hell, even I was fantasizing about her. I hadn’t had a lover in many years, man or woman. A tryst in the shadows didn’t sound like a bad idea, especially with her.

      Beside me, Balthazar was also fantasizing about the woman it seemed, and fingernails had started to grow into long claws, the Bicus equivalent of an erection. Rest assured, he had one of those too.

      I punched his arm.

      He yelped, and his fingernails retracted as he reached up to rub where I’d hit him. I held my fist out, ready to smack his arm again, but the girl picked up a romance novel with a barely dressed sensual couple on the front, and left. He sighed and looked back at me while adjusting his tie and slicking back his hair.

      “Thanks for that. I was two seconds away from breaking the rules and tearing her clothes off right here to fuck her against the stacks.”

      “I was two seconds away from fighting you for that right, but I know I’d lose.” I was a sex goddess, for certain, but he was sex itself. I’d never get chicks with him here. “On the subject, why is banging humans and creating more children forbidden now? You guys have been doing that for thousands of years, and then a few hundred years ago, suddenly, no more sex. Thoughts?”

      He shrugged, being his evasive self. Not that I hadn’t been asking for four hundred years. I’m very persistent. “Lisbeth, my sweet. What shall we do today? I’m up for… anything.” He fluttered his eyelashes at me. Fuuck. I hated it when he did that. I could only be so turned on.

      “Do I have to hit you again?”

      He clicked his tongue and poked me with his cane. “Come. I require sustenance in the form of powdered doughnuts. Only confections can remove thoughts of sex.”

      I picked up a few books I thought looked interesting, including a copy of the sexy book Miss Plump Lips had bought. I paid for them and we left the store. It was unclear to me if Balthazar even needed food, but he usually ate with me whenever he came to visit. As he said, it was the only thing that made him stop focusing on sex. The human women that passed us felt his presence like a sex beacon, each one doing a double take or stopping in their tracks to stare. The smell of their arousal started to fill the air from his aura. It took focus for me to not be affected by him. Maybe one day I wouldn’t care, and I’d let that aura swallow me whole.

      Every woman might’ve been gaping at him, but he continued walking beside me as if he didn’t notice. When it was clear he wasn’t going to talk to them, the humans started glaring at me, so I pulled a book out of my bag and pretended to be absorbed in it. Ohh. A sex scene.

      “Great. Just what I need, to be more turned on.” I started putting it back into my bag and Balthazar took it from me.

      “What in God’s name are you reading?” I showed him, and he grabbed the book from me. He started to chuckle as he flipped through the pages. “They call this making love? Pssh. I’m much better.” I rolled my eyes.

      We arrived at the tea café and walked inside. I took in the beautiful British design the café had as we waited to be seated. The air smelled like strawberry jam and cream with a hint of mint tea leaves. It was the main reason I liked the place. We were led to a table and Balthazar sat down across from me, still reading. The waiter walked up, a handsome male, who obviously preferred the company of men, judging by the once-over he was giving Balthazar. Balthazar was holding the book very close to his face so I couldn’t tell if he noticed the waiter checking him out or not. I ordered doughnuts with raspberry tea and the waiter left.

      Balthazar peeked out from the paperback. “Is he gone?” I nodded, so he exhaled and set the book down. “I don’t have a problem with an attractive man, I just can’t impregnate one, so what’s the point.” I stifled a laugh in my hand because he said it so matter of fact-ly. Balthazar took my other hand when he noticed the waiter coming back with our tea. He left again, taking the hint with a slight pout.

      I took my hand back and poured us tea from the flowery china teapot. “Just be glad he’s not a woman. Do you seriously not notice what happens when you’re around humans?”

      He sighed and rolled his eyes. “Of course I notice, my love. You don’t know how many times I’ve wished I could turn my damned aura off. But no. They’re my prey. As if I NEED an aura when my literal purpose is to lure them in with the promise of passion.” Balthazar sipped his tea after I’d finished adding sugar and milk to it. “The turning was today,” he stated, carefully watching my face.

      My back automatically stiffened, but I tried to be cavalier about it. “You’d think I’d be used to it by now,” I said disarmingly. But the screams. Oh, those terrible screams.

      “Yes. They are quite horrid,” Balthazar remarked quietly, and I realized I’d spoken out loud. “They will be over soon. And then you’ll be too busy to see me. Maybe I’ll have to have that gorgeous woman to myself if you don’t visit.”

      We playfully argued over that for a few minutes, and then we chatted about nothing and everything for hours, sipping fruit-flavored tea and eating powdery desserts. Being with Balthazar was nice. He grounded me in a way my other friends couldn’t. He never reproached me, no matter what I discussed with him, and he never treated me like I was dense when I asked a simple question.

      The only thing I was never allowed to ask him about was my mother and grandmother. I knew he knew them, only because one time during the French Revolution he was drunk on whatever can actually get an Incubus drunk, and he kept talking about how much he missed my grandmother and how much I looked like her. As far as I could find out, no one else knew who my mother and grandmother were. My father was a bigger mystery, one Balthazar didn’t even know. A mystery I’d convinced myself held no interest to me.

      When my stomach had reached its limit, in addition to the blood I’d drunk earlier, we left the tea shop and strolled through a park nearby, recounting old memories in soft tones that the humans wouldn’t hear. I wasn’t sure what the response would be if they overheard Balthazar recalling Nefertiti’s wardrobe choices.

      When morning turned into afternoon, my mobile buzzed signaling a text from Olivier.

      Get your white ass home. We have things to do.

      As soon as I’d finished reading it, I felt a flutter of wind and my walking companion was no longer there. Balthazar enjoyed showing off his incorporeal abilities by appearing and disappearing at will. And that included several occasions when he was suddenly not there as the conversation got boring. God damn it. I’d have to walk back alone. I swore and cursed him under my breath for leaving me miles away from my car without someone to talk to as I walked back. By the time I returned to my car, I was half angry at the state of my hair from the wind blowing it, and half at the fact that the trip could’ve taken only a few minutes if I had used my true speed. I knew better than to zip across a human walkway. That didn’t mean I wasn’t tempted.

      I started driving back home, but I felt itchy to move my muscles. Pulling over, I parked my car on the side of the deserted road and got out. I put my hair back into a ponytail and started running down the street at top speed. Trees became a blur, and the smell of everything I was passing hit me all at once. Rain puddles, pine trees, asphalt, and the lingering scent of human, a companion from our house if I was correct.

      My ears could pick up animals miles away; rabbits, mice, and the occasional big game. The sharpness in senses I was feeling only happened when I ran. My brain was processing everything quickly, mapping out in my head what my predatory instincts needed in case I wanted to hunt. The thought of hunting made me slow down.

      There was no denying what I was. I had never been ashamed of being a Born vampire. It was only my centuries of experience that made killing humans so utterly abhorrent to me. They were frail. Their lives ended. One mistake, one decision could end them forever. And then your friend was never there again. Lives were too precious for that.

      “Nice legs, Forest Gump.”

      I looked up and realized I’d already reached the front gate of my home. Cameron stood in the front lawn peering over the tall stone fence with a smirk on his face. I hoped for his sake he wasn’t trampling the hedges.

      “I felt like running,” I said out loud, even though he hadn’t asked me anything about what I was doing.

      “I can see that,” he replied. “And your car is…” I pointed behind me and winced when he instantly looked murderous. “You left. Your sports car. ON THE FUCKING HIGHWAY??”

      I winced again and tried to defend myself. “It’s not like people drive out here, seriously. I wouldn’t be running if they were.” I vaguely wondered why I was making excuses to someone less than a fourth my age, but Cameron’s glare made me feel like a fledgling again.

      “Go the hell back. Pick your damn car up. Carry it home. If there’s a single scratch, I will force you to listen to Justin Beaver.”

      “Who?” I asked dumbly.

      “MARCH!”

      I grumbled and turned around, then went into a light sprint back to my car. Funny how just this morning, I was the bossy older person in this relationship. I didn’t, in fact, pick up my car and carry it back. I might be able to run fast enough so a human couldn’t see me, but there was no way I could hide carrying a car down the road.

      As soon as I got back and parked in the underground garage, Cameron was there swinging around a yo-yo, waiting for me. He walked over, swinging his yo-yo to narrowly miss my face (show off), and inspected my car. “Good girl. You pass.” I flipped him off.

      Our smiles faded when we opened the door leading to the turned dormitory. The screams had died down a little; they’d lost that agonizing tone that made them so hard to listen to. The room felt cold and dreary, and the coffins didn’t help the atmosphere feel less like a death chamber. Cameron’s fingers started twitching so he stuffed his hands in his pockets.

      In the center of the room stood creepy face Othello, looking over some paperwork with one of the Born that handled the companion system. A few bigger vampires stood guard among the coffins, making sure the turned didn’t escape. They were locked in, of course, but sometimes a strong one broke out and had to be dealt with. And by dealt with, I mean we beat their ass and put them back in.

      “Ah, there you are,” Othello said as we approached, handing off the papers in his hand, and motioned for the companion supervisor to leave. The other vampire winked at Cameron as she passed. I growled a warning to her to keep her hands to herself. Cameron started coughing into his hand, hiding a laugh. “They should be ready in the morning,” Othello told us, like the turned were baked chickens in the oven. Though it was kind of true, I suppose. He gave me a once-over, stopping at my breasts for an appreciative look, and that was my cue to leave, before I tore his head off. I grabbed Cameron’s elbow and we left the basement.

      When we entered the larger drawing-room, Olivier was lounging on a divan with a binder in her hands that had a cartoon vampire on the cover. Her companion, Renard, sat next to her and his hand drew lazy circles on her arm, the other held a goblet of wine. He was a devoted Frenchman, very sexy, and liked to sass his Lady as much as possible. This was his third tenure with her. Age had only made him more handsome. Romantic relationships between vampires and humans were forbidden, but that didn’t stop any of us from looking the other way when these two started flirting. I’ll admit, I wanted them to hook up. A stolen kiss, a tryst in the woods. I’d never tell anyone.

      Renard jumped up and tipped his faded top hat to me, exposing his buzzed red hair. “Ah, ma belle mademoiselle!” he said brightly with a twist of his barbell mustache. “Do not worry, ma Cherie,” he added, turning to Olivier who was ignoring him. “There is no one as charmante as you.”

      “Ass,” she muttered in French before calling him stupid, and a few other things that weren’t so charmante of her. Renard dropped his outspread arms and gave her the stink eye. She smirked, still focused on her binder.

      And that’s what I meant by flirting.

      Renard rolled his eyes and sat back down to drink from his chalice. “The screams have gotten better. Mon dieu. That is a relief on my ears.” He’d been here long enough to have a vampire-like attitude about it, but I could still see circles under his eyes. He downed his wine in one long gulp.

      Olivier closed her vampire binder and sighed. “I can’t wait until tomorrow when we can start getting some fucking work done. God, I hate sitting around.” Before she came here, she had been one of the Hunters, the vampire police. They traveled in a small group, hunting down those of us that broke the law. The vampire law, I might add, not human law. We didn’t abide by their rules. A Hunter’s job never ended, they were always pursuing a subject. Always. I didn’t know why Olivier decided to leave them and come here, and I knew better than to ask.

      She wasn’t the only one looking forward to tomorrow when the screams would stop and the work began.
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            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Sleeping didn’t come easily that night. Olivier and I had spent the rest of the day going over paperwork. Cameron went to his room as soon as we finished dinner, leaving me by myself in the large castle. After all my work was done, I went to my room and changed into a nightgown, but after an hour of lying in bed, I was still wide-awake. I put on a kimono robe and went downstairs to the library. Maybe I’d read more of that sexy book and do a little rub a dub dub.

      The large library was part of the turned portion of the castle. Red carpet, red walls, electric candelabras instead of normal lighting, and heavy curtains at the windows that could be drawn during the day. The Born rooms were bright with large windows and no curtains. This was, after all, our home. After the turned were trained, they would all leave and be reassigned to another Order. We were the oldest group of vampires and maintained our purity. The turned were not allowed to have a permanent residence here. It was a bit snobby, but who was I to scoff at tradition?

      Waiting for me in the library was a sleeping figure on one of the ornate sofas. I smelled wine and brandy. Moving closer, I saw Renard’s sleeping face. His snores made his barbell mustache flutter. A large and mostly empty bottle of brandy lay atop a stack of books on the floor in front of him. I reached down and picked it up, my eyes searching the red carpet for the lid.

      “Amore…mi amore,” Renard muttered in his sleep. He suddenly came awake when I reached beside him to retrieve the brandy lid. “Ah, belle Lisbeth.” He sat up and scrubbed a hand down his face to scratch at his red stubble.

      “Did Olivier kick you out again?” I asked him, only half serious. She’d only done so once in their thirty years together. He dared to make a joke about her vampire mermaid dresses. Or maybe they’d finally made love and she regretted it. Who knew.

      Renard’s violet eyes caught the moonlight, a shade lighter than my own purple eyes. It seemed as if all our companions had some exotic quality, like how humans kept exotic pets. Bad analogy. “Non. I needed to drown the damn noise.” The screams were still going on downstairs, and all the tuning out in the world couldn’t make me not hear it. The turned were close to being ready, and in a last push, they’d gotten louder hoping we’d let them out. It wouldn’t work.

      Renard got up and gently took the bottle from my hand, then leaned down to my face and kissed my cheek. “Back to my Lady. Bon chance.” He sauntered out, grabbing onto something for balance a few times. I sat on the sofa he’d been sleeping on and plopped my head down to the headrest.

      My eyes closed. Instantly, I felt someone push a cup of coffee in my face. I sat up quickly, startled, and saw Cameron in front of me, laughing. It was morning already, the sun beat into the red room without the curtains to block it. I’d fallen asleep without even noticing. I started adjusting my kimono robe and noticed Cameron had brought me a dress with shoes that matched it. He turned his back so I could change.

      “Thanks,” I said to Cameron when I was done. He turned and handed me my mug of coffee. We sipped in awkward silence, both unconsciously testing to hear if the screams had stopped. I counted two individual screams from the dormitory, the ones I’d heard last night screaming in rage. Those two would be trained by Olivier specifically. She handled the tougher turned. I might have been just as unbreakable, but she put my strength to shame. I’d seen her win a fight against vampires decades older than her.

      Cameron took my mug and I followed him to the kitchen. He was muttering a mantra under his breath, “Bacon, bacon, bacon, bacon.” The kitchen and small cafeteria were bustling with vampires and their companions eating breakfast. Cameron skirted around other people cooking at the stoves and took two plates out of one of the ovens. All the tables in the cafeteria were taken, so after grabbing silverware and drinks, we went outside to eat in the garden.

      The outside tables were surrounded by plots of flowers and plenty of lawn in case someone wanted to have a picnic. Othello sat at one of the umbrella-shaded tables with Marie, a younger Born vampire, who was staring at me like I’d insulted her shoes. Being Othello’s mate meant power, and Marie wanted that power. She was welcome to it. Hope you enjoy seeing Othello’s O-face, Marie. Oh god. Now I was contemplating Othello’s O-face.

      Cute puppies. Cute puppies.

      Cameron and I put everything on a table far away from them and started eating. Cameron had made us Japanese lettuce pancakes with bacon and some kind of sauce on top. My lip curled at the sight of it.

      “Stop making a face,” he scolded me. “This is good food. Just because it’s not blood pudding, or whatever rich ass people ate in the middle ages-” I cut him off by flinging a piece of lettuce pancake at him. He almost looked like he was about to start a food fight, and I was fully prepared to defend my side of the table, when he started laughing and took a big bite of lettuce pancake to spite me. “MMmmmmm!” he moaned defiantly. Othello and Marie approached us mid-pancake. Marie had a dainty lace parasol in her hand that was the same pink as her stylish suit. Your parasol is pointless, dainty one. Othello wore his typical Victorian getup, looking like a giant tool.

      “I left you some daisies in your suite,” Othello informed me, giving me a look like he expected me to suddenly decide to screw him then and there because he’d brought me flowers. Again. For a million days in a row. I made an ‘Oh?’ face and put pancake in my mouth so I wouldn’t say something rude, like ‘keep trying, bitch. I will not drop my pants for you.’ Unfortunately, as always, he pretended to not notice my lack of exuberance. “After breakfast, we will convene in the dormitory.” He turned and walked back towards the castle, rebuffing Marie’s attempt to take his arm.

      Cameron imitated Othello’s deep British accent. “‘We will convene in the dormitory.’” He rolled his eyes. “Creepy ass dude with his creepy ass accent.”

      “You know I used to have an accent, right? As did you.”

      He shrugged his shoulders. “Not a creepy one. What did your accent sound like? You were born in Hungary, right?”

      “Transylvania,” I corrected since that was what it had been at the time. “As cliché as that sounds. Ugh.” I waved my hands around while saying in my Dracula voice, “Ooo, a vampire born in Transylvania!” Cameron laughed around a piece of bacon. “I was raised in England, actually. We just managed to stick around in England long enough for the accent to arrive. Right so, guv-nah.”

      Cameron snorted as Olivier and Renard came around the corner of the castle, arm in arm. Olivier wore a black mermaid dress decorated with leather belts, and she was squinting at the sun like it was there just to torture her. She hated being outside. Renard’s broad shoulders dwarfed her small frame and blocked some of the sun.

      “We’re needed,” she said evenly. I couldn’t tell if she was dreading it, or was excited at the prospect of working again.

      Both. Always both.

      I looked down and realized I’d finished the lettuce pancake and it had tasted good, shockingly. Cameron was smirking at me since I was such a picky eater and had eaten something different for once. I flicked more lettuce at him and stood up to follow Olivier to the dormitory.

      Taking my spot, Renard sat down with Cameron and they started talking about a TV show they’d both been watching like they were the closest of friends. They had something of a good relationship, considering how long Cameron had been here, and how often they had to entertain themselves while we were busy.

      Olivier was quiet on our trek, breaking the silence only to comment on someone’s poor fashion choices, and to tell me I had bacon breath. I almost asked what was bothering her, but then I remembered. In a few weeks, new companions would be brought here for the turned and Born to choose from, and that meant the end of all companion contracts. Olivier was probably scared that Renard wouldn’t renew his tenure for a fourth time. He wasn’t a young man anymore. He was in his mid-40s now. His face was beginning to show thin smile lines, and his buzzed hair was thinning out. Would he really want to spend more years of his life with a woman that he could never have as his own?

      Cameron was leaving.

      The thought sobered me, and any buzz from the nice morning was gone. We both entered the dark haunting basement looking like someone had just slapped us. Well. I did, at least. Olivier looked like she was going to punch the next person who was cheerful to her. The atmosphere in front of us was somber, so everyone’s face was safe for now. Othello had put on a long black robe, trying to look official as the head of our Order, and he held two large golden keys in his hand. Those keys would unlock every coffin in the room.

      Two voices still came from the coffins, screaming faintly, waiting for us to let them out. When they found out we weren’t going to, they’d start up again. Logically, we would be doing this ceremony after dark, when the turned couldn’t be reduced to a lovely pile of ashes if the sun touched them for too long, but Othello worked on his own schedule. He refused to bend it for the turned.

      Olivier and I approached the small group of Born vampires, nodding to the ones we worked with sometimes. Othello silently handed me one of the keys, and he and I walked to the end of the room and began unlocking each coffin, except for the two that were still noisy. It took us a few minutes to reach the other end of the chamber. When we finished, we walked back to the center, where the tall iron candelabras stood.

      “Arise,” Othello said loudly, his voice echoing. “You are now one of the turned. You have been reborn as a creature of the night.” As he spoke, the coffin lids opened one by one and the turned sat up. Their eyes were dark with shadows and each one had a sense of calm they didn’t have before now. They started to step out of the coffins and join us in the center of the room. There were so many, at least fifty, counting the two extras. Every year we turned more and more. The turned were all dirty with old blood, the result of scratching and beating against wood for countless hours.

      Olivier led them to the basement shower room, there specifically for the turned to use, while I got to order around some maids. They’d been waiting in the underground garage, a cluster of human housecleaners that did their work and asked no questions. Normally they just cleaned the castle once a week, however, once a year we needed them to change the bedding in the coffins. The turned had done real damage to their interiors, but we’d lined them with old bedding on purpose. Almost every coffin was stripped, given a quick rubdown, and lined with new red silk bedding.

      Yes, the turned still slept in the coffins during their training. Only now they wouldn’t be locked from the outside. After the maids were done, I led the Born vampires back upstairs to the smaller drawing-room, on the turned side of the house. The room was dimly lit, and red. Red carpet, red curtains, red walls. Red, red, red. Olivier and the turned that had been released were waiting for us, now all cleaned up and dressed in robes. Later today, their measurements would be taken and they would be able to order new clothes for their new bodies.

      Othello silenced everyone by clapping his hands. “Now begins your training. You will spend the next five months learning from your instructors, Lisbeth and Olivier.” He gestured to us, and I waved with a smile. Olivier ignored everyone. Othello said a few more things, some inspirational bullshit, then he gestured for the Born vampires to leave, and he followed them out.

      Their part was done. Now Olivier and I were in charge.
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      We spent most of the morning answering questions the turned had, and believe me, they were asking the dumbest questions.

      Why’d you lock us up?

      Are we prisoners?

      I don’t want to drink blood. It’s gross.

      Olivier’s method of dealing with stupidity was chopping their heads off. I was beginning to wish that was acceptable. Our lunch could not have come soon enough, and was brought to us so we could supervise the turned having their new bodies measured.

      Olivier bit into a stuffed tomato, her eyes surveying the turned carefully like one might choose to bolt suddenly. I didn’t see the point. We were more babysitters than crowd control. Even if they did get past us, they’d burn to a crisp outside.

      One of the turned started complaining when it was his turn to be measured, not seeing the point in knowing his size since he didn’t care what he wore. Olivier scoffed to herself. “Obviously, we didn’t screen well enough,” she said quietly. “Every year these fucks try me. If it’s not their endless questions, it’s their lack of fashion sense.” I rolled my eyes. She was such a fashion diva.

      My phone went off and I stuffed a piece of fish in my mouth to lift it out of my pocket. It was a text from Cameron.

      Renard wants me to lift weights with him. I THOUGHT WE WERE FRIENDS!!

      I giggled and started texting back something witty since Cameron never worked out and still had a perfect body. Lift weights, flirt with the girls at the gym, and then make him play video games with you :-D

      He responded back with, Nice try, but there’s no girls here. I’m not working out if the gym is lacking ladies. I laughed and put my phone back in my pocket.

      After the measurements were over and the bitching ceased, Olivier and I could begin.

      “Your first lesson,” I said after everyone had sat down or perched on something, “is your fangs.” They all looked disappointed like they’d been expecting something like combat fighting, so I tried to elaborate. “You must know how to control your fangs when you are around a human. Now, I know you have learned control of your thirst, and that’s the first step for a turned vampire.”

      One of the turned interrupted me. “Seriously? We have to sit here and talk about fangs? When do we learn to break stuff?”

      Grr.

      Olivier answered that one, saving me the chance to tell someone to shut up. “You’ll learn that later. It’s important right now to learn Vampire etiquette.”

      “And you only learn to… break things… because it’s important to know the boundaries of your strength. Not so you can fight or kill someone,” I added quickly.

      “That is so boring!” a girl with perfect blonde hair said. She had refused to be measured since she insisted she had always been this skinny. “You mentioned you were a vampire Hunter before,” she said to Olivier. “I want to be one.”

      Olivier’s eyebrows knit together. “The turned don’t become Hunters.”

      This outraged several of the turned. “That’s so unfair!”

      “Why can’t we? Is it some super selective club?”

      “That’s racist!”

      Oh my fucking god, I had the worst job in the history of ever.

      Olivier let out a high-pitched noise that shook the room and made our ears cry with pain. “ALL OF YOU BITCHES SHUT UP!” She straightened and huffed like she was about to send them to detention after spanking their ungrateful asses. “You will all go down to the dormitory. Lessons are over.” No one protested.

      I walked over to her when the room was empty and wiggled a finger in my ear. “Oww.” She smiled as an apology. “I fucking hate it when you do that.”

      “It gets them to shut the hell up. Worth it,” was her response.

      My ears disagreed, but I smiled back anyway and pulled her in for a hug. We put our work away and went upstairs. Our companions were in my suite waiting, sitting on one of the divans. Cameron was playing a video game on the big screen TV and Renard was watching him while casually lifting a twenty-pound weight with one arm. They both waved to us, too absorbed to get up. Olivier plopped down on the floor next to Renard and started complaining to him in French about how our day had gone, using every single slur she could think of.

      Watching Cameron made me sad again. He’d be gone before I knew it, and I didn’t want him to leave me. I quickly grabbed my purse and zipped down to the underground garage for my car. I needed to talk to Balthazar about something, anything. Or I’d find that sweet book reader and have my way with her. Either way, I couldn’t be upset about losing my companion. This was a fact of my life.

      I stopped at several bookstores, a few antique places, but Balthazar didn’t show up. I’d wandered onto the outskirts of town, and was starting to feel weary from my search when I bumped into someone at the end of a street. I started to apologize and noticed it was a child, about ten years old.

      The hairs on my neck stood up in warning.

      The child stunk of Lycan.
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      I looked down at the child in front of me. I’d knocked both of us over so I was leaning over him. I sat up and he watched me warily. No doubt, he could smell me as well and knew what I was. His enemy.

      “Simon!” someone shouted. I looked up and on the other side of the street crossing were two burly men and a smaller woman that looked just as tough.

      Fuck.

      I could tell by sight that the taller male was an Alpha. The smell from them made my lips curl in a survival instinct, and I had to fight to keep my fangs from dropping. Why weren’t the wolves coming closer? They had an Alpha plus two. I knew I wouldn’t stand much of a chance against them. They could easily run over here, grab me and the child, and rip me to pieces in a dark alley. I looked down at the child and back at the Lycans, and then it hit me.

      The borders. The edge of my Order’s land was this street crossing. The border we owned spread the same distance in every direction and it was marked by the scent of vampire blood. The Lycans couldn’t cross to save their pup or their lives would be forfeit to me. It was the law.

      I looked back down at the boy. His scent was human, I realized. The Lycan scent I’d smelled was residual, from other people. His parents. The boy had black hair and tanned skin, a typical werewolf look. His features were in-between boy and preteen. He still had the chubby cherub cheeks and full lips of a child, but his eyes were deep and aged. He knew running from me wouldn’t do any good. He was waiting for me to take him away and do my duty.

      And fuck me, I couldn’t do it.

      “Simon,” I said to him over the very few humans around us, hoping that that was his name. “I am over four hundred years old. And in all that time, I have never killed a child. I’m not saying I’ve never killed before because I have.” I stole a glance at the Lycans and they were listening with straining ears to hear me. “I have drained the blood of innocents and thought nothing of it. But my hands have never harmed a child.” I stood up and held my hand out to him. He took it and let me lead him to the edge of the border, in the middle of the street. There were no cars around, so the Lycans met us in the center.

      The Alpha regarded me with cautious eyes. “Why are you letting the boy go? He crossed. He is surrendered to you now. His blood is yours to spill.” The boy’s mother was holding back a sob, pretending she was growling at me. Her mate put his arm on her shoulder to steady her.

      I met the Alpha’s gaze, suddenly feeling brave while sizing up a Lycan so big he made me look like a toothpick. “You heard what I said. I will not spill a child’s blood. Not even a Lycan.” I tried not to say Lycan like it was a dirty word. Simon’s hand was still in mine, I released it and gave him a push to his parents. They grabbed him fiercely, giving me a look like they’d fight me if I changed my mind.

      “Your kind will find out,” the Alpha warned me.

      “I don’t smell anyone nearby,” I told him, making sure to breathe deeply and push my senses out around us. “And if you left, it would be even better for both of us. So leave. Now.” I gestured with my hand in the opposite direction of where we were standing.

      Instead of just leaving like Simon and his parents were doing, the Lycan Alpha handed me a bracelet he’d just removed from his wrist. It was easily almost three times the width of my own delicate wrists. “We owe you a debt, bloodsucker. Keep this, and it will protect you from any Lycan that tries to harm you.”

      I turned the bracelet over in my hands. It was very intricate with braided threads and beads, and… “Are those fucking vampire teeth??” I tried not to be too horrified since he was trying to thank me, but damn it was difficult.

      He smiled ruefully. “They are a symbol of strength and status.”

      “That’s kind of bullshit,” I whispered to myself and almost gave it back, but he chuckled at me and was gone. The bracelet stunk of Lycan and I found a public restroom to wash it clean until it smelled like vanilla soap before stuffing it in my pocket.
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        * * *

      

      I went home and pretended nothing had happened. As far as I could tell, I was in the clear. No one knew I’d broken our second highest law. The first was about not killing another vampire. I hid the bracelet in my room. I seriously wasn’t about to wear something with vampire teeth on it as a decoration. Symbol of strength, my ass.

      Olivier unlocked the two remaining turned the next morning. They were large men with ripples of muscles And strong. Stronger than I was. It was a shame they were one of the turned. They would’ve been invaluable if they were Born. With the addition to the ranks, we took the opportunity to introduce the strength lesson early.

      After dark, we led the turned out to a small clearing beyond the castle grounds. It was lit with gas lamps that looked like the color of firefly light. One lamp flickered, so Olivier walked up and kicked it. It flickered again and came back on stronger than before like it was afraid Olivier would kick it again. She hopped onto a fallen log and I walked up to stand beside her as she got the group’s attention.

      “Today we’re learning about the limitations of our strength. It’s important to know the exact limits of strength in order to keep it under control. You can’t be in control if you’re afraid of breaking someone or something all the time. So. Go pick a tree, and have fun.” She gestured to the forest behind us. “Don’t worry. We sell any trees you knock down and plant new ones later. You two,” she added, pointing her finger at the two bigger turned. “With me.” They followed her, and one of them glanced over at me and waved with his pointer finger.

      The other turned quickly began their strength lesson, and it was my job to supervise and motivate them. They started hitting the trees, softly at first, but then they really started giving it their all.

      “Don’t be afraid to punch it! It won’t hit you back. No,” I told one of them. “Put your thumb on the outside of your fingers. You’ll cut into your palm if you– Damn it! No punching other students! Oh my god!” Someone started laughing behind me, and I turned to see Balthazar standing next to one of the gas lamps. He swung his cane at me as a hello. Everyone was busy with their exercises, so I left the turned and crossed the clearing to join him.

      “Hey,” I said as I got closer. “What are you doing here?” I squinted at him, trying to figure out his motives. “Don’t tell me. The restriction is lifted and you want to tell me all about the human girl you just fucked behind Arby’s?”

      He sighed wearily, no traces of amusement on his face. “Am I not allowed to visit you whenever I choose?”

      I blinked. He was never not cheerful. And he also never came to the castle. “Umm, of course you are.”

      “I’m just checking up on you,” he said quietly, his face softening and looking more normal. “You’re busy though, so I’ll leave.” I started to protest, but he was gone and there was no way to call him back. Damn it. It was about time he got a mobile so this would stop happening.

      “What was that about?” Olivier asked, suddenly right in my ear. I screamed and jumped three feet in the air, then came crashing down, only to land on one of my heels. I heard a snap that wasn’t my leg.

      “Fuck!” I shouted, peering down at my shoe. Olivier bent to examine it and said with a sigh of relief, “not designer,” as if that meant breaking it wasn’t a big deal. Though, if they had been designer, I’d have been more upset. I hobbled to the log she’d stood on earlier and sat down to inspect my broken shoe.

      Speaking of breaking.

      “You might want to…” I pointed to her big charges that were launching tree trunks at other trees and starting to launch them at each other.

      “Son of a bitch! QUIT THAT RIGHT NOW, YOU FUCKING HOOLIGANS!”

      I laughed under my hand, pretending to cough. Frustrated Olivier was always entertaining, but she didn’t appreciate me giggling about it. The turned continued for several hours, making the small clearing into a bigger one with the effort. We still had a while until dawn, but by then we were all as exhausted as we can get. The turned walked back to the castle with us at their heels. I hobbled beside Olivier with my broken shoe. She was about to make a snarky comment about my boots but stopped when we opened the rear gate and entered the back garden.

      Othello stood with a few older vampires, discussing something intense. Among them stood a tall, muscled Born I’d never seen before. We walked closer, catching their attention. Everyone’s gaze was business as usual, except for the new Born. He stared at us with cold icy blue eyes like he was looking for the person who stole his cookies, and we had cookie crumbs on us. Olivier went rigid beside me and gave him an equally pensive look. She was momentarily the Hunter Olivier, the side of her I’d never been around, and if her face was anything to go by, I wasn’t sure I wanted to.

      “Ladies, there you are.” Othello motioned us closer. The Born’s eyes followed us as if he expected us to bolt away. “This is Arthur,” Othello said, waving a hand towards the hawk-like vampire beside him. Arthur’s clothing was decorated with a horde of weapons strapped to his limbs and waist. His face and arms had a few tattoos and several nasty looking scars, but it only made him look more virile, and annoyingly, slightly attractive.

      Yes. He was super hot. I’d have to get his number.

      Arthur finally spoke, his voice deep and rough. “Olivier and I are acquainted.” His inflection on acquainted spoke of more than simple friendship, but his expression remained neutral. Staring into his cold eyes, I found myself wondering if he was capable of any emotion other than disinterested. What would happen if I kissed him?

      “If you’ll excuse us, Lisbeth and I are exhausted. Good night.” Olivier grabbed my arm and herded me through the back door. I tried to speak several times, but she continued to hush me until we’d reached my suite. Cameron was asleep in his room so the parlor was empty. Olivier sank down into a chair and sighed heavily. I didn’t say anything, just sat on the couch next to her chair, and waited for her to explain. She peeked over at me and then looked at the ceiling. “Arthur is a Hunter. A special kind of Hunter, I should say. When he arrives, he’s looking for a criminal that’s part of an Order. And he never EVER shows up at an Order unless someone has broken the law.”

      Oh. SHIT.

      Arthur was here for me. The tall sexy beast I’d contemplated kissing was here for me. And not in the good way.

      I tried not to tense at her words, and failed. She sat up straight to appraise me blankly. “Something you’d like to share with the class? You know I’m trained to notice even the slightest hint of body language, right?”

      Oh, I knew. I’d once attempted to pull off a lie in front of her, and it didn’t go very well. When I met her gaze, I couldn’t help but display a small measure of guilt. She stared at me for a long time, waiting for me to explain, but I kept my mouth shut. Admitting what I’d done would mean Olivier might be punished as well. Besides, I was being irrational. Just because lawbreaking was rare didn’t mean it never happened. Arthur might be here for someone else. Maybe.

      “So,” she said slowly, dragging the word out. “Keeping secrets? Secrets are shit. No one is allowed to have secrets.”

      I almost laughed. “Not even Renard?”

      “Never.” She dropped it, seeing that I wouldn’t be confessing anytime soon. I couldn’t tell whether she suspected me or thought I knew who the culprit was.
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        * * *

      

      The next day I found Arthur walking around on the west side of the building where the full-sized chess set was. He lifted up the king piece easily and looked inside its hollow center.

      “I don’t think there’s a criminal in there,” I informed him, pointing to the empty space. He set it down and reached to pick up the rook to search it too. “I’m Lisbeth, by the way.”

      “Hmm,” he said in response, and picked up another piece to study. “I’m busy, Lisbeth. Go bother someone else.” Arthur’s voice was deep and rough like he’d shouted too much or hardly used his vocal chords, but he also lacked the tonal quality that made voices nice to listen to. He was truly cold inside and out.

      “Rude,” I muttered and climbed onto the rook to sit on top of it, watching the Hunter check the chess field like a moron. He had sandy blonde hair cropped close to his head and his jaw looked like it was chiseled from stone. Je-sus. I was still attracted to him. Wrong place, wrong Hunter. “So you dated Olivier, huh?”

      “We didn’t date,” he said blankly, finally looking my way.

      “Oh, so you mean you just…” I mimed sex with my fingers. He watched me and raised an eyebrow, then picked up a pawn to look at.

      “That was a long time ago.” He moved to the white side of the board, where I was sitting.

      “Are you with anyone now?” God, I was really going there. Be still my loins. He wasn’t worth it.

      “I’m on the job,” he informed me shortly and picked up the rook with me still on it. “Besides, you’re not my type. I prefer women who aren’t airheads.” Oh no he didn’t.

      He set me down with a thunk and I jumped off, grabbing his dog tag necklace to bring that chiseled jaw towards my face. “Airhead I am not, sir.” His blue eyes looked my face up and down, and I instantly regretted being this close to him. My body was heating up and I found myself wanting to test that kiss theory. Would he melt in my arms, or push me away? I let go of his tags and stepped back to the rook. “They tell me you only come here when one of us has broken a law.” I tried to look casual. The chess piece search forgotten, Arthur leaned against a pawn.

      “That’s true. I prefer to not be amongst all the…” He wiggled his hand, but I wasn’t going to let him be vague.

      I crossed my hands over my chest. “Amongst all the what?”

      “Castle. Money. Cars. Jewelry. Your kind. Stuffy rich vampires.”

      “I am not stuffy,” I huffed. Now I wasn’t sure if I wanted to kick him or plant my body against his until he surrendered to me.

      He snorted, hiding the smile, and pointed a finger at me. “Oh yeah? How much did your shoes cost?”

      “Fuck you!” I shouted and stormed off across the lawn.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            5. Arthur’s Prey
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      Days passed, and I tried to wipe Arthur from my mind. Lying in bed, my mind kept flashing images of the Lycan Alpha and the brown-eyed pup I’d saved. I’d hidden the bracelet behind the drawer in my nightstand, and for some reason, I felt like taking it out. It truly was a fine piece of work, despite the insulting teeth woven into it. I tried to pretend they belonged to a cat. A very large cat.

      I’d just drifted off to sleep with the bracelet still in my hand when there was a pounding at the door. My blood turned cold. Was Arthur here to arrest me? I quickly used the bracelet to tie my hair back and then covered it with a wide ribbon so no one could see it before putting on a robe. Cameron was answering the door when I walked into the parlor, and in burst Arthur, followed by his security team.

      Othello entered behind them, protesting loudly. “I told you that Lisbeth cannot possibly be the-” He was cut off by Arthur’s hand rising as a signal to shut up.

      “Everyone is suspect. No exceptions,” Arthur informed him.

      Without even asking me, the Born security team swept over my rooms. They took care to not break anything, thankfully, but they didn’t care about replacing pillowcases after they’d been removed or putting my belongings back in an orderly fashion.

      I played it cool and kept my face neutral like I was simply annoyed at being bothered. “Anything in particular you’re looking for?” I asked him casually.

      Arthur had stayed in the parlor with us, probably monitoring our reactions. “Evidence,” he replied, like it was obvious. He glanced at me and his eyes went south, his mouth twitching a few times. My robe was open, so I closed it quickly. Under these circumstances, I didn’t want him staring at me. Stuffy, indeed.

      “He’s searched everyone else’s rooms as well,” Othello mentioned from the doorway, no doubt trying to make me feel better. It didn’t work. I knew exactly what Arthur was doing. He was an experienced Hunter who didn’t need to bother looking for evidence. Searching our rooms was just a pretense to appease whoever had sent him. Once nothing incriminating was found, the criminal would relax and slip up somehow, and then Arthur would have him. Or her.

      The security group finished, having only found a naked mermaid statue in Cameron’s bathroom that held a stash of money. Othello led the team out and onto the next suite, but Arthur didn’t move from his spot on my carpet.

      “You didn’t answer the door.”

      “I was asleep.” He was squinting at me, and I really wanted to slap him for it. “Being stuffy is exhausting, you know.”

      He wasn’t amused. “It wasn’t the first room we searched. You didn’t hear us?” he observed, scratching at his stubble.

      Cameron was the one who spoke up and saved me. “Dude, these walls are ridiculously soundproof. Do you know how many times the couple next door bangs? We don’t, because we don’t hear it.”

      It occurred to me that Arthur knew all of this. He was simply testing my reactions. He was nothing if not thorough. And that meant he was close to being onto me. Thankfully, he left soon afterward, and we all went back to bed as if nothing had happened.

      Stupid Arthur with his stupid searches trying to get under my skin. I was confident that I would be able to get him off my scent and on his merry way. I even entertained that he wasn’t here for me, though I didn’t discount it. I mean, who had even seen me at the border? I hadn’t smelled anyone nearby at the time.

      However, if anyone had seen me, even a human, our kind could find out. Since it involved drinking excess blood and using our powers on humans, it would be technically against the law, which was ironic. Breaking the law to find out who broke the law. It all depended on how far Hunters could go to keep us in line. I supposed it was a grey area for them. They got exceptions for all kinds of things. Mind controlling humans might be in that category. I had a slight hope that such methods were not allowed, even for them.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The next morning, I spent ten minutes finding the best way to hide the bracelet on my person without someone noticing, just in case Arthur searched my rooms again. Why was I even keeping it? My intuition overruled my logic since some part of me wanted to hang on to it. I finally went with fastening it to a garter belt.

      I forced myself to relax when I went downstairs after feeding from Cameron. Even he was noticing my off behavior, so when I joined Olivier in the dining hall, I tried to pretend like nothing was wrong.

      Arthur was sitting next to her.

      Be cool, be cool.

      He didn’t react when I approached. I sat next to Renard, who was clearly annoyed that his lady was sitting next to another man. I avoided all body language that indicated hiding something and lying. My body felt stiff from sitting a certain way all the time. The way Arthur was staring at me was unnerving, like he was hunting and I was his prey. I can’t deny the feeling that invoked deep inside me, making my face flush under his gaze, but this wasn’t the time to react to him because I might actually be his prey, and not in the good way.

      “Hey hey,” I greeted as I unrolled my napkin and put it in my lap. No one spoke. Olivier picked at her food and stared at a spot behind me. She too looked unusually stiff. “So,” I said slowly. “Arthur. Where are you going after you catch the lawbreaker?”

      He turned his frigid blue eyes to me like I’d just spit on him, and I had to physically hold my breath to keep from displaying any damning signals.

      “What?” he asked blankly.

      I saw Olivier’s eyes dart to me, and then back at whatever she was fixated on. “I mean, you won’t stay here afterward, right?”

      “No.” He liked single word responses.

      “Maybe we should all go to town before you leave,” I continued. “Do you like movies?”

      “Not really,” he responded. I went back to eating my food in silence since my table mates were doing the same. After a long period of quiet, Arthur said, “You’re awfully chatty, Lisbeth.”

      I shrugged. “Am I not allowed to talk to people?” Goddd. He was going to smell this lie on me like perfume. I sucked at everything.

      Instead of answering, he got up and took his dishes to the sink. Olivier waited until he had left the room before she relaxed. She gave me a pursed look.

      “Stop sitting like that. You look uncomfortable.” I slacked my spine a bit. “And stop talking to him. It won’t go well.” She picked at her salad. “He told me you tried flirting with him.”

      “What? I did not. That is outlandish, how dare you!”

      “You use big words when you’re flustered.”

      “You suck, I’m leaving.” I stood up and left the cafeteria as fast as I could.
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        * * *

      

      After that, it took effort, but I managed to maintain a normal attitude and continued with the turned training for the next few days. Arthur was never far away. I dreaded when he would show up, seemingly out of nowhere, and then watch me for hours. My only consolation was when I saw him doing the same thing to a few other Born vampires. Sickeningly, the small group of female vampires he was cornering all had the same hair color. My hair color. I looked down at my thick black curls and knew. It was as I feared.

      Arthur was here for me.

      The thought was relaxing and terrifying all at the same time. On the one hand, I knew all along that he was here for me. It also dashed my hopes that I was wrong.

      Olivier had never told me what happened to lawbreaking vampires when the Hunters caught them. She only said it wasn’t pleasant. I assumed it was decapitation or something similar. No trial before the heads of the Orders. Who cared if they were falsely accused or were in the wrong place at the wrong time? I could tell Arthur killed and asked questions never.

      I stood in the shadow of the castle, thinking of what my next move would be when Olivier drove up in her convertible.

      “Get in, loser. We’re going shopping.”

      I jumped in and we sped away. Olivier drove to the nearby town and kept going past the city limits.

      “Arthur was sent here to find you,” she said finally. Of course she knew. I hadn’t even tried to fool her, as if I could. “I’ve known for days.”

      “He recruited you to help him.” Sigh. Such an underhanded move from such a sexy guy.

      “Gods help me, I had no choice, Lisbeth. The heads of the Order commanded it. He told me someone had spared a Lycan that crossed the borders, and he was sent to find out who it was. We’ve been drinking extra blood and interrogating dozens of humans in the town. We eventually found what we needed. The humans that were there that day remembered you. Black curls. Purple eyes.” I shut my eyes and curled my fingers around the bracelet, still strapped to my leg. “Why, Lisbeth?” she demanded, slamming her hand on the steering wheel in frustration. “Fuck. Why would you break the law?”

      I opened my eyes and stared at the road in front of us. “He was a child, Olivier. If there’s only one rule I can live by in my long life, it’s protecting the life of a child.”

      “Shit.” She smashed both palms down on the steering wheel, looking away in frustration. “You’ve risked everything. Everything.”

      Reality slipped into me, like a cold icicle down my throat. Everything with Arthur had distracted me from the real danger, and now I couldn’t avoid it any longer. “I know.”

      “I can’t protect you,” she said. I could hear tears in her voice.

      “I know,” I repeated. I wanted to apologize, but that would mean I regretted it. And I didn’t.

      She casually ran a hand across her face. “Backseat,” she said. I unbuckled myself and leaned over the backseat. There was a huge duffel bag in the floorboard. The duffel bag she’d brought with her when she came to our Order, an ex-Hunter with no sense of our way of life. I sat back down with it in my lap.

      “We going camping?” I asked, half confused. She abruptly pulled the car over into a little roadside park and stopped.

      “You have a choice. Right now. You run. You run like there’s a forest fire licking your ankle. And you never look back. You never stop running.”

      That sounded exhausting. “Or?”

      “I take you back to the Order, and you face Arthur’s justice.”

      We sat there as I weighed both options. I realized that while I didn’t regret what I’d done, I didn’t want to die. I really didn’t. When I’d saved the child, I thought no one would ever know, and now I would be paying for it with my life.

      “I’ll run,” I told her.
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      Olivier left me at the roadside park with very few parting words. Don’t tell her my plans, and follow the list in the duffel bag. She had to get back to the castle and pretend she hadn’t just helped me escape. Fooling Arthur seemed to be part of her skillsets. I wasn’t worried.

      Alone, and miles away from the nearest town, I took the list out and started walking down the highway.

      Olivier’s list of survival

      1. Get a car.

      Seemed simple enough.

      2. Pick something in-between what you’d pick for yourself and what you’d never drive.

      So something between ‘car’ and ‘Hummer.’ Got it.

      3. There are sneakers in the bag.

      Thank god. I took my heels off and replaced them with the sneakers. Much better. Running for my life wouldn’t be much fun in heels.

      4. Stop reading the list and follow number 1.

      I rolled my eyes and stuck the list into my pocket.

      It was survival time. I had to rearrange my way of thinking. Whatever the Hunters and Arthur thought I was going to do, I would have to do the opposite. Or was that completely wrong and stupid? Would they expect that of me? Don’t overthink it.

      They probably expected me to steal a car and then leave a trail of stolen cars for them to follow. A trail was not a good idea. After an hour of walking on back roads, I reached a town. I rummaged through the duffle bag and found a plastic baggie with a large amount of cash in it, enough to buy a car. Or maybe two cars.

      After asking around, I found a used car place that looked semi-shady, one that wouldn’t ask questions or require paperwork, and would keep their mouths shut with the proper encouragement. I bought something tiny, expensive, and probably extremely gas efficient. Definitely not me at all. The dealer charged me double and I didn’t break his arm for it, even though I was sorely tempted to. The money baggie was still semi-full when I left in my tiny car.

      The day was far from over and I was already exhausted. My feet had blisters from walking so far. I could feel Cameron’s blood working on them, leaving me hungry and cranky. I’d only need a sip or two and it would be fixed. The duffle bag didn’t have clothing in it, meaning I had to purchase all of that myself.

      I drove another hour and then raided a hippy clothing store where the clerk looked so out of it, I bet she didn’t even remember what I looked like. I changed in my car and turned the Alpha’s bracelet over and over in my hands. A simple act had started all this, but no matter what, I refused to feel regret. The bracelet was made for a large arm and I wrapped it around my wrist a few times until it wouldn’t fall off. Once I was a few hours away from the Order, I pulled over and looked at everything in the duffle bag. Besides the money baggie, there was a large container of unmarked lotion, which was addressed in the list.

      5. Use this so you’ll look more human.

      The lotion, as I found out, would tint my white skin so I would appear human. I applied it liberally all over my body. Goodbye, pale skin. Hello, tan.

      6. Dye your hair.

      I recoiled. I didn’t want to dye my hair. Call it pride, but I loved my black curls. They were part of me. Who would I be without them?

      7. No buts.

      Damn you, Olivier! The list had a few tips on other things I’d need to survive, and ended with one line.

      18. I believe in you.

      With a smidge more confidence than I had before, I drove for another hour before going to a beauty parlor. I was already in another state by now, and my route wasn’t a straight line, so I felt safe that I’d lost Arthur for now. The beautician gave me a trim before chemically straightening my hair and dying it dark brown.

      Dressed in earthy, beachy tree hugger clothing with no makeup, and my beautiful curls straightened and dyed brown, and my skin a golden orange, the face I saw in the mirror every day was gone. I felt ugly and plain. My reflection in the beauty parlor mirror was a stranger. Would I lose myself in all of this? Would running away erase all I’d become in 400 years? I couldn’t think about that right now.

      Numbly, I left the beauty parlor and bought a pair of sunglasses, a snack, and a map from a sidewalk vendor. My new car was waiting at the end of the block. It needed a name. All good vessels did. This car was going to carry me to safety, away from Arthur and his chiseled jaw.

      I dub thee Excalibur.

      While munching on some churros, I used the map to plot a route to the safest place I could think of. Texas. It was mostly pack territory, and that worked to my advantage. I didn’t know exactly where the packs lived, but I would know when I got there. They mark their territory, and I’m not using an idiom. They literally piss on it. Yuck.

      And even though I was nervous, scared, and self-doubting, I still felt oddly excited. I’d been living in luxury for more than a century, so using my wit to survive wasn’t needed. Even before then, I’d always relied on other vampires to make the decisions for me, except for my sabbatical when I was still a fledgling. That didn’t really count though, because right after leaving my home in England, I’d met Olivier and then followed her around for decades. It’s a good thing she stopped thinking I was annoying.

      Maybe I’d just been waiting for something like this. Something to finally rip me from my mundane life and force me to start living in the moment. Show myself, not just Arthur, that I wasn’t stuffy.

      Being on the run was invigorating. I’d forgotten how good it felt. The danger of it all seeped into my veins and I felt like I was drowning in adrenaline. As much as I was loving it, I still missed my simple life at the Order. I missed spending time with Cameron. It was comforting to know he was safe, though. I tried to put him out of my mind. I tried to picture him living a normal human life. Getting a job. A house. A wife. He’d finally belong. That was all I wanted for him.

      My new car was adorable. Sleeping in it was not. A quick purchase of a down sleeping bag made the small trunk more comfortable, though my long legs didn’t thank me for it. I slept at highway truck stops and applied the tanning lotion every morning.

      That became my schedule. Wake up, drive. Eat food, drive. Eat again, park somewhere hidden, sleep. Repeat.

      The one thing Olivier hadn’t provided for me was blood. I was starving for blood, but I couldn’t feed. Finding a human wouldn’t work because a human’s first vampire bite took days to heal. If I stole disgusting bagged blood from a hospital, the Hunters would find out. Any blip of stolen blood on a hospital record and they’d be on that hospital like a swarm of bees. It was on the list as things to avoid doing, but I needed blood. If I didn’t feed soon, I’d go into a frenzy, and that was a shit storm I’d never escape from. I stopped at a large city that I could blend into and scoured it until I found a blood drive. It was at a large Catholic church in the parking lot. Groups of old people and families stood outside the little trailer, all sipping juice and eating cookies as they talked amongst themselves.

      The lady at the sign-in table was wearing pastel cashmere and a big smile that silently promised it would try to convert me later. Not gonna happen, sister. I signed a fake name and went into the trailer when it was my turn. A nurse stood inside and showed me where to sit. There was an old man next to me who had fallen asleep in his chair. His blood bag was almost full. I tried not to stare at it.

      The nurse tried chatting to me in a friendly way as she gathered some paperwork for me to fill out. I saw an open ice chest of filled blood bags on a tray in front of me and saw my chance.

      I stood up and pretended I was off balance. “Actually, I don’t feel so good. I’m really squeamish, and I was trying to face my fears, but I just-” I dry heaved and put my hand on the side of the ice chest, purposefully knocking it over. “I’m so sorry!” I pretended to try to pick them up, and ‘accidentally’ stepped on a few until they popped. The smell of dead blood shot up my nose. I felt equally sick and hungry.

      I almost felt sorry for the human nurse, having to deal with me standing in a pile of half busted blood bags and heaving like I was about to throw up. I repeatedly told her I was sorry and made sure to look as pathetic as possible. I helped her gather the bags back into the ice chest, and told her I’d throw them away.

      As if.

      I went out the back door of the trailer, where the happy humans couldn’t see me with blood all over my hands and shoes, and ran in the other direction. I hid behind the dumpster and took stock of what I had to work with.

      Out of four bags, three were busted and only had a small amount of blood left in them. The fourth bag was fine. All that effort for one bag of blood. It figured. I left them there, dropped the ice chest back off behind the trailer, and went back for my bounty. I stuck to the shadows on my way back to Excalibur, sucking on the busted bags until they were dry. I found a puddle to wiggle my shoes in to clean them. I saw myself in the reflection, blood all over my arms. As much as it disgusted me, I licked myself clean. Every drop was ecstasy.

      Mission accomplished. Score for Lisbeth.
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      Bagged blood is revolting.

      It’s like having a mug of tea that smells like tea and looks like tea, but when you sip it, it tastes like dog piss. My brain constantly reminded me that this was not what blood is supposed to taste like. Not to mention it made me feel sick. Never throw up sick, but a headache and general lethargy were the main side effects. I honestly had no idea how the turned could live on this stuff, but they could. Lucky fucks.

      After a week of zigzagging, backtracking, carefully timed slow poking, occasional sitting around for hours, and swearing so loudly I was sure the humans were going to call the cops, I was in Kansas. The bagged blood was making my temples throb. I’d rationed myself to one sip a day, but I was paying the price. Weakness was spreading throughout my body, a paralyzing weakness that sometimes hit me so hard I couldn’t move my arms to get the blood from the cooler in the morning. I was also losing weight, and my eyes were constantly bloodshot like I was drunk.

      After passing the Kansas state sign, I was sitting in Excalibur at a roadside park, carefully forcing myself to sip some blood from the pack after fumbling with it for a few minutes because my fingers refused to work. God, it tasted foul. My mouth scrunched up and I gagged, like a human taking medicine. Nasty gross ‘please leave my stomach’ medicine.

      ‘Heat of the Moment’ came from the backseat. Why was my car playing music? It started playing again, and I realized it was coming from the duffle bag. Hidden in one of the numerous side pockets was an old-fashioned burner phone and one of those wireless chargers that ran on batteries. Amazingly, the phone still had a percentage on the battery and wasn’t dead even though it had been sitting in my car for a week.

      As the song started a third time, I answered the phone.

      “Hello?” I had no idea who would be on the other end. Arthur? He would. Maybe it was a booty call? Arthur booty calling me. Nah.

      “Bonjour, Lisbeth.” Renard.

      I sighed with relief. I wasn’t in the mood for sexy talk. “Renard! Why are you calling me? I’m on the run!”

      “I know. It was Olivier who was going to call you, but…” He trailed off and his silence was deafening. I immediately thought she’d been killed or punished for helping me, but then he wouldn’t be there to call me. “All Hunters have been recruited to find you. Including former Hunters,” he added.

      Oh. Olivier hunting me? I mean, she’d been helping Arthur at the castle, but hunting me in the open was completely different. That was the least amount of comforting information I could’ve ever gotten. My hands shook and I almost dropped the phone. “If she leads them off my trail for too long, they’ll know she’s helping me.”

      “Oui.” He sighed and struggled for words. “I do not wish to compromise your safety by asking this, but please… protect my lady.” My heart broke for him. To protect her, I would have to use a different tactic, and that meant I could become vulnerable. Fuck it, I was smart. I could figure it out.

      “I’ll do my best,” I promised him.

      “How are you doing without blood?”

      I swallowed and took some time to answer. “Fine,” I lied. Lying was stupid, and I knew it. I could hear him silently calling me out on trying to bullshit him. Renard had been with us for a long time. While he’d never seen for himself the side effects of our hunger, he knew well enough from stories we’d told him. Before I could speak, he had to hang up and get back to the castle.

      So. I had to come up with an entirely new plan, one that would protect both Olivier and myself. I took a break from eating gas station food and went to a country café. They had some maps of Kansas and the nearby states, so I bought one of each. While I ate a greasy hamburger with fries and a red soda (it wasn’t blood, but the color was comforting), I plotted out a new route and made new plans. The constant planning and sneaking around was wearing me out, even without the bagged blood sapping all my energy. Olivier probably knew that and would inform Arthur, so continuing with my path was the best option.

      The next night, I was at another rest stop finishing up a few sips of vile blood when I smelled vampires.

      Shit on a stick.

      They’d found me. I knew it. My stupid plans were for shit and now I’d be captured. I pushed my senses out and caught the scent of leather and steel. Definitely Hunters. They weren’t close enough to be able to smell me as well unless they were paying attention. I drove away in Excalibur and found an unpaved driveway that lead to an empty house with a rundown barn. I parked Excalibur inside the barn and doused the car in a spray that would mask my scent (it was in the duffle bag), then I started running. I ran as fast as I could and my senses widened automatically without me having to use energy. Running was taxing, and my feet stumbled every other step. I couldn’t keep it up much longer. My senses were starting to close back in from my lack of blood. I started tripping and struggled to focus. Blackness came up on the edges of my sight. Then I smelled it.

      Blood.

      Sweet, fresh blood flowing in a human’s vulnerable papery veins. I could’ve wept with joy at my discovery. Why did it smell so weird? Humans didn’t smell like that. My need overrode my sense of smell, and a frenzy swept over me. In the days before companions, this kind of frenzy was commonplace, and we did our best to avoid it. There was no stopping me. I would be drinking from this food source whether it fucking liked it or not.

      Closer and closer to my prey, I found myself creeping up on a small alcove carved into a rock formation. The oddly smelling human had made a camp inside the alcove, complete with a fire and a rabbit cooking over it. I had lost most of my control and was behaving with a primal edge. My canines dropped and I growled low in my throat. My prey was instantly alert, somehow hearing me.

      I charged and threw myself onto my prey, snarling with elation. The human tried to pull me off, but I’d sunk my claws into it. Him. The human was male. He smelled so fucking good, I couldn’t control myself. He backed up and slammed both of us into the wall of the cave. Pain crashed into me and my instincts gave me one final push.

      I sank my fangs into his neck and moaned as his essence filled my mouth. Gods above, yes. Finally, blood. Tasting it after so long was almost erotic. He groaned and stopped trying to buck me off, going still under my fangs. His blood didn’t taste normal, but it wasn’t a bad taste. It was like eating venison. If I’d been saner during that precise moment, I’d have been horrified about comparing humans to food. Wild Me didn’t care. I drank four times the amount of blood I normally needed. It was only then I regained enough control to pull away and drop the human on the ground.

      He wasn’t dead, I hadn’t drunk that much. He also wasn’t moving, so that wasn’t a good sign. He had thick black hair almost to his neck and his skin was one shade darker than a really good tan. He definitely had Native blood. My senses returned and my head stopped hurting. It was then I noticed one crucial detail about my prey I’d been too frenzied to notice before.

      He was a Lycan.
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      Of all the fucking gin caves in all the world, I had to pick one with a fucking Lycan. In my defense, this particular Lycan smelled different than others I’d encountered. I mean, yeah, he had the dog smell. No denying that. But it wasn’t all dog. There was human mixed with it. And the more I studied him, the more human he looked. A very attractive human, I noted. Maybe he’d picked up the smell from someone else. Why did I think he was a Lycan? Maybe the starvation had messed with my head. I should’ve been instantly alerted to his species, even during a frenzy. I’d only been staring at him for a few minutes when he stirred and instantly jumped away from me.

      “Who the fucking hell are you?” he demanded. His hand went up to his neck and he found the puncture wounds. I hadn’t left any blood on him. Call me greedy. “You… fucking bit me!” He lunged at me in anger and slammed me into the wall. “God damn blood sucking harlot, I should kill you right now!” His arm was pressed against my neck, cutting off my air. I slapped at him to get him to lay off, but he refused.

      “Watch with the name calling, fuzzy butt,” I got out between breaths.

      “Shut up, bloodsucker! You have five seconds to tell me why I shouldn’t slit your throat right here.” I lifted my hand again to try and pull his arm off my throat. The bracelet jingled and he went very still when he saw it. “Where’d you get that?”

      My throat was starting to hurt from the abuse. “You take your arm off my neck and I’ll tell you.” He lessened the pressure slightly. “Thank you. I’m Lisbeth by the way. What’s your name?” His dark brown eyes were eyeing me with caution, and I reminded myself that he was a gross Lycan. I was a sucker for brown eyes.

      “Knight,” he offered stoically. “Tell me the truth, bloodsucker. Did you kill the Lycan that owned the bracelet?” I shook my head and he pushed off the wall, taking a few steps back so he wouldn’t have to be so close to me. I coughed and felt my throat for a bit, wincing at the pain. “I think I bruised you,” he observed, peering over at me.

      “Yeah, thank you for that.” God. He didn’t have to hurt me. I mean, I did drink without asking. I guess I would’ve done the same.

      “Let me see,” he said quietly and held up his hands to gently probe at my neck. “They’re going away. I’m uhh… sorry.” He stepped back and I observed him cautiously, slightly scared he’d hurt me again.

      “To be fair we are enemies,” I noted, finding a smile despite the pain. He smiled back and I felt the air leave my chest at the sight of it. Before I could contemplate why I was staring at him like he was a bar of chocolate, Knight quickly grabbed me and clamped a hand over my face. Fuck, I knew I shouldn’t have trusted him.

      Knight’s skin was very warm, almost too hot, and dirty. Gross. I made a small noise to complain at the state of his hand, but he shushed me and pulled me further back into the cave, my backside against his front.

      Was that a phone in his pocket? Please be a phone.

      “Answer with a nod,” he whispered into my ear. “Are they here for you?” By ‘they,’ he meant the Hunters that I’d been trying to avoid, who had somehow followed my trail here. Damn it! I’d been so careful! Did I have to spray myself with human sweat? I nodded to him. Knight quickly pushed me onto the floor, covered me with his sleeping bag, and sat on top of me with his probably hairy Lycan ass.

      My voice was muffled by the sleeping bag, but I managed to get out, “I’m going to fucking murder you!”

      “Not with my stolen blood in your veins you’re not!” We both grew silent when the Hunters approached within hearing range. I couldn’t see them from under the sleeping bag so I waited patiently, trusting this wolf with my life. If he betrayed me, I’d have to slice that handsome face open. A shame, really.

      “I didn’t know there were bitches in this neck of the woods,” one of the Hunters remarked as he drew closer.

      “You sure it’s a dog, Mal?” a woman said, her voice jeering and taunting. “He doesn’t smell like a dog.” Speaking of smell, why hadn’t they caught my scent? Hiding under a sleeping bag wasn’t going to stop them from smelling me. Unless Knight’s scent was blocking mine. His sleeping bag was soaked with his odor.

      “He smells delicious,” a third Hunter drawled out. She sounded like she wanted more from Knight than his blood. Good. I wasn’t the only vampire smelling that scent.

      Blood! They’d see the bite mark on his neck! They’d know I was here! I must’ve stiffened because Knight moved his hand to cover my shoulder. I couldn’t tell if he was trying to be reassuring, or didn’t want to blow our cover.

      “What do you want, bloodsuckers?” Knight’s voice was smooth and warm, the opposite of Arthur’s icy blandness.

      The male Hunter spoke with authority, and apparently was used to being called a bloodsucker because he didn’t complain. “We’re searching for an outlaw. One of ours. I’m guessing you haven’t seen any of us pass this way?”

      “If I had, your search would be over, and you’d be bringing back a dead body. Well. A dead undead body.”

      Rude.

      “We’re not dead, asswipe,” the second Hunter protested. “That’s the turned.”

      Knight sighed like they were boring him. “I don’t give a rat’s ass. Are you done? Your scent is making me feel sick.”

      “Let’s leave this bitch to his humping.” The Hunters left as quickly as they’d come. Knight didn’t move off me until I couldn’t smell them anymore. Once he’d slid off me and onto the floor, I pulled the sleeping bag off my face.

      “Do I look undead?” I asked him moodily. I wasn’t exactly pale anymore.

      He chuckled at me with that gorgeous grin. “Lycan humor.”

      “Hilarious.” I sat up and leaned closer to study his neck. My bite wasn’t there anymore. All traces had already healed. Staring up at him, I realized I owed him my life. A Lycan. “Thanks for that. You umm… saved my skin.”

      He shrugged to seem non-committal, but I could tell he hadn’t done it out of the goodness of his heart. “One last question. Did you steal that?” He pointed at the bracelet. I shook my head, and he waited a few seconds to discern if I was lying. It’s not like I’d willingly have vampire teeth as a fashion accessory. “You have an Alpha’s bracelet, and therefore his protection,” he continued, and I remembered that the Alpha had said as much. “I’m honor bound to see that no harm comes to you. Though, I’m not in a pack, so technically I don’t have to.”

      “You’re a puddle of goodness.” He flipped me off. “You’re not in a pack? Why not? No girls wanted you?” I smiled sweetly at him and he glared at me.

      “You’re a bit of an ass, you know that?”

      “I don’t know what you mean,” I sassed. Standing up, I was about to start inching my way out of the cave when it occurred to me that this might be the perfect opportunity to protect Olivier. She’d never, not in a million years, predict me grouping up with a Lycan. And as a bonus, his scent seemed to mask mine from other vampires. “So…” I began timidly. I searched for the right words that wouldn’t earn an automatic ‘no’ from him. I needed him to say yes. “Want a travel partner?” was what came out. Damn it.

      He slowly brought his eyes up and stared at me like I’d just offered to give him a lap dance. Meaning he wouldn’t want the lap dance, which was a shame because I gave great lap dances.

      “You want to travel. With me. A Lycan.” I smiled in an attempt to sell my enthusiasm at tagging along, despite the look on his face that said he thought I was two steps from insanity. I’d say maybe 1.5 steps. “No wonder your people are hunting you. They don’t want a psycho around.”

      I wondered how fast his ribs would heal if I kicked him really hard. “For your information, dog, it’s because-” I stopped myself and squished my lips together. If I told him the reason, he might think I was bragging or saved the pup for brownie points, or worst case scenario: lying. It didn’t matter that I was on the run for what I’d done. He didn’t know how our laws worked. I could be running from a pissed off ex-boyfriend for all he knew.

      He studied me, trying to figure out what I was hiding, but then he gave up and looked back at the roasting rabbit. “I don’t want to be around a bloodsucker. I should’ve killed you for feeding off me, but that bracelet protected you. So, happy trails and whatnot. Go fuck with someone else.” Unphased, I walked back to the fire and sat down on the rock floor. He stared at me again and I could tell he wanted to pick me up and throw me as far as he could. “Well, you must be deaf and stupid.”

      I ignored him and leaned over the rabbit to smell it. The succulent scent of well-cooked meat curled into my nose. My stomach growled. “It’s done. Can I have some?”

      “You eat food?” he asked in sincere disbelief. His ignorance was starting to annoy me. Next he’ll ask if I sleep in a coffin.

      I didn’t wait for permission before I extended my nails to rip off a large chunk of meat. It could’ve used some salt, but he’d tended it well and the meat was so juicy and tender I moaned out loud. He made a face and hogged the rest, over half the animal.

      I stopped eating to study him. Despite being a Lycan, Knight looked almost normal. His muscles were large and his teeth pointed, but other than that, normal. His features were smooth and round, and they looked soft to the touch.

      “Stop staring at me, crazy.”

      I looked down at my meat and finished it. When he was done eating, the meat as well as the bones, he slipped into his sleeping bag and turned his back to me.
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      I woke up curled against his back for warmth. Oddly enough, I’d fallen asleep several feet away from him, on the other side of the fire. I cursed leaving my duffle bag in Excalibur. Now I smelled like dog. Though, admittedly, Knight didn’t smell that bad. Then I realized what I was doing, i.e. snuggling the enemy.

      But he smelled so good.

      Fuck. I hurriedly pushed away from him, waking him up.

      “Shit, you were actually serious,” he grumbled out. I narrowly missed his swinging arm as he got up and stretched. “Bracelet or no bracelet, you’re not staying here.” He popped his enormous shoulders. “Don’t let the cave hit your ass on the way out.”

      I pretended he hadn’t spoken. “I have a car parked about a mile away if the Hunters haven’t stolen it. There’s water and snacks and blankets.” He stood up and looked down at me from his enormous height, then he gestured to his large unzipped army bag, that had everything I’d just mentioned in it. “Umm. I have Twinkies?” He rolled his eyes and started gathering his stuff. “With my car, you don’t have to walk! And it has air conditioning, and plenty of space for your long legs. I have long legs, and all I have to do is push the seat-”

      “If I go with you, will you shut the hell up?”

      “Now you’re catching on!” I gave him my best smile and he sighed like I was a fly he couldn’t shoo away.

      Excalibur was still parked in the old barn. Knight gave it a look I might give to someone wearing Crocs, but he tossed his bag in the trunk and got in. He barely fit into the tiny passenger seat. His head bumped the roof and his legs didn’t have enough space to straighten out, even with the seat pulled back as far as it could go.

      “What was that you said about space for my legs?” He moved his arm and bumped me on accident.

      I sighed and rested my head against the steering wheel. “Looks like our run is over, Excalibur.”

      He didn’t comment on the name of my tiny car and didn’t make any smug remarks when I had to trade it in for something else. I let him choose since I knew nothing about cars. The car he picked was a four-door Impala from the sixties, and it rumbled loudly when he started it up. I had some trepidation, but I paid for the car and got into the passenger seat (he wouldn’t let me drive).

      “Kind of an old car,” I commented. “Will it run smoothly?”

      “Old cars are like women…”

      I rolled my eyes. “Are you sure you want to finish that analogy?”

      He snickered. “Probably not.” As he drove, he touched the steering wheel reverently and fingered the Impala symbol like it would bring him luck. We pulled out of the parking lot and drove away.

      On the road, my old life at the Order seemed so far away. I leaned against my door and tried to get comfortable. Today would be companion selections. We gave the turned a companion so they could get used to being around humans again. The companions would know exactly what they were getting into, and after being chosen, they would sign a binding contract. The contract was slightly different than the one a Born companion signed. A companion of the turned had a trial period, an accident clause, and the contract lasted for one year, as opposed to the ten years of a Born companion. The turned were not in charge of their companions like we were, a fact they sometimes resented.

      Knight and I didn’t speak for hours. I could tell he didn’t want to be traveling with me, but I had money and had bought the car, so he was tolerating it. Until I brought out my daily blood ration.

      “Shit,” he swore, and pulled the car over. “I’m not watching you drink that. That is disgusting.” He turned the car off and left with the keys to walk it off. When he came back, I was finished and the blood bag was safely tucked in my cooler.

      “Sorry if my dietary needs offend you,” I mumbled when he started the car.

      He sighed and pulled back onto the road. “I hate to sound like a judgmental parent whose kid just came out, but have you, you know, tried not drinking blood?”

      What. The fuck.

      I leveled him with a glare. “I’m a vam-pi-re,” I growled, sounding it out slowly for him. “Also, spoiler alert, I was dangerously low on blood when I attacked you. That is what happens when we don’t drink blood. I don’t do this shit for shiggles. Didn’t they fucking teach you that in Lycan daycare? Jesus Christ.”

      He got very quiet and focused on the road while I stewed beside him. After several hours I was almost asleep from the rhythmic sounds of the car engine, and he broke the silence, snapping me awake.

      “No.”

      I rubbed my eye and sat up. “No what?”

      “The Lycans didn’t teach me that.” He was very intently looking at the road to hide his face from me. “I’m sorry. I was being judgmental. I didn’t understand.”

      “I’m sorry too.” I hadn’t said anything bad to him, but I’d thought several things. I supposed I was as prejudice as he was. We’d both been raised to hate the other.

      Nighttime arrived and we rented a hotel room, something I hadn’t dared do before now, but we could only get one with a single bed. He might’ve been disgusted with my species as a whole, but he was still chivalrous enough to volunteer to sleep on the floor, something I didn’t expect from him at all. Maybe he was older than he looked?

      He showered first and left the bathroom smelling like wet fur and a large dose of his scent. As I said, he smelled amazing. You know, for a Lycan. Lying in the tub surrounded by his scent, I allowed myself to forget who that smell belonged to, and I basked in the pleasure it brought. When I dressed and left the bathroom, Knight was lounging on the bed watching- wait for it- Animal Planet. He tossed back a soda, completely engrossed while dogs ran around on the screen.

      I couldn’t help it. I choked back a laugh.

      He tossed his empty soda can in my direction. “Shut up.”

      I sat down in one of the chairs by the door and toweled my hair. “That dog looks pretty. I bet she’s into long walks on the beach.” He threw the phone book at me and I broke out into giggles.

      “I’m not a dog,” he said defensively, and I remembered what happened in the car.

      “Sorry.” Great, now I’m protecting a Lycan’s feelings. “Since we’re on the subject of labels, I’d prefer to not be called a bloodsucker, or any other cute slurs you can come up with.”

      He raked a hand through his dark hair. “Fair enough.” He laid back on the bed and put a hand over his eyes. “I’m surprised you’re not complaining about the dog smell. I hear that from vamps often enough.” I was surprised he’d met enough of us to comment on it and was still alive. Maybe he’d lucked out and only encountered the less prejudice of us, though that was a rarity in and of itself, my own self not included.

      “I didn’t notice.” That was a lie. I had more than noticed.

      “So my smell doesn’t repulse you?”

      I cleared my throat and started putting on some tanning lotion. “Quite the opposite.”

      He raised his eyebrows at me and the corner of his mouth quirked up. “That must’ve been why your scent got really intense while you were in the tub.”

      “You smelled that?” My cheeks flamed and I turned away so he wouldn’t see. “I don’t like being teased.”

      “Hey, calm down. I’m still a gentleman. Sorry I teased you.” God, I needed to be more careful. His nose was better than mine. I would’ve never smelled someone’s arousal like that. I busied myself with the lotion in the awkward silence that followed. “Hey,” he said again, and I jumped to see him beside me at the giant hotel mirror. “What’s with the lotion?”

      I had only done one arm, so the other one was my normal pale tone. “Trying to appear more human,” I told him.

      “You’re not as pale as I thought you’d be.”

      I continued rubbing the lotion in, the conversation reminding me of many discussions I’d had with my protégés. “You’re thinking of the turned.” Knight didn’t know there were two races of vampires, and continued asking me various things on the subject. The legends only mentioned the turned, so it was normal that he didn’t know about Born vampires. I figured he was beyond bored if he wanted to know so much about his natural enemies.

      All of the sudden, I smelled lilac and felt a whoosh of air. Balthazar appeared in the hotel room, dressed in his normal stylish suit. When he saw Knight, he brandished his cane like a sword.

      “If you are here to kill my Lisbeth, you will die before your next breath empties your lungs,” he said in a dramatic tone, though I had no doubt he meant it.

      “Where have you been, you little shit?” I demanded. He’d never been away from me for this long, and I was slightly miffed about it.

      “Copenhagen,” he replied, like it was completely obvious.

      “Holy shit, where did he come from?” Knight looked slightly afraid of our visitor. Vampires that ate food he could deal with, but a being that could appear out of nowhere was apparently his limit.

      Balthazar shoved his cane towards Knight and pressed it against his nose. “I reiterate the aforementioned killing should you attempt to harm my Lisbeth.”

      “He’s cool. You can put the cane down,” I told Balthazar. Well, I say cool.

      He lowered it and studied my traveling companion. “You’ve grouped up with a wolf? And one of the marked at that. Honestly, Lisbeth, didn’t I teach you better?”

      I rolled my eyes. “It’s not like we’re doing the horizontal tango. We’re just traveling together.”

      Knight gave me a weird look. “You use a lot of slang for a vampire.”

      “I like to broaden my horizons,” I told him with a smile. Plus, humans tended to look at me weird when I used the word ‘copulate.’ I tried to keep my lingo as modern as I could.

      Balthazar didn’t appear to enjoy us talking to each other. “Great. Now you two are chummy.”

      “Yeah, I think not,” I declared.

      “That is so gross,” was Knight’s response.

      “See? Even he agrees with me.”

      “I don’t like sharing,” Balthazar said as if I was his pet. “Maybe I should come with you.”

      “That’s not happening,” Knight argued firmly. “I don’t even know what he is. What is he?” That was directed at me.

      “An Incubus. They father vampires.” I told Knight all the details, and his face shifted from confusion to outright horror. This constant explaining was making me tired. I was spoiled on people that didn’t need to be told things like this. “An Incubus finds a human female, they…. Fuck, make love, whatever. She becomes pregnant, even if she was already pregnant, or barren, or dying. It doesn’t matter. Nine months later, a vampire is born. A Born vampire. Like me.”

      Knight’s caramel skin looked a little green. “Even if she’s already expecting?”

      Balthazar tapped his cane against his shoe and wouldn’t look at us. “Yes. Even if she’s already expecting.”

      The unasked question was there on Knight’s face, and I almost wished he wouldn’t ask it. He did. “What happens to the human fetus?”

      “What do you think,” Balthazar said quietly. He looked upset, an emotion I rarely saw on him.

      Knight muttered something under his breath that sounded like, “What the fuck is this shit?”

      “You okay?” I asked Balthazar. “I don’t have to travel with the wolf if it really bothers you.”

      Thankfully, he shook his head. “No. It’s safer for you to be with him. I’m simply lost in a memory. The years before you arrived were dark and empty.” He disappeared without another word, leaving us slightly confused.

      “Is he always like that?” Knight asked.

      “Pretty much.” My cheeks flushed and I remembered what we’d been discussing before Balthazar arrived. I went to bed and pulled the covers over my head.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            9. Wolves on the move
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      The next morning, Knight and I sat at a diner mapping out our route across the country. His plate was loaded with enough cholesterol to stop the heart of every human in the diner. The scent of his blood called to me and my stomach was rumbling for more than just pancakes.

      “I think we should route through Nevada and curve down towards Mexico before we hit Texas,” he said around a mouthful of hash browns. He was still chewing when he spoke again. “If your Hunter friends are as skillful as you say, all this hopping around should throw them off.”

      I took a sip of my coffee and focused to drown out the scent of all the blood around me. “You eat a lot, you know that?”

      His mouth curved to the side in annoyance. “I’m a wolf. My metabolism is like 50,000. I don’t eat, I fall asleep. Plus, it’s not like I have a beer belly.” He lifted his black shirt to expose his washboard abs. Holy mother of all that is good and right in the universe. Frozen, I sat staring at that sliver of perfection with my fork halfway to my mouth. He chuckled at me and lowered his shirt again, hiding heaven behind a curtain of fabric. “Your eyes are ginormous right now. I’m not sure how I feel about a vampire checking me out.”

      I coughed loudly and put the bite of food in my mouth from my suspended fork. “I was not checking you out, you hush your mouth. Plus you’re the one who exposed yourself, so don’t complain if people like what they see.”

      That grin appeared on his face and god, my cheeks flushed. “I thought you weren’t checking me out.”

      “Shut up! I asked you not to tease me.”

      Still grinning, he took another bite of his food. “My apologies. It’s just very entertaining to see you flustered. Your cheeks are all pink.”

      I pointed my fork at him. “I will steal your plate and eat all of your food, sir.”

      His mouth curled just a bit, and I would’ve laughed if I wasn’t trying to be serious. “Touché, madam. Touché. I’ll choose my moments carefully then. Mostly when there’s no bacon involved.” He looked back at the map and I pointed with my finger to another highway.

      “We should make this an alternate route, just in case.” He frowned and checked my face before marking it with his pen. I was leaving the option open for us to split up, and he most likely knew it. He remained silent after that, so I couldn’t tell what he was thinking on the subject.
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        * * *

      

      After another fitful night at a roadside park, I pulled my blood bag from my cooler and squeezed a small mouthful from the plastic. Knight was watching me in-between looking at the road. The blood was heaven on my mouth, and I almost didn’t want to swallow so the taste wouldn’t go away. Eventually I did, and mourned the loss so much that tears came to my eyes.

      I was so thirsty.

      I put the bag back into the cooler and wiped my nose with a sniff. The bag only had about a week’s worth of blood left at my current rationing, and I was drinking the barest of bare amount needed to keep me from a frenzy.

      “You okay?” Knight asked when I had to wipe my cheeks. I shrugged and tried to adjust myself in my seat so I could take a nap. Sleeping was better than being awake when I was this thirsty. “We should get you another bag.”

      I looked at him and raised my eyebrows. “I thought drinking blood was gross to you? Why would you help me get more?”

      “I’m allowed to change my opinions,” he retorted moodily, and he reached a hand up to get the hair out of his eyes. “Sorry, just… Maybe I was wrong about you.” Chunks of his hair fell down covering his vision again and he sighed. “Stupid hair. It’s not long enough to be in a ponytail but it’s long enough to be annoying.” I laughed and reached in my pocket for a hair band.

      “I like your hair,” I commented and sat up to reach my hands towards his black locks. “Most men these days don’t wear it long, or if they do, it looks scraggly.” I gathered most of his hair into the hair band. It was so soft and plush, I wanted to sink my fingers into it for hours. Clearing my throat, I sat back in my seat.

      “Thanks,” he offered with a smile. “So about the blood thing. Maybe we could host a fake blood drive, or… Damn it.”

      “Still weird?” I asked him. He didn’t answer for a few minutes as we pulled up next to a park. He turned the car off and played with the keys, then he looked away.

      “Still weird.”

      My stomach growled and I told it to shut up. “I’m a tough girl. I can stick it out a little longer.”

      “Yeah, but,” he said, and sighed. “For how long?” The question hung in the air, and he got out to grab the lunch we’d bought while I stayed in the car, motionless.

      In a few more days, I could risk stealing another bag of blood and then just…suffer. Forever. Damn it. I almost started crying when I realized the truth of that thought. When would I ever have a full belly of blood again? When would the thirst stop haunting my every waking moment?

      “Hey!” Knight shouted once he’d set the food up at a picnic table. “I’m going to eat your sandwich if you don’t get out.”

      I forced myself to open the door handle and step out of the car. I had to take this day by day. If I was constantly reminded that this was now my reality, I would break. Deep breaths. Deep. Breaths.

      “Giving birth?” Knight asked me as I continued to breathe deeply on my way to the picnic table.

      I wasn’t in the mood for jokes. “I’m just… really fucking thirsty.”

      “I know, I’m sorry.” I sat down opposite him and noticed he’d given me one of his extra sandwiches. That broke the dam, and I started sobbing. “No, hey, it’s okay. Don’t do that. Ehh, tears.” Something crinkled and I opened my watery eyes to see he’d given me one of his twinkies too. “No cry. I’m here to protect you, and that means blood too. We’ll figure something out.” Before I could respond, his nostrils flared, catching a scent I couldn’t smell yet. Or just couldn’t smell at all since I was weakened. He jumped up from his seat and started gathering up the food.

      “What’s wrong?” I looked around and saw nothing out of the ordinary.

      “There’s a pack coming,” he said quickly, and zipped up the lunch cooler once he’d put all the food in it. “We have to leave. Right now.” He stiffened again and made a growling noise in his throat. Now even I could hear a group of footsteps rapidly approaching, and in seconds, the park was flooded with a pack of about fifteen Lycans, male and female intermixed. They were all dressed like bikers in leather and old jeans. I could smell… was that blood? Animal blood, I corrected. No matter how weak I was, I could always smell fresh blood. Knight grabbed me from my seat and pushed me behind him in a protective maneuver. Normally, I would’ve been offended, but I was no match for all these wolves. I peeked through Knight’s arm to see them, all standing in a group.

      “Well, well, well,” one of the wolves said in a raspy voice. His tone carried power. The Alpha male. He had dozens of tattoos up and down his arms, and looked like someone who kicked kittens for a living. “Looks like there’s a wolf without a pack. Ain’t that a rare sight?”

      “We don’t want trouble,” Knight told him.

      “I’m sure you don’t,” the Alpha said firmly. The wind changed and I could feel the pack’s collective emotion shift as they caught a whiff of my smell. The mask of Knight’s scent must not have fooled them. “Why are you with a soul-sucking Vampire?” Soul-sucking.

      Growls tore from the wolves’ throats and their claws clinked together as they prepared to face the threat: me. They were ready to charge at us, I didn’t have to see it to know, when Knight pulled me in front of him and presented them with my arm. Specifically, the bracelet on my arm. It kept coming back to this tiny thing. The pack relaxed a little and the Alpha stared at me in absolute confusion.

      “You have an Alpha’s protection?” he asked me skeptically. “Why the fuck would an Alpha want to shield a vampire?”

      Knight patted my shoulder. “Now would be a perfect time to share that. Please do.” I could tell he’d been dying to ask but would’ve never dared to.

      “I umm…” There were so many eyes staring at me. What if they judged me, even though I’d been kind to one of their pups, and ripped me to pieces right then and there? The protection of the bracelet seemed absolute, but they could just as easily treat it like a onetime pass and steal it from me. Then all bets would be off. I decided to take the risk and just tell them. “I… There was a Lycan pup that accidentally passed the Vampire border around my home.” Every single Lycan in front of me had a reaction to that statement. Mistrust. Anger. Some were simply pensive, waiting for me to finish. Even Knight’s hand tensed on my shoulder. “I might be a Vampire, and my hands have taken lives. But I don’t kill children. Not even pups.”

      The Alpha was still regarding me, trying to figure me out. “You let him go. You spared him.”

      “Yes.” There was no need to embellish what I’d done.

      The Alpha stepped towards us and gestured to Knight. “Is it his bracelet?” I shook my head. Did it matter? “It’s an ancient tradition among us that the one who holds the bracelet of an Alpha is under his protection. No one really knows where it came from, but it’s generally understood that the Alpha who gifted the bracelet is who protects the one wearing it.” He looked up at Knight. “You’re an Alpha,” he stated, not even asking. “It’s not obvious at the first glance, but shit, there’s something off with you.” So I wasn’t the only one who’d noticed something off about Knight. While I’d never have guessed he was an Alpha, it wasn’t much of a stretch. Kind of made him more adorable.

      Shut up, brain.

      “She’s under my protection now, since her Alpha isn’t here,” Knight told him. Well. That explained why he’d let me tag along with him. Though, since I held the money, technically he was tagging along with me.

      The Alpha’s mate walked up to stand beside him. “He’s an Alpha, Jesse?” She made a noise like she was having a hard time believing it, and then she got serious. “Ah. I can see it now. Where’s your bracelet, Alpha?”

      “I don’t have one,” Knight responded.

      Well fuck. Even I was shocked. From what I could tell about the bracelets, they were a symbol of status, showing everyone who could see that you and your pack were strong enough to slay Vampires. The Alpha of this pack had at least thirty fangs on his bracelet whereas mine only had about ten. Talk about a virtual penis. Knight might not be in a pack, but he was almost twice as big as the Alpha in front of us. Of course, I’d never seen Knight wearing a fang bracelet, but I just assumed he kept it hidden since he didn’t have a pack to back up his claim of strength. I turned around and looked up at him, suddenly only thinking of one thing to ask him.

      “Why not?”

      He glanced down at me and said simply, “I’ve never killed a vampire.”

      Oh.

      “A Lycan that doesn’t kill Vampires and a Vampire that spares Lycans,” the Alpha, Jesse, said with a chuckle. “What a fucking pair.”

      “I’m not sure he’s a Lycan,” the Alpha female said suddenly. She’d been studying Knight for several minutes, apparently noticing things that I hadn’t. Not a Lycan? Of course he was a Lycan! What else would he be? A hippo? “I’d call him a werewolf, but that would be impossible.”

      The fuck?

      “Aren’t they… you… the same thing?” I asked her. Apparently, it was the wrong question to ask because they both got offended.

      “What the fuck, it is not the same thing! Werewolves turn with the full moon,” the Alpha female said with a haughty sniff. “They’re wild and uncontrollable when they shift.”

      I felt Knight grow rigid as they talked. The Alpha female dismissed her observation as a random thought and dropped it, but she kept eyeing Knight with suspicion. We left the pack after they shared some barbecued deer with us and Jesse gave us his number with the promise they’d help us if we needed it. I suspected the offer was more for Knight than me.

      When we were miles away, I opened my mouth to ask Knight about what the Alpha female had said, but he quickly turned the radio on full blast to drown me out. So, he was okay with protecting me, but not okay with me asking about how everyone kept mentioning that there was something weird about him. Whether or not he felt like sharing whatever he was hiding, if what the Alpha female said was true, he only had a few days until the next full moon. If I royally pissed him off and he didn’t shift, I’d have my answer.

      Balthazar had referred to Knight as ‘the marked’, and now Knight had been called a ‘werewolf’ instead of a Lycan. What the hell was he?
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        * * *

      

      When we reached the border of Texas, I was instantly hit with the scent of pack territory, the fragrant smell of warm piss. Oh god, why?

      Knight started fiddling with his keys to distract himself from growling out of instinct. We continued until the smell was gone and checked into a fancy hotel for the night. Staying at only fleabag hotels was a pattern and easily tracked, so we went off the trail every so often and stayed at very expensive hotels. That night, we had our own beds in a two-room suite, room service, and a large pool to swim in.

      Knight left to go swimming as soon as we put our stuff in the suite. I drank the last few droplets from my bag of blood. It was now empty. I set it on fire in one of the trash bins until it was ash, and then flushed the ashes down the toilet. My hand shook and I clenched it into a fist. I’d be okay. I’d figure this out.

      Being alone in my room was only going to make me feel weaker, so I put on the denim jacket I’d bought in Chicago and walked down to the pool. The humans had all gone to bed, leaving Knight alone in the water swimming laps. I sat down on one of the pool chairs and hugged myself tightly against my cold body to watch him. I had no doubt that he knew I was there, but he didn’t stop.

      Now that I was seeing him shirtless, I could see his body had more muscle mass than I’d originally thought from that small glimpse of his abs. And yeah, it was much hotter than it sounds. He looked like a carved sculpture, designed for my viewing pleasure. I mean, human females. Not me, a vampire.

      Diving under, he resurfaced and stood up in the shallow pool, the water only coming up to his sternum and revealing a very small patch of black chest hair. His rippled chest was decorated with five long scratches that looked pink like he’d gotten them recently, but I could tell they had been there awhile. He ran his hands through his thick black hair to get it out of his face, and then he noticed me sitting there watching him.

      “Do you always peep on your friends?” I watched a drop of water go from his neck, down his chest, and flutter along his abs before stopping at the waistband of his swimming trunks. I wished I was that drop of water.

      No, stop it! Focus!

      “You want to come in here with me?” Blinking, I looked away from the way his trunks were sticking to his body and found his face. He smiled at me, making my heart flutter inside my chest.

      “I don’t umm…” I cleared my throat, trying to look anywhere except right into his eyes. “I don’t think that would be appropriate. I don’t have a bathing suit.”

      He shrugged and his grin taunted me. “That’s never stopped me before.”

      Oh, you are a bad man.

      He noticed me hugging myself. “Why are you wearing a jacket? This is Texas. It’s not cold.”

      I took it off and smiled disarmingly. “I’m used to living in New York State. It’s not as warm there. Habit, I guess.”

      He studied me for a few seconds but didn’t press me further. “Sure you won’t come in? I promise to behave. The water is nice. I know it’s cliché to be a wolf and like water,” he added with a roll of his eyes. I laughed and tried not to shiver. The lack of blood was making my body temperature fall. If anyone touched me, my skin would be cold. Because of that, the thought of swimming in cold water wasn’t appealing to me, as much as I would’ve enjoyed it under normal circumstances. He must’ve sensed my suffering because Knight stopped smiling and got out of the pool. He walked over to me, leaving puddles of water and large footprints. “You need blood,” he stated when he stood in front of me. He didn’t have to ask.

      “I’m fine,” I lied, my teeth chattering a few times. He picked my jacket up and draped it over my shoulders, then he slumped down in the pool chair next to me.

      “Being with you is….” I waited for him to finish his sentence. Damn it, was this his leaving speech? “...hard.” I let out the air I’d been holding. I didn’t feel like having this conversation so low on blood. When I tried to get up, he grabbed my arm and sat me back down. “Being around a vampire is like a priest living with Rosemary’s baby. Your habits, drinking blood, I can’t stand them. When I was a boy, we were taught that vampires drank because they were monsters. No one said anything about you needing it to stay strong, and live. I’ll admit, it’s not your average diet, but…” He raked his hands through his hair again. “It’s clear you can’t survive without it, even though you’re trying to. And again, I’m sorry for what I said about that.” I tried to speak, but I was too cold. So cold. Icicle Lisbeth. Maybe I’d turn into a gorgeous ice statue and Knight would come to admire me on Tuesdays. “Come here,” he beckoned and patted his knee. I stared down at it like it was a grenade. No, I couldn’t let him touch me. My attraction for him was something I wasn’t supposed to feel. He clicked his tongue, stood up, and grabbed me. Even shirtless, he was so fucking warm. Any trepidation I’d had was out the window and I buried my face in his chest, pulled him closer to me as much as possible. “You weren’t freezing the last time,” he noted and held me so tightly with his thick arms.

      “S-s-side effects v-v-vary every-t-t-time,” I chattered out and moaned against him. “You’re so warm.”

      “Shit,” he swore, and his hands curled against my shirt. “Here, let me help.” He let me go before I could ask what he meant. I needed his warmth so badly, my hands reached out for him without thinking, and I looked up into his deep brown eyes to see what was wrong. Slowly, his right hand came up to slide across my cheek where he held my chin in place. His other hand smoothed my long curls out of my face and knotted amongst their length.

      He leaned into me and stopped with his mouth inches from mine, stroking my chin in a soft dance. My breath came in ragged bursts, my body was in flames from his touch. And though this was only my first time being this close to him, I needed more. I hungered for this Lycan’s touch like I’d never wanted anyone’s before. But why, for the love of god? He was a Lycan, for fuck’s sake. I shouldn’t be this attracted to him.

      Those lips just inches from mine whispered, “Are you still cold?”

      I had no concept of cold with a furnace of passion standing in front of me. I shook my head, and he was gone before I could blink.

      Mother fucker.

      His bitch ass was halfway down the sidewalk to our room when I opened my eyes. I followed him away from the pool into the hotel, and he was already in his room with the door shut by the time I got there. With our perfect hearing and the rooms so close, we could hear everything the other was doing. If he started jerking off, I’d hear it.

      Why had he done that? Was he teasing me again? Teasing was the worst. No, jack ass, I was certainly not cold anymore. Now I was burning internally from his touch, and I hated myself for it. After I fluffed my pillows five times, Knight sighed and started talking to me from the other room.

      “How old did you say you were?”

      I adjusted my hair against the pillow. My skin was still overheated from his touch. Damn him. “Don’t you know it’s not polite to ask a lady how old she is?”

      “Fine. Just tell me the century.”

      “16th.”

      He paused, and I couldn’t tell if he was impressed or about to make a joke. “Okay then. What was life like... you know… four hundred years ago?”

      “You’re probably expecting me to say something like it smelled terrible.”

      “Probably.”

      “It actually smelled like shit had died and gone to heaven, and then was reincarnated as shit again. But beyond that, it was also hard. Life was hard. Not just simple things like washing a shirt or plucking a pheasant. Living was so damn hard. There were no guarantees about anything. You could go to bed and wake up to the news that five of your friends had gotten sick and died. Or they were victims of robbers. Or the king had ordered a village slaughtered because he fucking felt like it.” I swiped my eyes to catch some tears. “We were more connected with the humans in those days. Their fragility was always around us, staring us in the face. That’s why we keep to ourselves now. It’s easier that way. Plus, some of us have superiority complexes. Present company excluded.”

      I was trying to make him laugh, but Knight was silent for a long time. When I’d convinced myself he’d fallen asleep, he suddenly sighed and said, “Since we’re sharing, I should tell you something.”

      “Okay?”

      “I was born over a hundred years ago.”
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      What. The shit.

      “Okay. I think my brain just went for a walk. You said what now?”

      “I’m not repeating it,” he insisted grumpily.

      “Is that umm… normal for Lycans?” As much as I wanted to sound smart, I really had no idea if it was or not. “Or are you just a weirdo as I suspected you are?”

      “You’re not being very reassuring considering you’re the only person I’ve ever told.”

      I was about to ask him more when he opened the door between our rooms and walked in wearing pajama bottoms, carrying pillows and a comforter.

      I pulled my blanket up to cover my chest, even though I wasn’t the one who was topless. I could be, easily. “Uh…. what’s up?”

      “Your scent gets stronger when I’m too far away,” he said simply, and deposited his pallet on my floor.

      “You’re in a lady’s bedchamber,” I told him. He lifted an eyebrow at me, silently reminding me we’d been sharing a room for a while now, not to mention what had happened at the pool, and continued adjusting his comforter.

      When he laid down, he said in a sarcastic tone, “I’ll try not to pleasure you in my sleep.”

      Disappointing.
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        * * *

      

      The next day we traveled through a town that grew fruit, so we decided to stop early and get a room at a bed and breakfast. We’d been traveling together for about two weeks, and I’d been running for even longer, so it was time for a tiny break. The bed and breakfast we’d decided on was part of a peach orchard. Fruit trees dotted the acreage around the old white house, most of them peach, but several were apricot and plum. As part of our room deal, we could pick a bushel of fruit to take with us.

      Knight picked the fruit expertly, knowing which were ripe, too ripe, and not ripe enough. He could reach the branches without a ladder, so I stood next to him with the bushel. His face was so excited, it was becoming contagious. After placing another fruit in the basket with an enormous grin on his face, I gave him a questioning look.

      “I didn’t realize you loved fruit this much Mr. I’ll-take-the-largest-fucking-burger-you-have.” I’d never seen him eat vegetation that wasn’t between sesame seed buns or deep fried in oil.

      He shoved me playfully and almost made me drop the basket. “I grew up on an orchard, almost exactly like this one, in fact. It was before the war.” By war, he meant the Civil War. “The trees were so stunning in the spring. Pink peach blossoms are the most beautiful flowers I’ve ever seen. It made me wish I could paint them just to capture their beauty.” He gave a mournful grin and tossed another peach into the bushel. “That was a long time ago. I came back after the war to run the orchard with my mother, but a plague of locusts came. Those fuckers ate everything green and beautiful. Then when everything green was gone, they chewed the wood on the house, the clothes we left out to dry, the rope on the fences. It was a shit storm.” He sat down and played with the peach in his hands. I could easily picture him over a hundred years ago, seeing everything he’d ever loved being destroyed.

      “I was in Japan around then,” I said quietly. “We had to escape in case anyone found our castle during the war, so we all went to different countries. They have cherry trees in Japan. Have you ever seen one?” He shook his head, still lost in the past. I started picking peaches from the lower branches and had to use a step stool.

      “Sorry,” he said after several minutes of me struggling to reach the fruit. I usually wore heels to make me taller, since I was only average height, but right now I was sticking to hipster sneakers and sandals.

      “Sorry for telling me all that or sorry you’re cruelly reminding me that you’re over a foot taller than I am?” He laughed then and the past was gone from his face. “A little help?” I asked him and pointed to some peaches I couldn’t reach.

      “You’re doing fine,” he answered with a mischievous grin.

      “Ass.” I threw a peach at him, but I should’ve known better because he started a fruit fight with the bruised peaches that lay on the ground. I wasn’t that good of a throw since I wasn’t at top strength, but I held my own. Hiding behind a tree, I picked up a few peaches to throw and searched for him. I couldn’t see him, and I couldn’t risk using energy to push my senses out. My sense of smell was very limited this low on blood. “Stop hiding, butthole,” I shouted. “You know I can’t smell you right now.” He dropped down from the peach tree and I screamed, dropping the fruit onto the ground while he laughed at me. “Asshole!”

      The sight of him laughing took my breath away, and I didn’t stop him when he leaned in and pressed my back against the peach tree. The sticky bark was rough under my hands, my nails dug into the wood when Knight reached up to pull a twig from my hair.

      Would he kiss me? Of course he wouldn’t. He said he found me repulsive, and rightly so. “That is so gross,” he’d said. Those four words repeated in my head until I had to look away from his gaze.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked, studying me so closely, I felt my knees wobble. You’re a tease, that’s what’s wrong. And I shouldn’t have been attracted to you, but I was.

      “We should get back,” I answered, looking away.

      He nodded and stepped away from me. I started towards the bed and breakfast with him beside me, both of us silent. Our mood was further killed as we came closer and saw a police car sitting in front of the house. Knight took my hand and we scurried behind a shed where we wouldn’t be seen. The local sheriff was talking to the owner of the bed and breakfast, who gestured to the Impala and then the window of our room.

      He was here for me.

      Knight tugged on my hand, making my stomach flip over, and put a finger to his lips, then gestured he was going to get our bags from the room and I needed to stay here. He left, and though I knew it would use up most of the blood I had left, I pushed my senses out to listen in on the sheriff and the proprietor. It was extremely difficult, but I managed to keep it up for a few minutes.

      “…so she didn’t look suspicious?”

      “No! I can’t believe she killed a little girl!” What? What was she talking about?

      “What about the man with her?”

      “He was… well, he’s a big man, but he wasn’t rude. Just being near him was enough to make you piss yourself.” I tried not to laugh. Knight was extremely intimidating, with just his height alone. Good thing he hadn’t flashed his pointed teeth. Ooo. I’d like to see that.

      “He must be an accomplice,” the sheriff concluded, unfairly.

      I gasped as my senses pulled back in. I felt even weaker now. Knight was there before I noticed he was near, carrying our bags over his shoulder. He took my hand again and said one word:

      “Run.”

      A month ago, running would’ve been so easy and so much fun, but weeks of drinking bagged blood had turned me into an invalid. Only a blood frenzy would strengthen me now, or just, you know, drinking from someone. I wasn’t even sure a frenzy would work at this point. So, when Knight grabbed me and told me to run, I failed miserably. I ran for about two minutes, but then my legs stopped working properly and I started tripping over my own feet.

      “God damn it,” he cursed, and then he adjusted the bags, picked me up, and kept running. With my legs wrapped around his waist and his arms holding me against his chest, my mouth was right on his neck. His warm skin was an invitation, not just to drink, but to indulge the feeling building inside me at being so close to him, just for a few minutes.

      Knight ran across the Texan countryside for over an hour, not slowing and not even winded. Every minute or so he adjusted his hands on me to make sure I was still there and not falling off him. My arms were too weak to even anchor myself on his neck. He finally slowed down and stopped for a few minutes to rest, though from the way he was breathing, you’d never have known he’d just run that far carrying a vampire and two bags.

      He sighed like he was about to speak, and I stilled, waiting for him to complain or maybe grab my ass. “My car,” was all he said. I giggled and he laughed too, the movement shaking my head.

      “Call Jesse, he’ll keep it for you.” The Alpha had said to call him if we needed anything. This was anything.

      “Text him,” Knight said to me. “Where’s the phone?”

      I dropped my head against his shoulder. “I don’t think I can make my hand hold it.”

      He rubbed my back to soothe me, holding me closer to keep me from falling. He was so nice to me, and he had no reason to be. “Just wait a little longer.” We were off again, Knight navigating the terrain like a pro until we’d been gone for several hours. The sun was setting when he stopped again. I vaguely registered the sound of him stepping into a pool of warm water, and then he set me down on the stone floor of a cave. Behind him was a waterfall, and we were slightly hidden in the curtain of water. He sat down at my feet and we both rested. The water was a natural hot spring, the steam of it made the cave air warm.

      After a few minutes, he glanced over at me. “I think your lotion is all rubbed off.” I certainly felt pale, so I was probably a lot whiter than normal. I started sliding down the wall since I couldn’t hold myself up, but Knight was there to catch me.

      I let him guide me onto his lap, I was kind of powerless to do otherwise, but when he tilted his head to the side to expose his neck, I froze. “What are you doing?” I asked him with trepidation, though I knew full well what he was offering. A small part hoped he wasn’t just offering blood.

      “I heard the humans back there. Your kind has involved their law enforcement to find you. The hospitals will probably be on alert as well. Stealing blood was already risky. Now it’ll give us away.” He swallowed, met my eyes, and his hand came up to grip my arm. “I’m offering this willingly. I told Jesse I would protect you, and I meant it. Now drink before I change my mind.”

      My fangs almost hurt from lack of use as they slid down. I didn’t need them when I drank bagged blood, so they’d been pushed up for weeks. With them down, my senses opened slightly and Knight’s scent washed over me, and it was so amazing, I could’ve wept, but he also smelled different. I couldn’t put my finger on it.

      He put his hands on my waist, so I leaned in and gasped when my teeth sunk into him. I think he moaned, but I didn’t notice. All I could focus on was his blood. It tasted so good. It was like almost dying and feeling life pour into you again, which wasn’t far from the truth considering how weak I’d been. I drank deeply and freely. I was surprised I wasn’t draining him. Normally, my companion stopped me when they started to feel weak, but Knight let me go as long as I wanted to. As soon as I felt stronger, I restrained myself and pulled away. Knight’s hands were fisted in my shirt, so I stayed still until he relaxed. As I watched, his neck started to heal until my bite marks were gone, as if they’d never happened.

      Timidly, I put my arms around his neck and held him close. He owed me that. “I drank too much.” If I weakened him, we wouldn’t survive.

      “No, you didn’t.” His voice was muffled by my shirt. “My body will make new blood, so always drink however much you need.” Always? I tried not to read too much into his choice of words. “Move that ass, I need some water.” I stood and found a spot against the cave wall to watch him take a drink from one of our bottles of water. I shivered, but I was the furthest thing from chilly. He looked over at me and noticed. “Are you cold?”

      “Yes,” I said breathlessly. Getting enough air was hard with my teeth starting to chatter.

      “Let’s go for a swim.”

      Yes, please.

      He reached a hand out and when our fingers touched, I felt a jolt of electricity go up my arm. So warm. He was so warm. He led me down to the hot springs and slowly the warm water chased away all the ice. Or maybe it was holding his hand. I couldn’t say.

      Once we were in the middle of the pool, the water came up to my armpits. Knight dunked his head and resurfaced, shaking his head to get the water out of his eyes. Water droplets sprayed on me and I yelped to get away, then dunked my own head underwater so it won’t matter. He laughed and went below the surface again, only to come back up right in front of me. I stumbled backward and he caught me with a hand around my waist.

      “I have a question for you,” he began, his breath coming in visible bursts. The hand on my waist pulled me closer to him, so close his foggy breath was on my face. I was very certain I wouldn’t be able to articulate an answer to whatever he wanted to know. “If I hadn’t promised to protect you…” His other hand came up to wipe a bead of moisture off my bottom lip. “Would you still want me to be with you?”

      “I uhh…” I swallowed and tried not to focus on his eyes, or his lips. “I have a question for you.”

      A crinkled formed between his eyes. “Okay.”

      “How can you be this close to me if I repulse you?”

      Something in his face changed, an edge of sadness, of disappointment, and I felt like a fool for ruining whatever he’d been trying to do.

      “We don’t have long,” he said, trying to move his hands away from me. His body had gone rigid. What had I done?

      “No, don’t.” I stopped his hands with my own and held them around my waist. “Why don’t we have long?”

      “Lisbeth,” Knight breathed in warning. I was so distracted I almost didn’t hear the inflections in his voice. His hands started crushing into my hips and it was hurting me.

      “Knight, what’s wrong?” I asked him, reaching a hand up to his face. Over his shoulder, I saw the clouds part and the moon came out.

      Let me say that again. The full moon came out.

      The moonlight hit Knight like it was searching for him, and his body stiffened in response. His eyes were usually dark brown, but now they were glowing bright yellow. He met my gaze, and I’d never seen so much terror in someone’s eyes before. I took a step back from him, all the heat gone from my body and replaced with white cold fear.

      Under the moon’s grasp, Knight started shifting. His hands lengthened into long claws, his muscles grew even bigger, and his face contorted into a snout. Hair sprouted on his body, so where he used to be mostly hairless, he now had black wispy curls. His scent turned acrid and almost made me choke because I was standing so close to him.

      When he was fully shifted, he looked like a wolf-human hybrid, not the dog-like wolf I’d expected. That’s when I knew the Alpha female was right.

      Knight wasn’t a Lycan. He was a werewolf.

      The werewolf with Knight’s eyes growled low in his chest and threw his head back to howl at the moon. My ears rang at the sound.

      “Knight, are you okay?” I stepped close to check on him, but it was a mistake.

      This creature wasn’t Knight anymore. While the moon held him in her grasp, Knight was gone, and what had taken his place was a bi-pedal wolf that saw me as its mortal enemy. He swung his arm at me so quickly, I couldn’t move away fast enough, and he sliced my stomach open with his enormous claws. The werewolf’s other hand came up and broke my neck in a swift punch.

      Then he howled at his precious moon again, and left his enemy to bleed out and die.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            11. On the prowl for blood
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      I woke up several hours later, floating in the pool of water. My wounds had healed and my neck wasn’t broken anymore, but it had used up most of the blood I’d gotten from Knight to repair what’d he done to me. Thankfully, I had enough strength left to push my senses out and see where I was. Knight had been overly cautious, it seemed, as our campsite was far from the nearest town. I hobbled back to the cave and put some clothes on.

      Fucking fantastic. This was how he treated girls. He holds them close and then breaks their necks. Not my idea of romance, but maybe that’s just me. Sure, he looked like he wanted to kiss me, but in the end, I was still his enemy. I was so fucking stupid. He’d never want me, not ever. I couldn’t believe I’d trusted a werewolf.

      Once I was dry, I ate dinner and curled up in his blanket to fall asleep.

      When morning came, Knight wasn’t there. Waiting all day did no good. He didn’t come back. After the third day of sitting in the cave, literally dying of thirst, I got up and shouldered my bag, leaving Knight’s things in the cave. I couldn’t survive without blood, and if he wanted to find me he could. I walked the long distance to the human town and couldn’t help but notice how lonely and quiet it was.

      Lonely and quiet without him.

      The town was small enough that my picture wasn’t being circulated, and no one was talking about me killing an innocent child (I was still pissed about that). Knight’s scent wasn’t around, so I tried to relax. Darkness was already falling, the last night of the full moon, and while this town was very small, it had one redeeming factor: a nightclub.

      I found a used clothing store still open and bought something that reminded me of Olivier: a black leather dress with pockets and a million zippers. To go with it, I found some clunky black boots decorated with belt buckles. The cashier looked at me weird since I was dressed like a beach girl and buying gothic clothes. I changed in an alley and stashed my bag beside a dumpster after arranging my hair in messy curls and applying some makeup from my purse.

      The vampire was feeding tonight.

      I channeled my sensual side as I walked up to the club. The heavy closed doors held in loud pounding music that oozed from the large warehouse. The sound was muffled to those on the street, but for me, it was like I was already inside. I passed the waiting line of teenagers with fake I.D.’s and went right up to the bouncer.

      It should be noted that I’d never actually been to a club, so I was acting out what I’d seen on television. The hot girls always kiss up to the club bouncer, and if he’s straight, he lets them in ahead of everyone else.

      My heels clicked on the pavement until I stopped at the front door. The bouncer was stacked with muscles and looked like that guy from the racing movies Cameron liked to watch. Knight’s muscles were just as impressive. I smiled sweetly and waved at the bouncer when he noticed me. His eyes swept my body and I could tell he liked what he saw, but apparently it wasn’t enough to get me in the club.

      “Back of the line with that sweet ass, baby.”

      Seriously? Okay, what would Olivier do? That was easy: she’d deck him and use his body as a rug to walk into the club. I racked my brain for an idea.

      What would Knight do?

      I didn’t even have to guess that answer. I opened my purse and pulled out several hundred dollar bills, and then I waved them in the bouncer’s face. “How’s three hundred bucks sound?”

      He swiped them from me and slid the bills into his pocket. “Enjoy the club, baby.” He motioned and the big guy at the entrance opened one of the doors for me. If I’d thought the music was slightly loud outside, the music inside was deafening. I stepped into the large room packed with sweaty dancing humans.

      My prey.

      I recoiled at the thought. Humans weren’t considered prey anymore, but to rogue vampires like me, I suppose they were. Oh yeah, I guess I was a rogue vampire now. That sounded mysterious and sexy.

      I forced myself to focus. The room stunk of sweat and pheromones. Anger, passion, jealously. Music poured through the speaker system, and it wasn’t a bad tune so I had to keep myself from swaying to it as I herded through the crowd of people to get a drink.

      The club was lit by strobe lights that moved and bobbed with the beat of the music like someone was controlling them. Smoke machines poured out steam around the dance floor, making the dancers look ethereal and haunting as they swayed in a hypnotic dance.

      When I got to the bar, I ordered a Bloody Mary and leaned against the LED lit counter to watch the humans dance. I’d started thinking of ways to feed that were discreet when my nose smelled lilac. I turned, and standing one inch away from my face was Balthazar dressed in black leather pants, a white shirt, and a black leather vest.

      He always had to look so fucking delicious.

      I had to lean in close to his ear for him to hear me over the noise. “You’ve been wearing the same suit for 120 years, but you should wear those leather pants more often. Can I see your ass in those? I need that memory for later.”

      He gave me a dry smile and searched around me for someone. “Where’s the dog?”

      I shrugged and sipped my drink. “He bailed.” The words, or the drink, left a bad taste in my mouth.

      “Good. You smell like him. It stinks.”

      “I do not stink!” I smacked his arm and he laughed, showing all of his perfect teeth and accidentally drawing the attention of every girl around us. Balthazar noticed for once, and dropped his smile so the females would leave him alone. Not that it worked, since they were now gathering in small groups around the bar to watch the sex god standing next to me.

      He ordered a pink martini and leaned against the bar, pretending to be oblivious to the humans staring at him. “Did you make love to him?”

      I almost spit my drink out. “What. The fuck,” I coughed.

      Taking a sip of his drink, he looked at me from over the rim. “I said you smelled like him. I failed to mention where you smelled like him.”

      “You are….” I downed my drink in one go and ordered another.

      “You’re low on blood. Interesting hunting ground, this.” He gestured with his drink at the dancing humans.

      “It’s not like I have options,” I told him. He shrugged so we sipped our drinks and surveyed the masses on the dance floor. I spotted a skinny boy wearing tight jeans and a striped shirt. His scent wasn’t too bad, so I left Balthazar at the bar to approach my target. The lights in the club were so dim that the humans wouldn’t be able to see me do some sleight of hand, so long as one of the strobes didn’t hit me.

      I was two seconds away from discreetly slicing the boys arm and filling my glass with his blood, but I stopped suddenly as Knight’s face came to me, and everything we’d shared, as weird as it all had been. He thought I was a monster for drinking blood. Maybe I was if I did it like this. This wasn’t right. I couldn’t drink without someone’s consent. It went against everything I stood for. I almost wished I was hungry enough for a frenzy. At least in that state, I didn’t have the option of asking first and biting later.

      Balthazar didn’t comment when I stomped back to him and slammed my empty goblet onto the bar. It shattered from the force of my vampire strength.

      “Damn it,” I swore as the shards tore into my skin. I couldn’t afford to waste precious blood. I left the club with Balthazar behind me. We walked to the alley where my bag was and I started picking the glass out of my hand.

      If anyone else had been standing there with me, I would’ve expected a lecture, or at least pelting me with questions, but Balthazar wasn’t like that. “I suppose you’re raiding a hospital now?” he asked me quietly after my hand had healed. I groaned at the thought of bagged blood, but if I wanted to keep my morals, it was the only option open to me. Balthazar produced a small wrapped box from nowhere and held it out to me. “I got you this. Happy Hallows Eve.”

      “It’s September.” He shook the box in my face so I’d take it. Inside was a familiar set of car keys. Stunned, I started to ask him why, not to mention how, he had them, but he put his hand up and gestured for me to follow him. Sitting in the parking lot across the street was Excalibur, safe and sound.

      I couldn’t think of a response beyond hugging his arm, which I did. “I’m impressed,” I told him with a smile. How he’d managed to find and buy my car back was beyond me. Though, if it had belonged to a female, I doubted he had to pay anything for it.

      “You’re on your own now, you need to take care of yourself,” he said. “I would’ve helped before but I was busy.”

      “Busy with some ladies in Copenhagen?” I joked.

      He rolled his eyes, grinning down at me. “Wouldn’t you like to know?”

      “I would actually. With details.”

      He kissed me on the cheek, and then he disappeared.
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      When I sat inside my little fuel efficient car, it felt like I’d never left. I sat there for a few minutes, waiting for something, and I realized I’d been waiting for Knight to open the passenger door and sit next to me. But he was gone, and I was still alone.

      Damn him. I had to erase him from my mind and continue on my path. I drove Excalibur for an hour before I pulled over and started planning my next activity: robbing a hospital. It seemed simple enough. If I found a small one, maybe they wouldn’t be on alert about someone stealing blood and Arthur wouldn’t find out. Maybe. I was doubtful on that account, but if I waited any longer, I’d go into a frenzy and then it would all be over. Arthur would find me, no question about it. And then no more running, no more friends, no more me. No more… Knight.

      No, stop thinking about him. I wasn’t going to let four hundred plus years go to waste, werewolf or no werewolf.

      One crappy hotel room, a large order of Japanese take away, and a case of soda later, I had a solid enough plan put together. I rolled up the paper I’d written my game plan on and started picking up the take away trash when my phone rang. I’d considered buying a new burner phone since Renard had called me and the number could be traced if Arthur felt like doing so, but the thought of someone at the castle needing me and not being able to find me, mainly Olivier or Cameron, kept me from doing so. Plus, I’d given my number to Knight as well. I picked the phone up and saw ‘Unregistered number’ on the screen.

      I pressed the answer button, having no idea who was calling me. “Hello?” I waited for Arthur’s deep scratchy voice, but it was someone else.

      “Hey.”

      My throat constricted as I heard Knight’s voice on the other end. I searched for something to say since the only thing I wanted to ask him was where he was. If he was okay. If he missed me. “I umm… I’m not dead.”

      “Yeah… I noticed.” I sat in awkward silence for a few minutes before he cleared his throat. “Have you fed?”

      Why would he ask me that? “No.” I wanted to tell him about the club, but I felt embarrassed at what I’d almost done. “I’m going to raid a hospital.”

      “Can’t that Incubus help? You know, steal it for you?”

      “I can take care of myself, thank you.”

      “Makes sure you’re okay but leaves you high and dry? What a friend.”

      I scowled and felt my nails lengthen. “At least he doesn’t attack me and leave me for dead in a pool of water. If that’s your idea of foreplay, I’m not into it.”

      Knight made a grumbling noise under his breath. “Right. Because I always have complete control when I shift. Can’t believe I fucking forgot to mention that.” He sighed loudly. “This isn’t why I called you. I just want to make sure you’re eating.”

      More like make sure I’m not snacking on innocent people for fun. “I’ll have blood before the sun rises.”

      “Fine.” The line abruptly cut off.
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      After an hour of blaring the car radio so I wouldn’t have to think about that buttfaced werewolf, I arrived at the hospital.

      The parking lot was quiet when I approached, and most of the hospital lights were turned off. The town around it was equally silent, something you wouldn’t find in a larger city, which was perfect for me. It was very late at night, and that meant pretending to visit a patient was out of the question. I’d opted for a more secret agent spy approach. I entered the hospital through the emergency room door and slipped out of the ER waiting room down an empty hallway. I push my senses out to examine the rooms around me until I found the scent of hospital scrubs. I followed the smell to a hall closet that had spare doctor robes and blue nurse scrubs. The nurse scrubs were the last thing I’d ever want to be seen wearing, but I swallowed my fashion sense and put a set on over my clothes.

      My next move was tricky. This was a small hospital in a small town and I had no doubt that everyone knew everyone else, or at least remembered faces well enough to know that my face hadn’t been there before. It was unfortunate that I hadn’t drunk several times that day or I’d be able to manipulate my way to the blood bank. Since I was a rogue vampire now, what was another law broken? Luckily, the doors I needed to pass through were either unlocked or locked from the opposite side, so I didn’t need to steal anyone’s keycard. I made my way to the stairs after checking a hospital map for the location of the blood bank.

      Lack of blood was making my head pound, and it was only getting worse. I was dangerously close to a frenzy. My senses were so closed in that I could barely smell the humans even when they stood nearby me. I stumbled on the stairs and over my own feet several times before I got to the right floor. Move, legs. Don’t fail me when I’m so close. The orders to my legs did no good, forcing me to hug the wall slightly to stay upright.

      As I got to the blood bank, I was greeted with a locked door. I smacked my head on the door a few times and wondered why I thought I could even get away with this. Espionage wasn’t my thing, a fact I had just proved. Of course, the door would be locked. Why would it not be? I groaned and beat my head against the door again. Black was coming into my vision. I was so close to the edge.

      “Need something?” Startled, I whirled around and leaned back on the door when my equilibrium failed me. Standing two feet away was a handsome Indian man wearing typical doctor scrubs with a white coat over them. “Oh my,” he said in slightly accented English. “You look quite close to the edge.” What was he talking about? Maybe he thought I was high on drugs. I thought about playing it up, but I hadn’t been playing before now and he was already convinced I was a stoner. “What you need isn’t in there, my friend. Come with me.”

      He held out a hand to me, and I saw no reason to not take it. Once he took me somewhere and we were alone, I’d just bite him and pretend he agreed to it. Knight could shove it up his hairy ass.

      “We don’t have time, let’s go.” The doctor gripped my hand tightly and put his other one around me to tote me along. He was surprisingly strong for a human. He half carried me to a nurse’s station on the other side of the floor. Two women were sitting in chairs eating popcorn, and I couldn’t even smell it. They got up when we arrived and started fussing over getting me to a chair. “She needs a gift,” he told them.

      I was about to ask what the fuck he was talking about when one of the nurses unbuttoned her collar and pulled it aside to reveal her neck. There was no time to ponder what was going on, why a human was offering her blood to me so willingly, why she knew that I needed it, or who these people were and if they’d turn me into Arthur.

      I dove for her neck and sank my teeth in, and her blood flooded into my mouth like water in a desert.

      A hand slipped around my neck, the Doctor’s, no doubt monitoring how much I took and ready to rip me off if I drank too much. As soon as the first mouthful slipped down my throat, I regained control and pulled away when I could tell the nurse had given almost too much. Her blood had a weird flavor, almost like I’d been feeding from an animal instead of a human. It sustained me, but it left a bad taste in my mouth. I’d have to brush my teeth later.

      “You are Born,” the doctor remarked as I used a tissue to wipe my mouth. “I wasn’t sure at first, you were so pale, so like the dead. But there it is, the color is returning to you.” His stance had changed from cautious to relaxed since now he knew I wouldn’t attack the humans. “My name is Ahmed.” The nurse’s blood raced through my system and I could suddenly feel his essence. He was old, slightly older than me. I hadn’t noticed, so low on blood, that he was also a vampire.

      “Lisbeth,” I said back.

      He nodded and appraised me for a moment before moving back to the hall. “Come, I will show you the city.” At this point, it was too late to run if they were going to tell Arthur about me. I might as well stay. We left the nurses and walked down the hallway. “That was quite a bit of espionage to get into the hospital.” He turned his head to look back at me and smiled. “But you were so far gone, your eyes were turning black. Another second and I would’ve had to kill you.” He said it casually, like killing me was the same as getting me coffee. What a kidder.

      I’d almost forgotten what being around my kind was like. More so, those of my kind that didn’t live like I used to. “I had a moral dilemma in the feeding department,” I explained shortly.

      I expected him to scoff at me, but instead, he gave me a solemn look like he understood and respected me. “It is immoral to take without consent. It sullies the gift of blood. I am pleased an outsider also understands this. But you are old. The young have never been without as we have.” He gave me that smile. The smile that spoke of years and cultures long past. It was a sweet secret the oldest of our kind shared. He led me to the hospital entrance and held the door open for me.

      A limousine sat in the parking lot right in front of the entrance. Several humans stood around it, guarding its occupant. Wait. Were they humans? They didn’t smell quite like humans. Kind of like how Knight didn’t smell quite like Lycan. No, fuck. Stop thinking about him.

      One of the not-humans opened the limo door, and their master stepped out of the vehicle as soon as we were close. He was tall with long white-blonde hair, and wore an expensive suit that probably cost as much as the limo. He looked young, about sixteen, but I could sense his age was older than Othello, though not by much. This Born was the leader of this town.

      “So,” he said when we were in front of him. “You’re the one who broke into the hospital.” He was well informed, considering it had only been five minutes, ten at the latest, since Ahmed had found me. “The nurses were very concerned for you as you were so close to a frenzy.”

      “You spoke with them?” I asked him.

      He looked me over like he was studying a work of art. I felt naked under his gaze. That was awkward considering he looked like he had barely left puberty. “We don’t often get visitors, much less one of our kind.”

      I pulled my jacket closed, as if it would erase his eyes on me. “I didn’t plan on running into a den of vampires. Your territory wasn’t marked, I didn’t smell it. I apologize.”

      “My name is James,” he said as if I hadn’t spoken. I had a slight feeling that he wasn’t listening to anything I said, but I introduced myself anyway. He didn’t react, again, and said to Ahmed, “Give her a room at the inn.” He looked back at me, his eyes looking me over again. “I’ll check in on you soon. I have business to attend to.” His strange guards got into the limousine after him, then it pulled smoothly out of the parking lot and was gone with barely a crunch on the pavement.

      “He’s, uh…” I searched for a word that was more flattering than ‘a fucking oddball.’ Thankfully, Ahmed had a sense of humor and was already chuckling at me.

      “I know. Not many of us are as old as James is. I suppose it’s just his age.”

      I had a feeling it was more than that, but I held my tongue. Ahmed forwent a car, so we walked down the streets of James’ city. It felt good to stretch my legs. It also felt foreign, being exposed like this, but I tried to forget about the past few months and just enjoyed my surroundings.

      Every tree downtown was decorated with Christmas lights, as well as the edges of some of the buildings. It wasn’t December, the decor was just something the humans enjoyed, Ahmed explained. I supposed that much light made them feel safer around so many vampires. Every street we walked through, our kind was intermixed with the humans. When we stopped at a park, Born were eating ice cream with humans, walking dogs with humans, some were even playing games with humans. I could easily see myself and Knight sitting on the grass together, laughing.

      “You find it odd,” Ahmed said after I’d been staring silently at the crowd in front of me. I nodded, no words coming to me. “We live in harmony here. There is no need to hide from them. They give us what we need –blood– and we protect them. There is only one rule. We do not turn them. Under any circumstance.”

      Then I realized that every vampire I’d seen was Born. None of the turned were among the masses. “Why?” I asked him. “Why don’t you turn them?”

      “Humans don’t understand what it means to be a vampire. They think it means strength, power, and to be above humans. Better than humans. We are not better than anyone. Not humans. Not the Lycans. We are equals. We just… don’t break as easily.”

      I chuckled at him. “A philosophy I’m used to living by.” The only thing I didn’t see was Born and human couples, which was comforting, and made the oddness of the city slightly less odd. “The turned also don’t listen. They’re almost impossible to teach.”

      “Born have the ability to change and adapt. Humans are frozen in time when they drink our blood,” he said back. It wasn’t that I disagreed with him. I just always had the hope that it wasn’t true. Deep down, I knew it was. “Here we are, the hotel.”

      We’d reached the end of a city block and stood in front of what was once a firehouse. It was now a small inn with two large wooden doors where the garage door used to be. Ahmed knocked once on the left door before it swung open revealing the proprietor, a plus-sized human woman with a kind smile and pink-tipped braids. I almost envied her curves since I was a beanpole, but I’d never felt inadequate in any area of my life. Well. Almost never. As I said, my breasts were tiny. She smiled at Ahmed and shifted her eyes to me. Her eyes scanned me and I felt something coming from her, a power that was rare among humans.

      “You’re a seer,” I observed.

      She laughed, making her jewelry jingle around. “That’s an outdated word, but I’ll take it. And yes. I am.” Ahmed shifted his feet a few times before nodding his head to the human and walking back in the direction we came from. The female watched him go, her eyes turning to slits and a smile creeping on her face. When Ahmed turned a corner and disappeared from sight, she looked back at me. “Doesn’t like humans, that one. Likes his nurses well enough, but he feeds from them. Ironic that we humans trust our health to a vampire that doesn’t like us.” She stopped talking and stood in the doorway for a minute. “Coming in?”

      “I have to be invited.”

      She raised her eyebrows at me. “Damn, really? I’ve never heard that.”

      “No, not really. I’m just messing with you.” I flashed my fangs at her in a smile and walked past the doorway into the hotel lobby. I caught her staring at me in a mirror, half un-amused, half trying not to laugh. The lobby was clean and organized, if a little on the hippie side with the décor. Artwork covered the walls. Birds, clouds, trees, fire, and more, all beautifully painted. The human stood nearby while I surveyed the room, then gave me a look when I turned back to her that led me to believe these were her paintings. “They’re lovely,” I said with a smile. I wasn’t lying, her work was really something. I’d never studied art seriously, but you pick up on a few things after decades of art enthusiasts peppering the walls of your house with paintings.

      She relaxed a little. “Thanks. Means a lot coming from a vampire. An old one, I mean. I bet you knew all the old masters. Rembrandt, Monet, Van Gogh,” she said with a sigh, pronouncing Van Gogh’s name wrong. She’d also known I was old without asking.

      “It’s pronounced Goff,” I corrected.

      She pointed a finger at me. “Ha! So, you knew him? Was that ear cut off for you?”

      “He was a chubby chaser, so, no.”

      She laughed loudly, slapping her leg a few times, and reached up to wipe her eyes when she’d calmed down. “Van Goff, a chubby chaser. Fuck, I like you.” She sniffed and chuckled softly. “I’m Sara, the town weirdo.”

      I smiled at her. “A town is only as weird as the town weirdo.”

      She ran her hands down her sides. “I’m also lusciously curved. I can tell you noticed. Don’t fib.” I tried to come up with an excuse, but she waved her hand at me and giggled. “I’m just teasing. Curves are normal. You’re a skinny thing, if you don’t mind my saying. I’ve never seen anyone as skinny as you are. Do you eat enough?” I looked down and saw how loose my peasant blouse had become. When I’d bought it, it had fit me perfectly. I did look a little malnourished. “Stop, stop,” she said suddenly, grabbing my wrists. “No need to be upset. You’ve always been skinny, right? We just need to fatten you up. I’ll have a human here pronto that you can drink from.”

      “Thank you, but I’m full.” I also had a stomachache, oddly enough. Did my breath smell? Not that it mattered.

      “Alright, alright. If you say so.” Sara tugged on one of her short pink-tipped braids while she maneuvered behind her large hotel type desk and fiddled with something underneath it. When she straightened up, she produced two large white towels. “These are unbelievably fluffy, you could sleep on them.” She handed them to me and walked over to the staircase. “Right this way.” I followed her up, her hips moving from side to side in front of me. She turned to the left when we reached the landing and inserted a brass skeleton key into a door marked ‘1’. I was the only guest here, it seemed. She pushed the door open and held the key out to me. “A human will be in the lobby when you wake up, and I’ll have food ready after you’ve fed. I’m thinking curry. You like spicy?”

      “Curry for breakfast?”

      “So that’s a no. Okay. French toast waffles it is.” She wiggled her fingers at me and went back down the stairs.

      I sat down on the bed and let the towels fall to the floor. Could this town be my safe haven? If I gained James’ favors, maybe he’d hide me from Arthur. Except Knight would never come here. I’d never see him again. Sniffing, I picked the towels back up. That would just be the price of my safety.
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      Despite the ridiculously comfortable bed, I didn’t sleep well that night. My dreams were a mix of can-can dancers in Paris and Knight’s passionate kisses. When I woke up, I half expected to find someone in bed with me, but my Bohemian-Gypsy-esque room was empty. Sara was very committed to the design of the room, down to very minute details, and I could tell she’d gotten the help of a vampire to make it historically accurate. The small bathroom attached to my room had a Steampunk theme, including a huge copper-colored claw foot bathtub. I managed to figure out the mechanics (and I mean mechanics literally) so I could take a bath. My skin was pale white again, but since I was in a town filled with my kind, I didn’t need any tanning lotion.

      After I cleaned up, I went downstairs and found a human male waiting for me on a red velvet couch. He introduced himself, Robert, and promptly left after I’d fed from him. As soon as he was gone, Sara waltzed in carrying a bowl of batter. Her hair was up in a scarf and she was wearing a loosely tied cocktail apron over a pajama top and pants with Tweety bird on them.

      “Hey there, gorgeous! Ready for waffles?” I stood up and followed her to the small kitchen she’d come out of. There was a small table with two chairs in a 1950’s style kitchen, complete with an avocado fridge. I sat down and Sara plunked a plate in front of me with three French toast waffles on it.

      “This might be too much foo-”

      “Nope. No arguments, missy. You’ll eat it all and like it. Gotta fatten you up again. Can’t have you sickly.” Why did it matter to her if I stayed sickly? She finished cooking and sat down after removing her apron. Her pajama top rode up slightly, revealing stretch marks, the kind of stretch marks caused by being pregnant. She caught me staring so I looked back at my plate and started eating. “Nathan.”

      “What?”

      “That’s my son’s name. But he goes by his middle name now.”

      “I didn’t realize you’re a mom.” I hadn’t seen toys around the hotel, nor heard anything during the night like a crying baby or a child asking for a glass of water.

      “He’s twenty,” she said, like it wasn’t weird.

      I choked on my bite of French toast waffle. “You have a twenty-year-old son? You’re so…”

      “Young? Yeah. I was fifteen when I had him. His father was…dashing. He was an amazing lover, I will say.” She smiled, a hazed look on her face. She cleared her throat and picked at her waffle. “Nathan works for his father.”

      I pointed to the vacant spaces around the table. “Only two chairs?”

      “No one ever comes here, except for two people,” she said quietly. “And they never come at the same time.”

      I wondered why James had told Ahmed to bring me to an inn that never had customers. “Well. You have someone here now,” I said brightly. She smiled back at me.
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        * * *

      

      The day went quietly and as slow as Christmas. I laid on the carpet in her living room, staring at the popcorn ceiling and trying to not think about a certain someone. We were eating a late lunch in the kitchen (eggs and kimchi) when there was a knock at the door. Sara, not looking the least bit surprised, left the kitchen and came back with an envelope and a large white gift box. She slid the box onto the table by my plate, handed me the envelope, and sat back down to finish her kimchi, a blank look on her face. I picked up the envelope and stole a glance at her but she was staring off into space, so I slid the seal open.

      James was requesting my presence for dinner at his house tonight.

      The box revealed a dress that designers dream about and rich women drool over. Light brown satin with black lace on the bodice and edges, and an angled overskirt that went from knee to floor. Sara did a double take when she saw it and almost dropped her drink. Beside the dress was a small matching clutch, and shoes that made me want to cry. Designer clothes. I’ve missed you, my darlings. For one night at least, I could put aside my Bohemian hippie clothes and dress like I used to.

      Sara got up, quickly washed our dishes, and disappeared.

      I went upstairs and bathed again, then I put on makeup, did my hair, and then redid my hair a few more times before I was satisfied. By the time I was dressed and ready, I could hear a limo pull up outside. I went downstairs, sighing with happiness at the feel of heels, not to mention how much I loved this dress. Sara wasn’t there to send me off.

      One of the strange human bodyguards was standing by the limo door, waiting for me to get in. It smelled like pink champagne. When we reached James’s home, correction: mansion, he wasn’t there to greet me. I was led inside by my escort and guided to a sitting room. James sat in a large armchair with a small antique dining table set for two in front of him. A dainty boudoir chair was on the other side of the table, and it was almost too small even for my small ass. He smiled when he saw me in the doorway.

      “Elisabeth, please come in,” he said, gesturing to the chair across from him. How did he know my full name? I sat, feeling slightly uncomfortable at being given such a small chair. A display of power, most likely. “How are you liking the inn?” he asked, giving no indication he thought it was a bad establishment.

      “It’s good,” I answered. “Sara is very kind. And she can really decorate.”

      James smiled, for the first time showing warmth. “Most people find her odd. I’m glad you do not.” As if summoned silently, several humans came in bringing the first course: cucumber soup. “I wasn’t sure which eras you preferred as far as cuisine is concerned, so I just went with some traditional favorites.”

      We ate, sometimes talking and appreciating shared experiences from the past, but mostly just enjoying the food. The main course was roast peacock, and the platter was decorated with several feathers, as well as the bird’s head. I wrinkled my nose at it and James had it taken away with a snap of his fingers. Dessert came, an exotic chocolate dish, and he relaxed in his chair after finishing his.

      “That was delightful,” he said with a relaxed smile on his face. “Do you need to drink?” I shook my head. “I may after you leave. I usually do after I partake of food.” He stood and walked over to examine a painting near my chair.

      My brain didn’t quite process that. “You drink more than once a day?”

      He brushed his hand over his sleeves, even though they were spotless. “I drink as often as I feel like it.”

      “That causes instability.” I’d lived long enough to know that. It would explain James’s odd behavior. He was close to me now and held out a hand for me to take.

      “It also causes powers. This you know.”

      I shifted my legs under the table. “I’m well aware.”

      “I can read minds. I can bend humans to my will. I can control our kind.” He gave me a pointed look. “Including you.”

      “Well,” I said quickly, tossing my cloth napkin onto the table. “This was a lovely meal, and I thank you for–” James interrupted me, uttering a single word.

      “Stand.”

      My legs suddenly clenched, and the only thing I wanted to do was stand up.

      I didn’t.

      His lips pursed at me and his eyes focused sternly on my face. “I said, stand.” My muscles began to burn like I’d been sitting for days. I craved the sweet release standing would give me.

      I still didn’t.

      This time James squinted, studying me, and a slow grin spread onto his face. “I should’ve known, given your age. There’s only one way to make you submit.” No. He couldn’t mean... He pulled me by my hand to his embrace, and I felt revulsion having him so close to me. I fought, but he was stronger, and he held me against him forcefully.

      Then he bit me.
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      I rubbed my neck in the limo on the way back to Sara’s inn.

      Once he’d bitten me, he kissed me for several minutes, and man was it gross. Then he stroked my neck and told me to go back to the hotel. He wasn’t interested in hurting me, which was nice. He just wanted to control me.

      Sara was lounging on a fainting couch in the lobby when I arrived, chewing on pieces of melon and reading a Japanese newspaper upside down. She glanced up at me briefly and went back to the paper. I could feel her disapproval, but of what I had no idea. Then suddenly, she looked back at me with a horrified expression and jumped up, tossing the paper away.

      “He bit you,” she stated, her face shocked. I reached a hand up to cover my neck. “He forced his will on you.” She put a hand on mine and gave me a comforting look, like James had raped me, instead of just biting me. Now that I thought about it, I wasn’t sure how those two options differed.

      Then the air changed. We both tensed, though I didn’t know if Sara felt what I was feeling. It wasn’t a smell, more like my ears had randomly tuned into something happening outside.

      “He’s here,” she whispered.

      I turned around and went back to the front door. Sara joined me, pulling on some shoes that looked like they’d come from Aladdin’s closet. I expected to see James standing there, ready for round two of whatever he thought our evening had been, but that wasn’t what greeted me.

      Knight was further down the road, kneeling in the street, a dozen vampires and human bodyguards either holding him down or pointing a weapon at him. James stood at the head of the group, looking down at Knight, about to pass judgment for a Lycan trespassing within his unmarked borders.

      Even though the last time I’d seen Knight had ended in literal blood and tears, I felt elation and relief at the sight of him. I’d given up hope that I’d ever see him again. And despite the oddness of our relationship, and my uncertainty about his intentions towards me romantically, I found I didn’t want him to leave again.

      “Wait!” I shouted. James’s head turned to see Sara and I coming towards him. Two vampires had a rough grip on Knight’s hair, but he fought his captors to find my face.

      “Hey, Lisa,” he said with a toss of his chin and a smile.

      “Lisa?” I asked, dumbfounded. Did he forget my name? Was he playing dumb? Well. He didn’t really have to play.

      He grinned and my heart skipped a beat. “Trying to find you a nickname. Not working?”

      The look I gave him was utter disbelief at his choice of conversation, given the circumstances. He shrugged and grinned playfully.

      James hissed loudly so we’d stop talking. I felt the command, even if he hadn’t spoken it. “You know this mutt, Elisabeth?” Knight’s mouth wrinkled when my name was said as if he disapproved more of James using my full name than being called a mutt.

      “Yes. He protected me before I came here. He’s my–” I checked Knight’s face before I finished my sentence, knowing I’d pay for it later. “–bodyguard.” James started to chuckle ironically, and Knight scrunched his mouth up even more with annoyed disapproval.

      “I can see that you’re serious,” James said after he’d finished laughing. “You had your reasons for hiring a mongrel to watch over you, I suppose.” Mongrel? That was much worse than dog. Even I was offended. “What shall you do with him?”

      That surprised me. “The fuck?”

      “He bears your scent. You’ve bitten him. You decide what his fate is. Shall we kill him?” He waited for me to speak. To choose.

      I glanced back at Knight, still kneeling on the asphalt and being restrained by so many other bodies, much more than a normal man would require. “Let him go.” I caught a slight nod from James out of the corner of my eye before Knight was released. He stood and brushed off his faded blue jeans.

      “Thanks, Lis,” he said, the grin back on his face.

      James straightened and flicked a hand for everyone to give Knight more space. “I expect you gone from my city before sunrise,” he commanded the Lycan.

      “No, he’s not leaving,” I said, and instantly regretted it.

      James’s body turned and seemed to tower over me. “Excuse me?”

      I swallowed, fear trickling up my skin, and Knight gave me a perplexed look. It took all my power not to stutter. “I want him to stay.”

      “Are you defying me?” James asked sternly.

      I whimpered. It felt as if weights were crushing me and I struggled to breathe. I couldn’t defy my master. My panicked eyes went back to Knight. Although he didn’t know what was going on, he at least wasn’t mad at me for being a weakling. Wait. I wasn’t defying James.

      “You…” I swallowed. “You said I decide his fate. I want him to stay here.” I waited to feel pain, weakness, the crushing weights again, but I didn’t.

      James humphed at me, a smile coming to his lips. “Clever. Very well. You win this time.” He raised two fingers and made a circle in the air, which meant the show was over. The humans and vampires dispersed. With a smile still on his face, he took my arm and squeezed it so hard his nails pierced my thick vampire skin before he forced me to kiss him.

      Ewwwwwww.

      “Be glad I enjoy your companionship, Lisbeth.” And with that, he was gone, along with his bodyguards.

      Knight ran his hands through his mussed hair. “Nice company you’re keeping, Lis.” My emotions swirled so badly, I didn’t how to react. Sara broke the silence, stepping forward and offering her hand to him.

      “I’m Sara. Resident weirdo.”

      He took her hand and pumped it a few times. “Nice to know you’re owning it.” She shrugged playfully and flipped some of her pink-tipped hair back. Was she flirting?

      I interrupted… whatever they were up to. “What are you doing here?” I asked Knight sternly.

      “Aaaand moment over. I’ll be in the lobby.” Sara about faced with a fancy twirl and half ran back to the hotel.

      Knight watched her leave (was he checking her out?), then he turned back to me. His face softened slightly. “Are you his now?”

      “That’s not what I fucking asked you.”

      “Fine. I was worried about you.”

      My first reaction was accusatory. Why had he left? Why had he suddenly come back? But I was too relieved to see him and too tired to argue. “The reason being?”

      “I caught your scent at the gas station outside of town, and then I smelled other vampires. I figured you’d been captured.”

      In the midst of everything that had happened in the past hour, I’d scarcely thought of Arthur. But that didn’t matter much now since I was bound to the small city and couldn’t leave without James’s permission. I’d have to take my chances with the Hunters, as disconcerting as that was. I had bigger problems at the moment.

      “Thank you for the concern,” I told Knight. “I haven’t been found yet, so I’m safe.”

      He looked at the corner of the street, the one James had disappeared behind. “Forgive me if I don’t believe you.”
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      Once we were secure in my hotel room, Knight shut and locked the door before turning to me with a very determined look on his face.

      “You’re going to tell me everything that happened here,” he said firmly, his arms crossed over his broad chest.

      “I don’t think I owe you anything,” I countered, arms over my chest as well. I hadn’t been mad before that moment, but now I was so upset with him for abandoning me, it was overriding my happiness that he was standing in front of me.

      His eyes fell to my neck and his expression turned dark. “Did he bite you?”

      My hand automatically went up to cover it. “Yes.”

      “Fucking bastard,” he ground out. He moved towards me, hands out, probably to look at the wound, but I recoiled away from him.

      “Please don’t touch me,” I whimpered. “I feel extremely violated right now, I can’t deal with physical touch.” Tears came down my cheeks and I sniffed with a sigh. “I’m sorry.”

      His brown eyes looked as sad as I’d ever seen them. “Don’t be. I won’t touch you.” I nodded, wiping my cheeks. He grabbed a blanket from the bed and went to sleep on the floor without another word.
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        * * *

      

      I slept fitfully, my dreams running over and over what it felt like to have my free will taken from me so easily. It was as foreign to me as being human. I’d never experienced anything like it before, and that was saying something. When I woke up the next morning, my pillow was soaked with sweat. Knight’s pallet had been neatly folded up and he wasn’t in the room. I took a bath, got dressed, and went downstairs.

      When I walked into the kitchen, Knight and Sara were eating breakfast. They both had a similar look of cautious pity when they saw me. I sat down in the chair Sara had brought into the room for me, a wicker armchair that didn’t match the 1950’s kitchen theme. She’d already loaded a plate for me with pancakes that smelled like chocolate chips and cannoli. I brought a fork towards the stack and Sara quickly added a mess of whipped cream on top.

      “Gotta keep your strength up. You didn’t sleep well last night,” Sara said cheerfully. She added one more extra-large squirt of foam for good measure before setting the can down. “Oh! I almost forgot. I didn’t get you someone to drink from. Silly me. Oh, and Knight, please don’t break more of my dishes.” She waltzed out without another word.

      Knight looked down at his plate, still covered in a half-eaten stack of chocolate chip and cannoli pancakes. “I haven’t broken her dishes,” he said in confusion.

      “She’s always saying things like that, don’t worry. She’s a seer,” I told him. I took a bite of my own breakfast and suddenly didn’t want to talk anymore. It was that good. I wanted to break down and cry at the deliciousness.

      “Like, oooo you will meet a mysterious stranger?” he asked, clearly skeptical.

      “Like seeing the future is any weirder than having a freaky moon relationship?”

      He twirled his fork around mockingly. “Meh, meh, meh, I drink blood.”

      That’s how the food fight started.

      We flung pieces of pancake at each other and both grabbed whipped cream to attack with. I clobbered him with a giant spray of cream, and he grabbed me to him to put his supply in my hair.

      “No!” I screamed. “Not my hair, you cuntwaffle!” He laughed and his smile fell as he reached up to push my hair back. I realized I was in his arms, and I pulled away. “Sorry.”

      Looking away, he sighed and flicked me with cream. “Stop apologizing to me.”

      When Sara came back into the room, Knight, the kitchen, and I were covered in pancakes and canned whipped cream.

      “I’d be furious at you two, but I’m more furious that you won’t be able to help me clean this up. Plate.” Knight was turning to see her and his foot slipped on the floor. His hand reached for the table to stop his fall and he knocked his plate off the corner. It crashed onto the floor. “Like I said, please don’t break more of my dishes. I like those. They’re vintage.”

      “Sorry,” he apologized. “We’ll help clean up.”

      She sighed like she was tired of people not listening to her. “I said you two won’t be able to help me clean. Did you not hear?” She turned to me. “I couldn’t get you someone to drink from. This was at the door.” She handed me a letter and shooed us out of the kitchen.

      “What’s that?” Knight asked, his finger scraping a big glob of whipped cream off his arm that he popped into his mouth. The envelope was sealed with red wax and the impression of a ring. I didn’t recognize the symbol, but I didn’t have to guess who had sent it.

      ‘I’ve sent a car for you. You may drink at my home every morning.’

      Easily a message he could’ve said over the phone or something. Knight took the paper and read it. He didn’t say anything so I explained what it meant.

      “He wants to control my feeding.”

      Knight nodded and handed the paper back. “I figured as much.” He focused on something near my arm, and I was about to ask what it was until he reached a finger out to scoop up another glob of cream that sat on my elbow.

      “Eww!” I ran back up the stairs so he couldn’t eat any leftover breakfast on me.

      “I’m hungry! You interrupted a perfectly good stack of pancakes, COME BACK HERE!”
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      We cleaned up and went outside. The stretch limo James had sent was still sitting there waiting at the end of the block. More of his not-human guards were there. Knight wrinkled his nose at them, their odd smell disagreeing with his brain.

      “What are they?” I shrugged. I was just as clueless. “They were fucking strong last night. Way too strong to be human.” We’d reached the limo, and the closest not-human came up to stand in our way. I recognized him from the scuffle the previous night and from when I’d first met James. He had blonde hair and his features were similar to James’, not to mention their eyes were the same color. His son?

      “He is not allowed to join you,” the not-human said, inclining his head at Knight. I didn’t want Knight to leave me since I was feeling incredibly vulnerable in this town, but it was safer to not piss James off.

      “Fine,” I told him. I gave Knight a wave and walked over to step inside the car. The guards got in behind me and the limo took off. Inside the limo, there was a small mini-fridge and a bowl of wrapped chocolate mints. I took one and chewed it while we drove to James’s house.

      I looked the not-human up and down. “What’s your name,” I asked around the chocolate mint.

      He glanced over at me and gave me a look like I could use a brush-up on manners. “Drake.”

      “You have the same eyes as James,” I told him. I was so nervous, I couldn’t stop myself from talking.

      “He’s my father,” Drake said simply. Called it!

      “But you’re…” I started. He waited for me to finish my sentence, but I wasn’t sure what I was going to say. You’re human but not human? Thankfully, he was content to ignore me so I didn’t have to continue the conversation.

      It wasn’t a long trip to James’ mansion, small town and all, and soon the limo was going up a small incline before it stopped. The guards got out, opened the door for me, and helped me step out. James’ mansion looked the same, but a little less welcoming. It was in the early American style, a colonial mansion. The type people used to have parties and balls at before the American Revolution. I’d been too distracted to really notice it before. He might have been a psycho overlord, but he had a nice house.

      The inside was decorated with vintage furniture, no doubt all original from when the house was first built. You’d be surprised how long a chair can last when it’s not seeing daily use. The walls had dozens of paintings and photographs. While only some of the paintings were of James, all the photographs were of him, captured at various points in time, and harkening all the way back to the first cameras.

      Then Drake led me to a sitting room. James was sprawled on a divan, two female humans on either side of him. One had bite marks above her collarbone that trickled blood he hadn’t bothered to clean up. That was considered extremely fucking disrespectful, but I wasn’t about to call him on it.

      His face brightened when he saw me. “Lisbeth! Come. Have a drink with me. I saved you one.” He pushed at the other female’s side until she stood up and came halfway to me. He’d ordered to me to drink, but it hadn’t been entirely direct. I still felt the compulsion behind it as I walked up to the female without hesitation. She was taller than me so I lifted her arm and sunk my fangs into it, making sure to miss the artery that ran to her elbow. I didn’t want her to bleed out. Her blood tasted bitter, and I knew I’d get a stomach ache from it. I drank as much as I needed before pulling away, making sure to lick her skin around my bite to clean off the residual blood. I had to resist the urge to gag over the foul taste of her. I was sure she wouldn’t appreciate being told she tasted bad.

      James was watching me with a steady gaze, one of his hands gently stroking the hair of the female he’d fed from. “Are you satisfied?” I nodded. “Good. Ladies, shoo.” He waved his hand at them and they left together. “Have you eaten?” I nodded again. “Not feeling chatty this morning? Never mind. I can talk for the both of us.”

      Oh fuck me.

      He got up, smoothly, and walked over to me. One hand reached up to swipe my hair off my shoulder, and he leaned in to place a gentle kiss on his bite mark.

      “I hated doing that,” he said mournfully, and I wanted to recoil from his fingers traipsing over my skin. “If you’d been weaker, I wouldn’t have needed to. But you’re old.” He kissed higher on my neck. “I’m glad to see you don’t protest to being called old. Most of the younger vampires don’t understand. It’s not an insult to us. To humans, it means you’re closer to death. To us, it means you’ve been alive longer.” His lips went to my ear and I almost let out a noise of displeasure. “Have you ever wondered why there are so few older Born?”

      “Sometimes.”

      He stepped away from me and picked up a drink from the coffee table, then he swirled the amber liquid in the glass. “I’ve often thought about it. No one really knows for sure why. There are so many rumors surrounding the topic that one can hardly discern any actual facts. Since you’re barely younger than me, I’d be interested to know your thoughts on the matter.” He waited for me to speak, staring me down while he took a long sip from his glass.

      I couldn’t lie, I’d often wondered about this topic. Why me, a 400-year-old vampire, was considered one of the oldest when vampires had been around for many millennia, but I didn’t exactly feel like having a heart to heart with James.

      I gave him a simple answer. “There are certain topics my Order prefers not to discuss. That’s one of them.”

      “Oh, fuck that. I asked what you think, not what your Order thinks. That’s why I stay away from the Orders. They’re all rules and regulations. Not at all to my taste. Stuffy pricks.” Stuffy. That did explain why he was here, ruling over his own little world, and why I’d never heard of him.

      “I’m sure they wouldn’t approve of your feeding schedule,” I said before I could stop myself.

      He studied me and then smiled slowly as if he’d figured me out. “You were a rule enforcer, weren’t you?” I stayed silent. “A rule enforcer on the run for breaking the rules. How’s that irony for you? Stop being so uptight. I despise uptight people.”

      Did he seriously bring me here just to talk about how stuffy I am? And he’d just ordered me to stop being uptight too. Might as well order me to stop being sarcastic.

      I cleared my throat casually, trying to hold in the pain I felt as his order seeped in. “Did you need anything else?”

      “Hmm, dinner tonight. Leave.” And with that, he dismissed me. And I gladly left.
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      James sent over another outfit for me to wear when the limo arrived and this one was a deep purple cocktail dress with a low back. I put it on and left in the limo.

      ‘Dinner with James’ was apparently also ‘Party with James.’ His colonial mansion was littered with the rich and fabulous from this tiny town. Mostly Born, some humans. I exited the limo and went to the front door. Drake was there to wave me in, ignoring me as much as possible. Whatever he was, he did not like me, a fact I was fine with.

      Inside the mansion, it took me a few minutes to find James. He was in the thick of it, in the parlor I’d been in that morning, surrounded by humans and Born, dominating all the attention with whatever he was telling them. He spotted me and brightened, then he walked to me, motioning me closer.

      “Lisbeth, how good to see you,” he said, leaning in to kiss my lips. Unable to help it, I recoiled at the unwanted contact, but he held me firmly. “Don’t recoil from me,” he whispered in my ear. My body crunched inward at his order like he’d squeezed my ribcage, and I tried not to lean against him as I swayed with pain. He stepped away, put a hand on my bare back in an unwanted caress, and pushed me towards his friends. “Gentlemen, meet Lisbeth. My latest conquest.”

      His conquest. That put a lot of things into perspective.

      “We have been so excited to meet you,” one of them said, a human female decked to the teeth in pearls.

      “A vampire almost as old as our master, you are a precious gem,” another said, this one a male vampire wearing a very expensive suit. James tightened his hold around me as if he was jealous of anyone saying how awesome I was. My hip bone felt slightly crushed under his hand. I knew I’d have a bruise there later.

      “James,” someone purred in a heavy accent. A female vampire came up to us and offered James her hand, which he gently kissed. She glanced at me, gave me a once-over, and smiled at me in a way that meant she wanted to rip my hair out. “So, you’re her. The vampire that was so strong that James had to bite her.” She clearly ranked being bitten by James with winning the lottery. And I was almost positive her accent was fake. “He’s never had to bite one of us before. Carrying his mark means being under his absolute control. Having to obey his every whim. If only one of us could be so lucky,” she said, with a cute little seductive laugh at the end.

      I wisely held my tongue, even though she was waiting for me to say something. I didn’t think James would appreciate me telling his guest to go fuck herself.

      “Don’t be so jealous, Miranda,” James said playfully. “I can still control you.”

      She gave him a look that wasn’t very appropriate for a room full of people. “Yes, but I can say no. She cannot.” She looked back over at me. “Your lady looks like she doesn’t want to be here. Maybe she should go home and leave you with us.” Oh, yes, please.

      James laughed. “Don’t be ridiculous, Miranda. Why don’t you go get another drink?” She left in an unsatisfied huff. James leaned into me and said harshly, “Cheer up. Stop looking like you don’t want to be here.” I instantly smiled and looked like I was having the time of my life.

      And that’s how it went for hours.

      Order after order. Don’t leave my side. Kiss me like you mean it. Stop fidgeting. Dance with me. Don’t dance with anyone else. Only look happy when you’re with me. Stop looking unhappy. Try the veal.

      He spouted out orders so often, he didn’t know which he’d already said to me, or which contradicted each other. I had a feeling he didn’t even realize he was causing me pain. With every order, my body hurt more and more. I didn’t have to think about obeying, I naturally did that, but my body was suffering being under his control. It fought underneath at the sheer wrongness of it all, and I was racked with pain in every part of my body.

      When James finally said I could leave, after everyone else had gone, the only thing keeping me up was his order to stop looking like I was about to fall over. He put me inside one of his limos, giving me a slow kiss on the lips, and sent me on my way.

      The further I got from him, the more pain I felt. Wave after wave of agony. Every sound was too loud, every light was too bright. If I had to deal with this for the rest of my life, I would go insane. Drake sat there the entire time, either not noticing how much I was hurting, or not caring.

      When the limo pulled up to Sara’s hotel, Drake helped me out, and I stood on unsteady limbs that barely supported my weight. I walked slowly to the front door and put my hand on the handle. It opened before I could try to pull on it.

      Sara stood in the doorway, her face the most serious I’d seen in our short friendship. I stumbled over the threshold and didn’t put a hand up fast enough to stop myself from bonking my nose on the doorway.

      “That vile man,” Sara whispered. Even her soft voice pounded in my head, and I whimpered, putting a hand to my face to shield my eyes from the lights. I noticed Knight coming into the lobby from the kitchen, but I couldn’t bear to look at him. I felt so much shame. And pain. Lots of pain. The light bothering me was suddenly gone, and a hand reached out to stroke my hair.

      Without a word, Knight took my hand and led me up to my room. He walked over to shut the curtains to block out the moonlight before coming back to stand in front of me. The darkness didn’t bother our superior eyesight. I could still see him as well as if the light was on.

      Someone knocked so lightly on the door I almost didn’t hear it. Sara peeped her head in and placed a bottle on the floor before closing the door again. Knight bent to pick it up and studied the label. He showed it to me. Sky Vodka.

      Vampires can’t really get drunk, but we could get a nice buzz with a good percentage in our system. I grabbed the bottle and swigged half of it before Knight grabbed it back to chug the rest.

      I wiped my mouth and looked up at him. “I don’t want to talk about it,” I said quietly. My own voice made my temple throb.

      Knight didn’t respond. He set the empty bottle down on the floor and approached me slowly, judging my response to his proximity. When he was so close I could feel his breath on my hair, I put my arms around him and I cried harder than I’d ever cried before.
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      My head was still throbbing when I woke up, but everything else felt better. I sat up and crawled to the edge of the bed. Knight was lying on the floor, one arm behind his head, the other holding his phone that he was playing a game on. He looked up at me and put his phone away.

      “Morning,” he said quietly, a sleepy smile on his face. Beautiful. He was so beautiful.

      I wanted to slide off the bed and just fall onto the floor next to him, probably cry again, but I didn’t. Instead, I just felt more shame.

      “I’m sorry,” I said, staring at the floor beside him. “I’m sorry if I made you uncomfortable last night.”

      “That’s what the vodka was for,” he joked. “I was more worried about you.” I didn’t respond, so he added, “You smelled like tacos.” Tacos? How could I have smelled like tacos?

      “There weren’t tacos at the party.”

      “Okay, maybe I was the one that smelled like tacos. Either way, I really want tacos now.” He put two fingers to his temple and pretended to concentrate.

      “What are you doing?”

      “I’m sending Sara a psychic vibe so she’ll make me tacos.” He narrowed his eyes and grunted with effort. “Damn,” he said as he relaxed. “It was worth a try.” He saw me looking at him so he met my eyes. “Don’t worry about me, Lis. I’m here for you when you need me. That’s what friends are for.”

      Was he my friend? I hated to put a label on what we were. Calling him my friend wasn’t bad though, just unexpected. Whatever my feelings for him were, he thought of me as a bloodsucker.

      “We’re friends?” I asked tentatively.

      He looked at me like I’d just said I had an imaginary friend. “Of course we’re friends, dumb-dumb. I didn’t come here for someone I hate.”

      And yet, despite everything, it was the first time he’d ever said he felt something higher than repulsion for me. He knew it, by the look on his face, and he wouldn’t meet my eyes again. Sara knocked on the door and I heard him whisper, “Tacos, tacos, tacos,” like he was praying.

      “Everyone decent?” she asked as she stepped into the room too quickly for anyone to say no. “I made croissants with custard filling.”

      I was speechless. “That’s my favorite food,” I said in complete shock. I mean, I knew she had powers, but she was good. Like, really good. Which I’d guessed, so I probably shouldn’t have been so surprised.

      She nodded happily at me with a secret grin. “I know. You need some armor this week. Nothing helps quite like your favorite food.” She glanced down at Knight, who was waiting patiently for her to announce that she was also making tacos. She didn’t.
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      Sara had made enough custard croissants to feed ten people. My plate alone could’ve fed Knight for two meals. She was well on her way to fattening me up, as if that was even possible.

      I ate half of what she’d given me and fell into a food coma on the bed. When I woke up, Knight was sitting next to me, reading a book on Civil War history. He didn’t look up when I stirred.

      “Is that accurate?” I asked him. I sat up and stretched my arms.

      He shrugged. “Kind of one-sided. Leaves out a lot.” He put it down and leaned his head back against the back of the bed.

      I tuned my ears into the rest of the house and found it empty. “Where’s Sara?”

      “Grocery shopping. She said she was going to need more pickles.” I giggled. She was a refreshing person. “Speaking of food, you’re due at James’s for blood.” He said it matter-of-factly like I was going there to get my mail, then he gave me a thoughtful look. “In all this time, I’ve never asked. What do your kind think of mine?”

      I held out my fingers to tick off a list. “Dirty. Gross. Hump everything. Something about fleas.” He shoved me with a pillow. “Serious, we do actually think you’re dirty like you don’t shower or something. And you’re gross because you procreate with humans. Eww,” I emphasized. “Also, no self-control, and you get pissed at everything.”

      He conceded to that. “That applies to the Lycans. Not me. And I totally shower every day.”

      “I never said I thought those things, by the way,” I added. “I thought you were... passable when we first met.”

      He chuckled, and I could see him remembering that day. “I was basically disgusted with you.”

      “How about now?” I asked cautiously, trying to be casual.

      He thought about it, a half smile on his face, and I felt almost scared of what his answer would be. “50% less icky.”

      “That’s so generous of you,” I said with a sarcastic smile, oddly relieved. “You’re 35% less passable.”

      “Awwww, so mean. I think I earned at least 42%. Can I call a friend?”

      “Sorry, ballot is out.”

      He pelted me with a pillow until I said he was 38% less passable.
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      With James, it was the same thing every day. I went to his house in the morning and drank from whoever he chose for me. Every day, he kissed me. Just kisses, thankfully. And before he would let me leave, he would brush my hair back and admire his bite. It hadn’t faded, no matter how many days passed.

      At night, he threw various parties.

      The orders he’d given me at that first party were all side comments, and they’d carried weight while I was near him. He knew that, so he was careful to make other orders direct commands that I couldn’t disobey, no matter how far away he got.

      Sometimes when I left his house in the morning, he’d order me to ignore everyone, or stay indoors, or not speak. Sometimes he made me stay at his house all day and just sit there, not moving.

      It was torture.

      The worst days were when I wasn’t allowed to see Knight. He made everything seem a little brighter, even if it wasn’t.

      About a week had passed when I was sent an invitation to the opera. James had been mentioning it for several days, but he hadn’t set a date yet. There was a youth orchestra here, probably funded by him, and a group of actors that put on performances. James wanted an opera, so they were putting on an opera.

      He sent a dress, as usual, and I started getting ready. Sara never helped me. Whenever she saw that I’d been sent clothes, she would disappear into a random room of the hotel until I returned, broken and sobbing. I cried a lot now. Knight was always there. Sometimes he let me hug him while I cried, but only when we’d both had some alcohol first. And he always made me laugh the next morning.

      The dress from James was a masterpiece. Black lace, long flowing skirt, decorated with dozens of small black butterflies that danced up the dress to rest on one shoulder and flutter near the even smaller butterflies in my hair. This was a dress I would’ve chosen for myself, and I hated that I had to wear it to something I wasn’t looking forward to.

      When Knight saw me, he looked a little surprised at the way I looked. I’d spent extra time looking pretty. Not for James. For myself.

      “You clean up good,” Knight appraised, the expression on his face as calm as I’d ever seen him. That was it? I clean up good? I looked fucking hot, you twat! He helped me lift the bulk of my skirt into the car and I left the hotel with Drake at the wheel.

      The opera hall was surprisingly very nice, looking incredibly authentic to the old 19th-century theatres, with decorative gold plating on everything, and plush red carpets. It looked almost exactly like certain rooms in the Order. Ah, nostalgia.

      James saw me enter the lobby after Drake dropped me off, and he smiled widely at me. “Lisbeth, my dear.” He came up and kissed me on the lips, deeply, like I was his lover. I didn’t kick him in the dick. I was under orders. “You look amazing. Even a fool can see how gorgeous you look.” Apparently, he thought I cleaned up good too. “You are going to love this opera. It’s one of my favorites.” I’d read the playbill on the ride over, not to mention I’d already seen this opera over thirty years ago, but I played along.

      “I can’t wait,” I told him with a plastered on smile. He put a hand to my back and led me up to one of the opera boxes, all the while describing the plot of the opera, and spoiling more than a little of the ending. The theatre opened out before me as I stepped into the opera box. It was just as beautiful and breathtaking as the outside and lobby had been. I felt more nostalgia, but for memories that had nothing to do with the Order. It made me relax a little, just remembering happier times. I sat down in one of the two chairs and James sat next to me.

      The orchestra was still warming up, so I had time to look around the theatre at the other occupants. There were more opera boxes, all full, but ours was not close to any of them. We had as much privacy as you can get in a dim theatre with vampires that can see in the dark.

      “Lisbeth,” James said over the orchestra tuning. “There’s something I want to discuss with you.” Any relaxation I’d gained was gone. My body tensed up instantly, and I waited with dread for him to keep talking. Would it be more commands, or would he finally order me to get rid of Knight?

      Was he going to hurt me?

      “I’ve greatly enjoyed our time together, as you know. I’m pleased that you’re so cooperative.” What the fuck. “So, I’ve decided something, but this isn’t an order. This is something you are absolutely allowed to say no to.” Brilliant. Please ask me if I want to leave.

      “What is it?” I hesitantly asked him with a smile.

      He took one of my hands, reverently, with a familiarity we didn’t have, even with all his forced kisses. “I’d like you to become my mate.”

      Mother. Fucker.

      He patted my hand, mistaking my shock/rage for excitement. “I know. It’s breathtaking, catching my attention, but you have. You absolutely have.”

      He was absolutely fucking insane.

      “And if I refuse?”

      That made him pause, looking for all the world like that hadn’t even crossed his mind. “Like I said, you are allowed to refuse. Should you decide you don’t want to become my mate, I’ll put you in some housing on the edge of town. The dog will have to go, but that won’t be a problem, I’m sure. I may require you to have one of my children, however, that will be many years in the future.”

      “So,” I spoke slowly. “If I refuse, I still have to stay here?”

      He bellowed out a laugh like I was a child that had just said something cute. “Of course, you adorable creature. I’m not letting you leave. You’re staying here forever.” I took my hand back but he didn’t notice, he was so caught up with his crazy thoughts. I’d escaped one prison only to be caught in another one. And this one was worse. I’d put up with all of this on the mere hope that soon James would be done with me and say I could be on my way, but he wasn’t going to. And that made this situation deeper and much more dangerous than I’d thought it was.
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      I didn’t say much during the rest of the opera. James seemed happier, more relaxed, after getting that weight off his shoulders. Lucky him. When we got to the lobby at intermission, he had decided to pretend as if this was the age of chaperones and stolen kisses. He stood close to me, but not too close, and every so often he’d hold my hand when he thought no one was looking, and let it go again if someone noticed. As intermission ended, I half expected him to bring a chaperone back into the box with us, but he didn’t. He did, however, giggle, and say he felt wicked being alone in the dark with me.

      I really wanted to facepalm myself hard enough to punch a hole in my face. Or just punch a hole in his face.

      He was always weird. That wasn’t new. But he was usually mature weird. This was putting him to bed with no dinner weird. And I was so sick of it, I wanted to jump off the balcony and be impaled on something sharp.

      When the opera ended, he insisted on walking me home. He nodded his head to everyone who passed, his face never losing that giddy grin. When we finally rounded the corner to Sara’s hotel, Drake was standing next to a limo waiting out front for James, and my feet had gone bloody from walking in the heels I was wearing.

      James took me to the door and everything giddy wiped away, as if it had never happened. He looked completely serious, the way he normally did. “Thank you for the lovely evening, Lisbeth.” He took my hand and kissed it. “I will expect your answer soon.” I nodded, and he turned around, walked stiff-backed to the limo as Drake opened the door for him, and got in. The limo drove away in silence.

      Fucking Christ.

      I took off my heels and stepped into the hotel. The lobby was empty, no Sara to greet me as usual, and no Knight to help put me back together. I stumbled up to my room and sank down onto the bed, the poufy skirt of my dress all around me. I sat there for a long time, mulling over everything that had led me to this moment. I didn’t want to cry about this. Crying meant I was stretched too thin. I felt more like I’d just been broken, and I was too destroyed to cry about it.

      I’d never get away from here. Knight would leave me. Arthur would eventually find me, and I’d be executed. That threat seemed so far away, but it was there.

      I’d been there for over an hour when Knight knocked on the door. He handed me a glass of water and sat down in a chair in front of me. I wanted to ask where he’d been this whole time, but he wasn’t my servant. He could do whatever the fuck he wanted. Including leave, which he would when he found out I was stuck here forever. His ass would be gone with the snap of a finger.

      “Sara,” he said quietly, breaching the silence. “Sara said I couldn’t come out until now. She was quite adamant. She even made tacos to bribe me.” I smiled, but it faded quickly. “She also said he was going to do something that would, and I quote, ‘Break the camel’s back.’ So, spill.”

      I took a sip of my water and stared at the perfect ice cubes. “He proposed.”

      “That’s fucking gross.”

      “But he said I could say no.”

      “Not as gross.”

      “Saying no would mean relocating me to the edge of town, and having his child at some point.”

      “Okay, what the fuck.”

      “Also kicking you out.”

      “His loss.”

      “And…” I swallowed and set my glass down on the nightstand. “He said I can’t leave. Ever.” My cheeks were wet and a sob escaped from my lips. Knight was there in an instant, pulling me up and into his arms. “You can’t go. I need you. I don’t know why, but I need you. And I shouldn’t need you.”

      “Because I’m a wolf?”

      That was the thought that had run through my mind since the day we’d met, and when I searched through my heart, I found the answer had changed. “I don’t care what you are.”

      “Good.” He crashed his lips against mine, and everything felt right.

      I broke from his lips and whispered, “You said I repulsed you.”

      He laughed once and kissed me again, with so much passion I felt like I was going to burn up. “I lied.”

      I needed his lips like I needed air. More air. More Knight. I tugged on the edge of his shirt and he helped me pull it over his head, coming back to my lips in a fevered rush. Flames licked all over my body and he hadn’t even touched me yet.

      “Touch me,” I pleaded with a gasp and tunneled my hands through his long black hair to bring his mouth in for more kisses. His fingers found my hips and he roughly pulled me flush against him.

      That was definitely not a phone in his pocket.

      I rocked my hips against him and he moaned in my mouth. The strapless opera dress slipped off with one tug from his hands, baring my breasts to his view. They were tiny by normal standards, but he stared at them like they were precious gems he’d been searching for his whole life. His head dipped and he captured one nipple in his teeth and I almost came apart at the seams. I had no plans to orgasm just from him biting my nipple, but shit, I was close.

      He switched to the other nipple, making me moan and wiggle against him, and he held me still so he could slide his fingers into the waistband of my panties. They slowly moved down to the giant wet spot on my cotton briefs and he let go of my nipple long enough to whisper heatedly, “Fuck.” I gently pulled on his hair to bring his lips to mine again, and we kissed deeply as his fingers found my hot spot. It was so sensitive, I gasped and bucked against his hand. Every stroke against my clit was like magic. I’d never felt this much desire for anyone, ever. Not in 400 years. His fingers played a dance over my nub and I was dying for release.

      He released my lips and whispered in my ear, “Come for me.”

      Shit. That was all I needed, and I was falling into the abyss, the only thing holding me together was his lips and his body as my orgasm took over me. Gasping over and over, I writhed in ecstasy, and he kissed every inch of my neck while I came down. I couldn’t breathe, I couldn’t think.

      Best. Orgasm. Ever.

      He took his hand from my panties and held me close for another breathtaking kiss. My fingers moved down to his pants and I managed to slide my palm up the hardness I found there before he stopped me.

      “No, we shouldn’t do that,” he cautioned, and kissed me again feverishly, making sure I knew he still wanted me. “If we become lovers, James will smell it. You know the scent of our kind changes when we have a lover. It’s safer to wait until we’re out of here.” He kissed my forehead gently. “Lis.” I looked up at him and stared into his deep brown eyes. “If there was ever a time to break free from him, now is the time to do it.”

      My eyes started stinging in defeat. “I don’t know how. I barely knew this type of control existed, I have no idea how to get free.”

      “So you spent all your time walled up in that castle and you didn’t bother to learn anything about how your own kind work?” he snapped in irritation, shutting his eyes and sighing to calm himself down. “Sorry, I’m sorry.” His lips kissed me gently.

      “It’s forbidden,” I said feebly once he’d let my lips go. It was the excuse I’d been saying for a long time, over a lot of different things.

      “Being informed shouldn’t be forbidden, Lis. You have to know how to combat what’s not allowed instead of just ignoring it.”

      I kissed him this time and wrapped my arms around his neck. “Hunters know. Olivier would know.”

      He looked hopeful. Much more hopeful than I was. “Can you contact her?”

      “I’m not sure,” I said. “It’d be dangerous, for me at least. Maybe Sara could help.”

      We made a plan and got to work.
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      I slept with dreams of the French Revolution and woke up to Olivier sitting at the end of the bed wearing Hunter gear. Knight was sleeping beside me and she was eyeing him like he’d gotten dirt on her shoes. I gasped and sat up, looking around for Arthur.

      “He’s not here,” she said in a weary tone. “I’m alone. Which is good news for the dog. I think. I got your message.” Sara had left a message with Renard, who then got in touch with Olivier and told her we needed to meet with her. “Lisbeth, you can’t stay in this town. We’re so close to catching you, and if you stay still, we’ll find you. Arthur will take you back to the castle.” To execute me, most likely. It pained me, but I had to tell her.

      “I can’t.”

      “What are you talking about? Did you not hear me?”

      I pulled my shirt aside to show the bite. Her reaction was worse than Sara’s. She brought her hands to her mouth in utter horror and then worried her fingers around the bite like a mother trying to make a skinned knee feel better. Worse still, she hugged me so tightly I could feel my chest creak. When she pulled back she had tears in her eyes, and she touched the bite again with a mournful look. Then she breathed deeply to shake it off and took my shoulders.

      “You have to fight back.”

      “I don’t know how. That’s why we contacted you.”

      She shook me a little. “Focus. You can break free. But...”

      I gave her a questioning look. “But what?”

      “It means breaking some rules. But you’re already on the run, so what the hell. Let’s go crazy.” She looked over at Knight’s sleeping form on the bed, then back at me. “Are you drinking from him regularly? I can smell you on him.” I shrugged one shoulder, non-committal, almost ashamed. She leaned forward to whisper in my ear, “Was it gross?” I playfully shoved her away and thought I heard a noise coming from Knight’s pillow. “Okay, business talk. Whether you drink from the dog, eww, or from a human, you need to be drinking several times per day. Four at the least.”

      “Four? The side effects will be monstrous.”

      “I know the side effects. I’ve lived the side effects. It has to be done. Unless you feel like being captured by us, or staying here to be this James’ lady friend until you die. Or both.”

      “Not really.”

      “Good girl.” She glanced at Knight again and reached out with one heavily buckled boot to lightly kick his leg. “You. Get up. I know you’re not sleeping.” He rolled over and sat up, wide awake.

      “She can drink from me,” he affirmed, without any prompting. He locked eyes with me. That would mean helping me in a way he had only done once, and that time had been an emergency. At least we were kind-of lovers now. Right?

      “I didn’t ask,” Olivier said back, even though she’d definitely not excluded his blood as a possibility a mere moment ago.

      His eyes narrowed at her. “And I wasn’t offering. I’m telling.”

      Olivier’s nails started to grow from where they sat on her shorts, scratching her dark brown legs slightly. With a measured sigh, she looked back at me. “I don’t like your mutt.” This made Knight growl loudly and I was worried he might get a boot to the face. But, Olivier stood, her nails retracted, and she gave me another hug with a slight glance towards the bite. “Do what I said. I’ll do what I can to deter Arthur until you can break free. And when you do, keep running. Next time you see me, I hope you’re not in trouble anymore.” She jumped into the windowsill, then she turned back and grinned. “Oh. I almost forgot. Your evasion methods are impeccable. If I wasn’t the one hunting you, they’d be chasing their tails for a century.” Then she was gone.

      “Nice friend,” Knight commented dryly.

      “She’s an acquired taste.”

      “I have a feeling it takes a few centuries to acquire that particular taste.” He sat up, popped his shoulders, and ran a hand through his long locks. “First things first.” Smiling, he leaned in and stroked my cheek before kissing me slowly, like he was memorizing every inch of my mouth. Fuck, he was a good kisser. “And now…” No, more kisses. I pushed him back against the headboard, sat on his lap, and kissed him again, and again. “We should,” he got out between kisses. “Lis, we should focus.” I moved to his ear and I nibbled at the lobe before licking up the side while my fingers danced over the scars on his chest. “God damn it, woman. I am going to go insane.”

      Back to his lips, and I kissed him like he was the only man, or woman, I’d ever kissed. I adjusted my spot on his cock until both of us gasped with pleasure.

      “No sex,” I breathed against his mouth. “I just want to hear you moan.”

      “God,” he gasped, his hot breath only fueling my flame. Rocking ever so slowly, my clit bumped against his cock with every thrust of my hips. My panties and his shorts were the only things between us, and I wanted so badly to remove any barrier that stopped my skin from touching his. He was right, though. If we became lovers, our scent would change, and James would know.

      A few orgasms wouldn’t make a difference, and as much as Knight had teased me, it was my turn to tease him.

      Clit against cock, bumping over and over. His hands found my hips and he increased my rhythm until I couldn’t think, couldn’t breathe. His moans were the hottest thing I’d ever heard. I wanted to listen to them for as long as possible. Every moan made me wetter, and every bump brought me closer.

      Growling, he pushed us down until he was on top of me, and he picked up speed against my clit until I was breathless with need, and he kissed me, taking the breath from my lungs so I gasped for more.

      “Oh god,” I moaned. “More, faster.” I didn’t think he could go faster, but he did, and my clit throbbed against him until I knew I was going to explode. “I’m going to…” He cut me off with a bruising kiss and brought his hands to my nipples, and I was gone. Waves of pleasure hit me and his screams announced his own orgasm, his hips moving slower and slower as we both came down. Wet, and sweaty, all I could think was how much more I wanted from him. Our ragged breathing was the only sound in the room now, where moments before it was screams and moans.

      “You think,” I puffed against his neck. “You think Sara heard us?”

      He laughed and rested his head against my shoulder. “We were pretty loud. She might’ve.” Lifting his head, he stared at me with that brown puppy-eyed stare and kissed my bruised lips tenderly. “Fuck James and his fucking fuck face. He’s keeping me from having you, and I hate him.” He gathered me in his arms and sat us against the headboard again. “Sex is over, it’s time to drink. I’ll need some breakfast afterward. Not because I need it to grow new blood, I’m just hungry enough to eat my blanket. And maybe yours too.” He moved his head to the side, exposing his neck.

      I wanted to refuse his offer. I really did. I’d seen what the extra blood did to James, and it scared me. I didn’t want to lose myself, but I was almost beyond caring. I was tired of being James’s puppet. And drinking from Knight was the only way to be free.

      “I’m scared,” I told him. No use in hiding it. “You saw James. That’s what happens when we drink more than once a day. We become like addicts. Except it’s the power we crave. I’ll become uncontrollable. And weird.”

      He kissed me and stroked my hair. “I won’t let that happen.”

      I stared at his face, saw the determination he was trying to convey to me, and wished that it was true. “It will happen. It doesn’t matter how much you try.”

      His eyes traveled around the room in thought and a muscle ticked in his jaw. “Okay. Then I’ll monitor you. If I say you’ve had enough, then we stop. Agreed?” I nodded. As long as he could keep me in check, I could do this. “Are you starting, or are we going to sit here while my stomach rumbles? As much as I love having you in my lap.”

      I bit into his neck quickly and his arms came up to cradle me like he’d done mere seconds before as he brought me to climax. I drank for a long time. Normal feedings only took about two minutes. I stayed on Knight’s neck until my stomach started hurting from being so full, and my stomach can hold a lot of blood. He never pulled away. As soon as my teeth retracted, he slumped his head against my shoulder and brought his arms closer around me to hold me in place.

      A knock at the door made us both jump.
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      “BREAKFAST!” Sara shouted in a sing-song tone. I got up from Knight’s lap and he fell forward onto the comforter. When I opened the door, Sara had a cute look on her face like we’d been up to something during the night and she knew all about it.

      She’d definitely heard us.

      She was pushing a cart with a large tray full of food, enough food to feed a Lycan and a vampire, and then some. “Morning guests!” She pushed past me with the cart and rolled it over to the round table by my bed. The tray looked heavy, but she did her best to try and lift it until I had to go help her.

      She’d literally cooked every kind of breakfast food there was, including the custard croissants I loved, and a few dishes I didn’t recognize.

      I smelled curry.

      “There’s plenty for both of you,” she said with a cheerful smile. “He needs to keep up his strength. I mean both of you do. Silly me. Ta ta!” She waltzed out of the room, pushing the cart and humming something off-key.

      “Well, she’s cheerful today,” Knight said with a chuckle.

      “Get over here or I’m eating everything,” I told him.

      We ate. Well, I ate. He inhaled. He let me get my own food first, and after I filled my plate, he gobbled up everything else, including whatever smelled like curry. I felt slightly bad because I’d drunk so much from him. Though, I’d seen him eat this much before when he still had all of his blood.

      He caught me staring at him. “Do you feel weird?” he inquired. I shook my head and leaned in for a kiss. If anything, I just felt more alert. Everything smelled crisper. I could hear better without pushing my senses out. I’d easily drunk three times more blood than I usually had every morning. “You can drink again before lunch, and you’ll tell me if you start to feel different, right?” He was trying to help, but he was being a bit bossy.

      “Okay, dad.”

      He narrowed his eyes. “I am not nearly old enough to be your dad, missy. Plus, that would be awkward considering I plan on seeing you naked in the near future.” I chuckled and took another bite of the hash brown I’d been working on. “Speaking of which,” he started. “Who are your parents? Aren’t they going crazy with worry?”

      “I don’t know who they are,” I said simply, my fork hovering in front of me. “Balthazar knows who my mother is, not that he’ll ever tell me her name. My father is a nameless mystery. I don’t even think about it.”

      Knight stared at me for a minute before putting some egg in his mouth. “Yes. I can see that you don’t,” he said around his food. “That’s not normal, by the way.”

      “Fuck that. I’m a Born vampire. I don’t have to be normal.”

      He snorted and blew a few pieces of egg onto the table. “Well,” he continued after chewing and swallowing. “You’re right about that.” He sipped his second glass of orange juice. “Things like that tend to fade after a while, don’t they?”

      “It’s not like I don’t want to know who my father is,” I admitted, though I’d never said that out loud to anyone. I never talked about my parents. Not even to Olivier. “It’s just something I’ll never get an answer for.” He nodded like he understood. “Are other Lycans like you?” I regretted asking such a question, but I’d been wondering.

      He looked hesitant. “You mean freaky with the moon or really, really old?”

      “Immortal.”

      He almost didn’t want to answer. I could see it on his face. “No. They aren’t. Because I’m not like them. I was born human.”

      I was almost surprised to hear that, but I remembered that he was a werewolf. Werewolves were born human. “The scratches on your chest, they were from the Succubus.”

      “Yeah. They’ve never gone away. I spent time with a Lycan pack at first, just to learn about being one of them, until it was clear I wasn’t one of them. I’ve been on my own ever since. I’ve never... seen another man like me. Not ever.” I got up from my chair and sat on his lap to put my arms around him.

      “It’s because the Bicus are banned from changing or impregnating humans,” I told him, and he rubbed my back with his free hand. “No one knows why, or those that do don’t talk about it. If there were others like you, they’d be very old. Older than me.”

      This upset him greatly, though he tried to not show it. I tried to imagine what it would be like to have not a single soul that knew what it felt like to be what I am. I didn’t like that mental image. And Knight was a pack animal. He’d never have a pack. Like an ant without a colony. A bee without a beehive.

      Maybe I could be his beehive.
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        * * *

      

      After Knight and I made out for a long time in the tub and we made sure I didn’t smell like him, I went to my usual feeding at James’s mansion. He didn’t mention his proposal, probably trying to respect that I hadn’t made up my mind yet. I drank from the human he provided, the extra blood only helping my cause. He wanted to talk about the merits of Napoleon, so I sat through that for over an hour.

      Yawn.

      He finally let me go before lunch. Drake took me home, and I fed from Knight again before Sara served us stewed duck. As I breathed in the smell of the food, I noticed everything smelled better. The colors of the 1950’s kitchen were brighter like someone had turned up the graphics setting. I could hear every part of the hotel without having to focus my ears.

      That night, with our underwear still on, Knight and I shared several life-shattering climaxes. With the extra blood in my system, I was almost afraid I would hurt him. I’d have to be very careful not to do so.

      The next day came. I drank from Knight before breakfast. I drank at James’s house. When I came back, I had a lovely craving to take a walk. Knight’s presence wasn’t sitting well with the local populous, which was why we had been spending most of our time in the hotel before now, among other reasons. The humans had either never seen a Lycan, or had and didn’t enjoy the memory. The vampires were no better.

      “If they keep hissing at me, I’m going to be soaked in saliva by the end of the day,” Knight complained after the fifth vampire had flashed their fangs in his direction.

      In order for them to not tell James about us, we couldn’t touch each other in public, and it was torturous. Still, I patted his arm like I would a puppy and sighed with happiness. I was so happy. Happy, happy, happy. “Don’t worry. I’ll protect you from the big bad vampires.”

      He glared at me frostily. “I can’t tell if that’s my blood talking or if you’re just always like this. Oh, wait. You are.” I stuck my tongue out at him and imagined kissing him against a telephone pole. “They say age makes you more mature, but in your case, they lied.”

      “Who said age makes you more mature?” I retorted. “I’ve never heard that. And I’ve been friends with plenty of philosophers.”

      “Like who, Friedrich Nietzsche?”

      This time I glared. “Galileo, smarty pants.”

      He actually looked surprised. “Really? Wow. That’s cool. I mean, I’ve known a few influential people too, but Galileo? What was he like?”

      “And that is the question everyone asks me about everyone. What was Tolkien like? Was Jane Austen cool? Did the pilgrims like music?”

      He was trying not to laugh. “Did they?”

      I shrugged and smiled. “I didn’t know the pilgrims. The one person who asked me that, I lied and said no.” He’d gone on to create an entire religion based around that fact, but let’s not dredge up the past.

      Knight was still on the topic of famous friends, and he just barely brushed his fingertips against mine, making flames flick up my arm. “Knowing someone who became famous isn’t a frame of reference. You just knew them as a friend. You didn’t know them as their public image.”

      “You sound rather knowledgeable,” I told him, surprised he understood something I’d felt for a long time. So many well-known people I’d called friend. And they were all dead now. Well, most of them. “Who’d you know?”

      “I fought in the civil war, remember? I knew a lot of the officers. I met President Lincoln once. He smelled like shoe polish.”

      “What side did you fight on?” I’d already guessed, but I wanted to ask.

      He smirked and looked away. “Not the side my family did, I can say that.” We stopped at a hot dog stand to get some lunch. The owner, a young human, took one look at Knight and started to scowl.

      “Sorry,” he said curtly. “I don’t want your business.” Knight’s face fell for a second before it went blank.

      “Why not? We haven’t done anything,” I countered. I was James’s main squeeze. All the humans should be doing whatever I wanted. Speaking of squeeze, I wondered how Knight would react if I pinched his luscious ass.

      “My best friend is a vampire,” the man spat. “Lycans killed her brother. James told everyone that this guy is a Lycan too. We don’t want his kind around here.”

      I stared at the prejudice hot dog vendor, my mouth curled down and my good mood gone, until he looked me in the eye. “Please. We just want some hot dogs. We won’t bother you anymore if you just give us some food.”

      To my surprise, he blinked, reached down, and handed me four hot dogs that were already prepared in a paper carton. Knight grabbed my elbow and tugged me away before the vendor could start complaining again.

      “What the fuck just happened?” Knight asked when we’d turned the corner.

      I knew exactly what had happened. I’d controlled the human. And I liked it.
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      Knight wasn’t happy. I handed him three of the hot dogs that he wolfed down, and I ate the other one while we walked. Once I was sure no one could see us, I pulled Knight into an alley and kissed him in between bites of hot dog.

      I’d controlled someone’s mind. It was a first for me. I wasn’t sure what to think of it. On one hand, being controlled was horrid. Even in my current state, I remembered how it felt, though I had a hard time feeling sad about it. But on the other hand, I liked it. That hot dog man had been rude to my friend and I’d made him do what I wanted. That was a win in my book.

      My kisses didn’t distract him, and I looked up into his eyes, feeling only a tiny sliver of guilt. I didn’t regret what I’d done. But I didn’t want Knight to be mad at me.

      “Eat your hot dog,” was all he said.
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        * * *

      

      I was still scared I’d made Knight mad. If he was mad, he wouldn’t kiss me, and I liked it when he kissed me. Luckily, another drink from Knight before lunch took care of that for me. I no longer felt upset about what had happened, and I didn’t care what Knight thought. I also wasn’t totally feeling it when he started running his hands on my ass, but he stopped once he saw my disinterest.

      We went downstairs to the kitchen, and Sara was there wearing green coveralls, her pink-tipped hair in two little buns.

      “I’m about to start some falafels!” she said brightly, holding up a bowl of chickpea batter. I groaned and wished she would order pizza. Before, I’d found her odd taste in food quite charming. Now I just wanted her to stop being weird. Her face changed and she put the bowl back into the fridge. “On second thought, let’s just order some pizza.”

      She trotted out of the room to get the hotel phone, leaving me in utter shock. Did I just influence her thoughts? Wicked!

      Knight was equally surprised, but for a different reason. “I didn’t know she liked pizza. I thought she hated it.”

      I needed to test this. I focused on where I knew Sara was standing in the other room and sent, “No mushrooms or peppers, extra meat, and breadsticks,” to her.

      She walked back into the kitchen and said, “I got extra meat, no mushrooms or peppers, and some breadsticks!”

      That was the seal on my assumption. I’d influenced her thoughts. Knight was happy to get the pizza and didn’t notice anything was off. I decided to not tell him what had happened. He’d just lecture me anyway. I didn’t like lectures. I liked kisses.

      After we ate, I drank from him again. I had to hold his arms to steady myself as a sonar pulse suddenly burst from my head. I knew where everyone in the town was without even thinking about it. I could tell their gender and smell their scent. It overwhelmed me and I whimpered slightly, wishing it would stop. Knight’s fingers gently brushed through my hair.

      “It’s getting too much, isn’t it,” he asked me softly, his lips brushing over my neck.

      I gasped and tightened my grip on him, willing myself to focus on only what I could see with my eyes. I lost a little of that giddy feeling I’d had before. “I have to keep going. I can handle it.” My senses snapped back and the room became clearer. I could still sense everything at once, but it was dull, like a slight headache. “I just have to stay focused on my surroundings.”

      His hand slipped through my hair to rest on my shoulder, then lower to press me against him. “Remember, I’m here.” I felt so warm and I wanted to feel him inside me. No more rubbing, no more underwear.

      “We can’t be intimate anymore,” I groaned against him. “I’ll go too far, it’ll ruin everything.”

      His hands stilled, but he didn’t pull away from me. “I understand.”
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        * * *

      

      By the next morning, I’d gone back to being giddy again and I wasn’t upset about the lack of sexy times with Knight. When I went to James’s, I truly had a full conversation with him without getting bored once. I still didn’t want to stay here with him forever, but I couldn’t remember why I didn’t like being around him. I was careful to not act too weird, though. I didn’t want him to know what I was up to. He checked his bite again, and despite the enormous amount of blood in my system, it hadn’t faded. Not even a little.

      On the way back to the hotel with Drake, I chatted him up with questions about his parents, which was completely inappropriate, but I didn’t care. I even mentioned how he was not-human and human at the same time, and that it weirded me out. He ignored me.

      Poo on you, Drake. I don’t need to know your secret. It’s probably boring anyway. Like you. You don’t even go by your real name.

      Knight isn’t boring. Knight tastes good. He makes me laugh, and gives me beautiful pleasure. I might keep him. Provided he stops being such a Debbie Downer all the time.

      My mind control powers worked on every human. They didn’t work on Knight. Maybe it was a werewolf thing, or maybe I just didn’t want to control him.

      He was so fucking bossy. We went to the movies after I’d been bingeing on his blood for almost a week. I wanted to control the humans serving food, but noooo, he told me to stop talking and stand in the corner like a little toddler that had stolen cookies. He paid for the food, like a moron. I could’ve saved him ten bucks, but whatever. His loss. He also wouldn’t let me take someone else’s seat. It’s not my fault that the seats I wanted were already occupied!

      “There are 32 people in here,” I informed him once we’d settled in our seats and I’d stolen the popcorn from him. He grabbed a few handfuls when I was distracted by the smells and sounds in the room.

      “Fascinating,” was his response. Humph. He can’t even appreciate how awesome my powers are. What good are you? You’re supposed to be impressed. Cameron would be impressed. He’d be like, ooo Lisbeth, you’re so awesome, like some superhero I forgot the name of. I needed a cape. People with powers have capes.

      “Stop talking out loud or I’m going to spank you,” Knight bossed. Like I said, so bossy. The spanking sounded nice though. “I am not bossy,” he added. Oh. I was talking out loud again. I stuffed my mouth full of popcorn before I could reveal the location to my secret superhero bunker.
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      The next day, I could feel the emotions of everyone near me. Sara enjoyed the taste of guacamole far too much. James thought my smile was pretty, but he also thought windows were too flat. The ice cream man hated the smell of dairy. And Knight. He was worried about me. So worried. Also annoyed that my internal monologue kept spilling out of my mouth, and most of it was about how fluffy cotton candy was. I patted his cheek and told him to stop fussing over me, and also to learn to appreciate fluffy things.

      Knight and I had started at three feedings per day. Then four. Then five. By the time we were up to six times per day, it had been almost two weeks, and the giddiness I’d felt at first was gone. Now I just felt powerful. Sara automatically cooked foods I wanted. No one in town charged me for anything. Men didn’t flirt with me. Women didn’t stare at Knight. And James. Dear James. Seeing him was easy. His bite was still there, but even though I’d grown considerably stronger, it wasn’t enough to tip him off. Or I’d just gained the ability to fool him.

      But the cost. The cost of the blood binge was starting. I became short-tempered if someone messed up what I’d asked for. Sara had a constant stomachache from the rich food I enjoyed. I didn’t care about anyone’s feelings. I was the only one that mattered, including with Knight. We barely touched anymore, and I missed it so desperately that at every turn I was prepared to tear his clothes off to have him back in my arms.

      I’d reached that level of power that I feared so badly. I was uncontrollable and unstoppable. And I wasn’t afraid of it anymore. I liked it. I wanted more. I never wanted to come down. With this much power, I could stop Arthur and the Hunters. I’d be free. Maybe I’d start my own little town somewhere with nice humans to do my bidding and Knight in my bed. With my powers, I’d be able to tell exactly what they were doing at any moment of the day. There’d be no crime, no insurgency, only me and my whims. And they would all obey me. I had no doubt about that.

      Knight questioned me every day to check on my mental state. I knew he could tell I was getting worse, so I had trouble understanding why he kept bothering me with the constant questions. The irrational part of my brain that was taking over didn’t want to care what he thought about all of it, but somehow, I still did. When he got mad at me, I felt sad, and all I wanted was for him to forget whatever I did to anger him and say he liked me again. I hated upsetting him. Even so, it didn’t make me stop. Not even a little.

      On day fifteen, I’d decided to stop humoring him and his little checklist.

      “Enough,” I told him. We were sitting in my hotel room, and he was trying to ask his daily routine of questions. “This is stupid. I’m fine. It’s time for more blood.” I didn’t crave the blood, no. I wanted more power. I wanted to reach into the sky and bring the stars down.

      He ignored my complaints, so I got up from the floor and sat down on his lap. We hadn’t been that close in days, and he didn’t even react, he just shifted so it was more comfortable. No phone in his pocket, no sir-ee. He did not have a boner for me.

      “Okay, next question. Is your tongue numb?”

      I traced his jugular with my finger and thought about licking it. “Nope.”

      “Do you smell fudge when there is no fudge?”

      I rolled my eyes. “Have you always been such a nerd?”

      “Answer.”

      I planted a long lick on his neck. “The grocery store down the street has some fudge bars for sale, they smell good. Other than that, no.”

      “Stop licking me,” he ordered. I still couldn’t control him. I’d dismissed it as a wolf thing, but sometimes I tried just for fun. Make mad passionate sex to me. Sexxxx. Nope. He stood up, carried me to the bed, and sat back down on the edge of it. I could’ve drunk from him in the chair, but he preferred the bed so he could collapse on it if he needed to. I also preferred the bed, but not for drinking. “Drink. I’ll ask the questions later.”

      I sunk my teeth into his neck and oh my fucking god did it taste good. His blood was the best I’d ever had. Other blood tasted too salty or like a cup of dishwater. His was like honey wine, deeply satisfying and crisp. Crispy blood. More crispy blood. Maybe when I was done feeding, he’d touch me again. I so wanted him to touch me.

      “Lis...” his voice was strained and his hands gripped my rib cage tightly. What did he want? I was busy. “Lis please,” he begged. I liked begging. Maybe he’d have sex with me now.

      Something clicked in my head and I registered what was happening.

      I was draining him.

      I shrieked in horror and pulled away. His body slumped down onto the bed and he struggled to breathe. I’d drunken so much of his blood. Clarity slapped into me and I felt my body go cold like someone had dumped ice water on my head.

      “Knight!” I screamed. His hand reached up and he took mine, squeezed it, and then he closed his eyes.
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        * * *

      

      It took Knight over an hour to recover. I felt his heart almost stop once, but his body worked quickly to keep him from dying. He held my hand the entire time, squeezing it like it gave him strength. When he could finally sit up, I threw myself into his arms and started crying.

      “I almost killed you,” I sobbed into his shirt. His arms went around me and he held me close.

      “I know,” he soothed. “But to be fair, I almost killed you once.”

      I beat a fist against his chest. “You should’ve stopped me!” I was talking about me almost draining him, but I also meant everything else. He should’ve stopped me. He promised me he would. And he didn’t.

      We sat like that for a long time. I could feel every muscle in his body, every sinew, every intake of breath. It was all too much. The smells, the sounds, the emotions. I started to sob and grab my head.

      “Knight,” I whimpered, his hands coming up to hold me closer to him. “This is too much. It’s my limit. I can’t do this anymore.” The overflow of Knight’s blood was working through my system and I started to get flashes of things going on around town. Make it stop. Please make it stop. In the midst of it all, I felt something snap. The hold James had over me dissolved, and the bite on my neck slowly closed over. I was free.

      I passed out.
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      When I woke up the next morning, Knight was sitting next to me on the bed eating a bowl of kimchi and eggs, watching something on the flat screen tv about the Civil War. One of my many orders to Sara had been buying a tv. He saw me stir, so he handed me a glass of water he’d had waiting for me.

      “Morning,” he greeted around a mouthful of food. I took the water and downed it in long gulps.

      I wiped my mouth on my sleeve when I’d emptied the glass. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine,” he said simply. He went back to watching the tv, so I put a hand on his knee, drawing his eyes up to my face.

      “Knight,” I said slowly. “You didn’t stop me. You promised me you would. And you didn’t.” I felt tears form and roll down my cheeks. “I went into this trusting that you’d be there to pull me out of it. I was there. I was on the precipice, and you let me go over.” I knew blaming him wasn’t entirely fair, but I couldn’t help it. I’d been so scared seeing him almost die. And I couldn’t shoulder that blame on my own, or I’d never be able to live with what I’d done.

      He set his bowl down on the nightstand and folded me into his arms without hesitation, stroking my hair and tucking a few strands behind my ear with his fingers. “Lis. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. I know you trusted me, and I broke that trust. I’m so sorry,” he repeated, and I heard tears in his voice, but I couldn’t see past the droplets in my eyes. “You couldn’t see yourself like I did. Pulling you back wouldn’t have worked. Not with how far you were gone. Sara and I talked it over. I had to let you almost kill me. It was the only way to bring you out.” He sniffed and tears spilled onto his shirt. “I’m so sorry.”

      I was in the only place I felt safe anymore, in Knight’s gentle and strong embrace. We both cried. He cried because he knew how much he’d hurt me, and how he’d broken my trust. I cried because I’d never felt so scared in all my long life. What if I had killed him? I would’ve still been high on blood, and there’s no telling what crazy notion would’ve gone through my head. Maybe I would’ve tracked down and killed the Hunters. Or run away to start my own slave town. Or maybe I would’ve killed James and kept this town for myself. If I had killed Knight, no one could’ve stopped me.

      If I’d killed him, I would’ve lost what we had growing between us. The fevered kisses, the passion, the… love. He would’ve never known how I felt about him. Maybe I didn’t even know, but that didn’t matter. What I’d become, and the things I’d done, even the things I hadn’t done but wanted to. It violated almost every moral code I had. I felt so ashamed. I wanted to die from the shame.

      Knight was my lifeboat now. I clung to him until I ran out of tears. He’d long since stopped crying and was gently stroking my long brown locks. We’d been silent for several hours, just sitting there together, until he spoke.

      “I’m sorry I left you.”

      “What?” I asked in genuine confusion.

      “When I shifted and attacked you. I was so mortified at what I’d done. I know I can’t control myself when I’m shifted, but… I was still ashamed. I hurt you. I’m supposed to protect you.”

      “Because of the bracelet, right?” Somehow, I was let down at the thought, and I tried not to think of why that was. Before he could answer, I remembered I’d broken James’s hold on me the night before and I pulled away from Knight to sit back on my heels. “Wait, why haven’t we left yet? James will know I’m not under his control anymore. He’ll come after us and bite me again, and all of this will have been useless.”

      Knight wasn’t concerned, and automatically he reached out for me to sit back in his arms. “Sara’s handling him right now. He’s too focused on her list of complaints to be bothered with you for the moment. We needed time to recover.” Staying where I was, I felt Sara at James’s house and the turmoil of emotions going on there, most of which were coming from her. He was truly occupied.

      “Are we… okay?” Knight asked me. I doubted he meant in the feeling okay kind of way. As an answer, I swept him up in a passionate kiss. A kiss that I’d almost lost forever, and I hugged him so close to me, I felt as if we would meld together.
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      The enormous amount of extra blood in my system was making my head pulse with every heartbeat, and every pulse brought random information about the town around me. People were fighting, loving, eating, and walking their dogs. It was hard to focus on getting packed, but every time I stopped moving, Knight would bring me close for a kiss.

      Thanks to Sara, Excalibur had been sitting in her garage this entire time. We loaded it up with our bags and Knight drove us out of town. We didn’t talk much. It had been a very long seven weeks. The longest of our lives. I couldn’t help but wonder if we’d ever recover from it all. I didn’t have high hopes on the matter.

      The further we got from the town, the fewer people I sensed, until I could only feel Knight. He was tired. Sad. Angry. Hungry. And relieved. So relieved that we’d gotten away. But he was scared. Scared for me, and how I would come out of this. I tried not to delve into anything related to me in his feelings, as curious as I was. I’d already violated too many boundaries.

      “Hey,” I told him drowsily, my sleepy state keeping me from blocking out my powers. “In the interest of full disclosure, I can still feel your emotions. But don’t worry. I’m not going to invade your privacy. All your secret thoughts are safe. But don’t focus on them too strongly or I’ll feel them.”

      He nodded and smiled slightly. “Good to know.” I leaned against his warm shoulder and shut my eyes. “Lis,” he whispered above my head. “Thank you for telling me that.”

      “Least I could do,” I mumbled. “Since I’m such a horrible person now.” I drifted off to the rhythmic thumping of Knight’s heartbeat, and slept until he pulled into a motel and got us a room.

      The room smelled like air conditioner and carpet fibers. I shuffled over to the bed, flopping down on my stomach with my cheek pressed against the scratchy comforter. My head pounded, my stomach rolling so hard it was going to go out the door. My body was used to having several pints of new blood every day, and it was not pleased that I hadn’t drunk since the night before.

      Knight sat down next to me and studied me carefully, no doubt wondering if he needed to bring over one of the trashcans in case I needed to hurl. “Withdrawal?” he asked. I nodded. I felt horrible.

      “I’ve wanted to die several times recently,” I groaned. “But right now… I really, really, fucking want to.”

      “Tomorrow will be worse,” he said, not even trying to sugar coat it. I glared at him. Whatever else I could say about him, he never babied me.

      I finally fell asleep after sharing a pizza with Knight and it didn’t come back up. I drifted straight into nightmares. My dreams took me back to James’s town, forcing me to relive the pain and agony I’d felt under his control. I woke up sweaty and shaking. My hand automatically went to where James’s bite had been. Careful to not disturb Knight sleeping beside me, I got up and went to the large mirror on the hotel closet door. The bite was still gone, with only a light red mark to indicate it had ever been there.

      It was the only scar I had that was visible.

      I was still running my fingers over the scar and wondering how my life had come to this moment when I smelled lilacs. Balthazar was behind me when I looked up, and I turned to fall into his arms.

      “Where have you been, you ass!” I sobbed into his dark blue suit. His hands came around me and he hugged me close.

      “My apologies,” he said softly. “I couldn’t help you, and I thought my presence might distress you even more.” He was right. I couldn’t bear the thought of him seeing me drunk on blood and power.

      I softly pounded my fists on his chest and whispered, “ass,” for good measure. He kissed the top of my head, ignoring my weak tirade.

      “You’ve still got the dog, I see,” he noted with disapproval.

      I smiled against his coat. “He came back for me. He stayed with me and helped me escape.” Also, he sexed me up without actually sexing me up. That part was the best.

      “He’s a dog. He shouldn’t want to be within ten feet of you.” Balthazar let me go and turned to study the sleeping werewolf. “Does he have feelings for you?”

      All of the passion between us came to mind, but he’d never mentioned feelings. “Why would you think that?” I put a hand to my temple as my headache suddenly became apparent.

      “Boys fall for girls,” Balthazar said simply, like it was a no-brainer.

      “You’re ridiculous.” I poured myself a glass of water and gulped most of it down.

      The Incubus rolled his shoulders in a shrug, and continued studying Knight’s still form. “Your blood count is high. You could see his feelings for you. Easily.”

      “You can tell?” Balthazar nodded, his face showing what I could only call… jealousy? “No, I won’t do that. He knows I can delve into his mind, and I promised him I wouldn’t.” That made me smile. Not the promise part, the fact that I hadn’t lost my clarity, even though my body was raging with powers. Balthazar made a humph noise and tapped his cane against his shoe.

      “I can see his feelings,” he declared, tossing his black hair back. “Would you like to know?”

      I won’t lie. I was tempted. Knight was asleep, and he’d never know, but I was done with acting like that. Never again.

      I shook my head, crossing my arms firmly over my chest. “No. I promised him that his secrets were safe. And anyway, it doesn’t matter. Why would he love a vampire? He’s a werewolf.” I was making excuses. Feeble ones, at that.

      “Stranger things have happened,” Balthazar noted.

      Maybe I could’ve hoped for more from Knight, but I felt like shit, and I wasn’t in the mood to wonder. Balthazar left and I went back to sleep against Knight’s warm back.
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        * * *

      

      Knight was right. I did feel a hundred times worse the next day. Lifting my head from my pillow, every movement causing complete agony. My lips groaned before I could stop them.

      “That bad, huh?” Knight commented from behind me. I sat up and blinked a few times. My head hurt so badly, it was hard to make them focus on anything. I could barely see Knight across the room. He was sitting at the little table by the window, eating breakfast. He’d kept the lights off and shut the curtains, which I greatly appreciated. I couldn’t handle bright light right then. I swung my legs over the edge of the bed, planted my feet on the carpet, and stood up. My legs instantly gave way underneath me. “Hey, life alert, stop playing around.” Despite his jibs, he got up from his chair, but I motioned for him to stay. I needed to do this on my own. “I happen to like your face, please don’t break it.” I pulled myself up and forced my legs to support my weight. They wobbled a few times, but I managed to make it to the other chair at the table before they gave out again. “You okay?” I nodded. Sitting on the table was a plastic box with croissants and some pudding cups. I looked at it and up at Knight. He grinned and shrugged. “I can’t make custard croissants. This is the next best thing.” He served me up an opened pudding cup and a croissant on a paper plate, before breaking off a piece of croissant and dipping it in the pudding. “Here, try.” I felt my lip tremble. He’d really tried to make going through this a little bit easier by making his own version of my favorite food. I didn’t deserve him, him or his love. He suddenly pointed a finger in my face to distract me. “No. No tears. Eat the pastry.”

      I reached out to take the small bite of food. My hands shook and I couldn’t keep it in my grip. It fell into my lap, smearing my shirt with pudding. “Sorry,” I apologized softly. He clicked his tongue, broke off another bit, dipped it, and held it up to my mouth. “Now you’re feeding me?” He ignored my protest and shoved the bite in while I was talking.

      Fuck, it was good.

      “Is that French vanilla?” I asked with the pastry in my mouth. He nodded and broke off another bite. The second bite made my head pound as my senses tried to inform me how amazing it smelled. I lost control for a few seconds, but that was all my powers needed. I could see, hear, smell, and taste everything nearby. There were four other humans in hotel rooms and two in the office. One was walking outside with a cart that smelled like cleaning products. Her breath smelled like chocolate.

      “Hey,” Knight soothed. He took my head in his hands and kissed my forehead gently. “Focus, okay?” Gripping his wrist in my hand, I grounded myself with the scent of his hair. His shampoo smelled like cinnamon. I took a deep breath and regained control.

      I looked up at him feebly as he ran a hand through my hair. “Why are you still here?” I expected… well, I wasn’t sure what I expected. The bracelet promise, maybe. Because we’re kind of lovers, even if I’d been pushing him away for weeks. He doesn’t have anywhere else to go. I have money, maybe.

      But that wasn’t what he answered. He stared into my eyes and said, “Where else would I be?”

      I plunged forward and kissed him, but the pain in my head throbbed with every movement. “Oww,” I said between kisses. “Oww, oh god, it hurts.”

      “There’s no rush,” he promised and kissed me again before pulling me into his lap. “There’s plenty of time for that. You need to get better.”
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        * * *

      

      So. Knight and I had to make a new plan now. Something long term. And something that involved both of us. I knew there was nowhere I could go, anywhere on the globe, that would stop the Hunters from finding me. I’d be on the run forever. But, with Knight at my side, it would be a life I wanted to live.

      Our first pit-stop was going back to Jesse’s pack. He’d called us during my detox and said he could get us a car that couldn’t be tracked by the Hunters. He sounded as if there was more besides the car for his reason to call us, but he didn’t elaborate.

      A week of detox, which did involve some throwing up, had mostly gotten me back to normal power levels. The pain and shakes had subsided, and I was back to needing Knight’s blood every morning, which he provided without complaint or fear. I felt strong again, and absolutely in control over my powers.

      Despite my recovery, I still had nightmares about James. Being around too many people scared me now. I was so afraid he’d be around the corner, ready to bite me again and steal my freedom. Knight said I had PTSD, a human disorder. I told him I wasn’t human. Still, I stayed in the hotel room while he packed Excalibur up with our bags. I came outside after carefully pushing out my senses and making sure no one else was nearby. It was safe.

      Knight drove, even though he was practically bent in half in my tiny car. I would miss my Excalibur, but I would gladly sacrifice it to keep us safe. I unbuckled, laying my head on his lap while we drove, and he kept his spare hand on me, stroking my cheek gently.

      Jesse’s pack lived in a trailer park on the edge of a forest. Perfect for Lycans to run all they wanted. We pulled up in their non-paved road. All the trailers were parked in a large semi-circle, leaving a big clearing for all the Lycans to gather in. They had grills, picnic tables, a basketball hoop, and still had enough room to spare.

      The pups were wrestling in the open space around the trailers, desperate to work off their raging hormones and prove themselves. Rather than stopping it, the adults were egging them on while cooking something on a grill for lunch.

      I waited to get out of the car after Knight was out and near my door. There were so many people here. I hated how scared I was. When I stepped out onto the trodden grass, Knight reached for me the same moment I brought a hand up to clutch his arm.

      “We’ll leave soon,” he promised, rubbing my shoulder. I tried to focus only on the smell of the barbecued meat. It was mouthwatering.

      Jesse’s trailer was at the head of the area. It was decorated with Halloween decorations and a large red flag with a paw print on it. His mate sat on the small wooden front porch, snapping green beans. I could sense him inside the trailer.

      “Hey Toni,” Knight said to the Alpha female. “Jesse here?” I whispered, “He’s inside” at the exact moment she said it out loud.

      Jesse came out, hearing us, and smiled a smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes. “Knight.” He glanced at me and the smile faded when he saw Knight’s arm around me. “You’re here for the car?” Knight nodded. “It’s waiting for you, but you don’t have to rush off. Stay for lunch.”

      “We appreciate the offer, but we have to get going,” Knight told him. Jesse gestured to Toni, who understood his wordless cue and stood up, going inside the trailer to rummage through the fridge for something before she came back with a foil package. She tossed a small object to Knight and he caught it without looking. Car keys. She pitched the foil to me, but I flinched and cowered behind Knight, so he caught it and handed it to me. It smelled like brisket.

      He threw her the keys to Excalibur and motioned to my tiny car. “You can keep it.” Considering she, and most of their pack, drove motorcycles, I wasn’t sure if she’d like my little economy car. They’d probably sell it. Or Balthazar would steal it again.

      “She okay?” Jesse asked, showing genuine concern for the way I was behaving. I was a powerful vampire and I was hiding behind a werewolf. I really had to get this under control. I took a deep breath and stepped away from Knight.

      “I’m good,” I assured him. And I knew I would be. Eventually.

      “Sorry you can’t stay,” Jesse said, his face looking more and more pinched. He meant it, but I could feel something off with him. Knight stiffened, feeling it too, and quickly said his farewells before leading me to the car they’d gotten for us. It was a teal convertible. Knight didn’t even pause before dumping our bags into it. As scared as I still was, despite trying not to be, I was able to turn my nose up at the color.

      “Teal?” I commented when we’d driven away. “Couldn’t have picked something nicer like sea foam?”

      “He didn’t consult a color expert, I guess,” Knight teased, but then he sobered, his fingers gripping the steering wheel firmly. “That was weird. He offered for us to stay but… I could sense he was just being polite about it.”

      I wanted to mention that they probably didn’t like seeing a werewolf with his arm around a vampire, but my eyes went to the glove compartment. Someone had added a little sticker of a vampire smiley face right next to the press handle. Why would Jesse put that there? Maybe it had been there when they bought it? I opened the compartment and found a letter on top of some maps.

      It was addressed to me.

      I shut the compartment quickly, and leaned back against my seat before Knight could notice what I was doing. Instead, he poked the foil package in my lap.

      “That smells good. They were nice to give it to us.”

      “I made her do it. I reached inside and I said, brisket, woman!” He knew I couldn’t do that anymore, so I hoped he knew I was trying to be funny.

      He snorted and poked me in the side. “Let me have some and I’ll let it pass.”

      “You are mistaken. She gave this to me. Not you. Find your own brisket.”

      “Hey, I gave you my lifeblood. I am entitled. Now give.” He tried to swipe it from me, so we played keep away until I decided to open it before could he tear the foil and get brisket everywhere.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            24. The Hunter returns
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      I didn’t read the letter until we’d checked into a hotel before nightfall and Knight left to go swimming. After checking him out for several breathtaking minutes, I paid close attention to his position in the courtyard with my now normal level of powers while I retrieved the envelope from the glove compartment. I opened it to find a letter written by Jesse.
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        * * *

      

      Lisbeth,

      Knight isn’t safe. He stayed with my pack for a few days last month, and in that short amount of time, everyone could tell he was different. It caused a stir among us.

      You must understand. He’s the true form of our species, one of the Primal werewolves. They are dangerous and uncontrollable when the moon has them in her grasp, no matter what they’re like during the day.

      I know he’s a good man since he’s chosen to protect you. It didn’t matter what I said to them, a few in my pack were too afraid of him. They told others that a Primal werewolf has been found. I banished them from the pack, but the damage was done. The Lycan elders have dispatched packs to find Knight.

      I don’t know what they’ll do to him if he’s captured. I ask you to protect him like he’s protected you. Make sure they don’t find him. I have to believe he’s not dangerous, as I hope you do too.

      Jesse
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        * * *

      

      I stared at the page for a long time, the words boring holes into me. Now Knight was being hunted too, and would most likely be executed if they caught him. I felt him get out of the pool, so I left the car and walked to where he stood, toweling himself off. I stared at the water drops that floated down the five pink scratches on his chest.

      Drool pooled in my mouth and I wanted to taste those droplets.

      “What’s up?” he said when he saw me. “You look serious. And sexy.” I handed him the letter. I didn’t care if Jesse thought I should keep it secret. I wouldn’t hide anything from Knight. Not now. Not after all we’d been through. He took it, started reading, and slowly lowered himself to the nearest pool chair. He handed it back when he was finished, and sighed, his eyes staring at the concrete by his feet. “Why’d you let me read that? You could have just told me the gist of it.”

      “Full disclosure,” I reminded him. But there was something else. He’d been rejected by his own kind so much, and Jesse had treated him with kindness. “And also, I didn’t want you to think Jesse doesn’t like you.”

      His gaze softened when he looked up at me. “Thank you. That was kind.” Sighing, he looked away at the wet concrete around the pool. “Now I’m being hunted too. And not for breaking rules. Just for who I am. That’s comforting.” He stood up and grabbed his towel, slinging it over his shoulder, he took hold of my neck and kissed me enough that I wanted to rip both our clothes off. “It’s the full moon tonight,” he breathed against my lips. “I’m going into the forest until dawn. Stay here and wait, please?”

      Begrudgingly, I agreed. He took his room key and a change of clothes in case his current outfit was ruined in the shift. After he left, I couldn’t sleep. Between the nightmares about James, and the constant worry he’d somehow capture me and take me back to be his slave, I could only rest when I was too exhausted to keep my eyes open. I watched history specials until the only thing playing was infomercials. So I watched those too.

      At almost 7 am, I was still awake when the hotel door opened and Knight stumbled in wearing the change of clothes he’d brought. He was favoring one leg, and had a nasty red scratch on his collarbone. His breath came in ragged puffs. Without speaking, he walked over to the bed I was sitting on and collapsed next to me, and within seconds I heard snoring.

      He slept past noon so I had to renew our hotel reservation for another night, whether or not we would stay that long. I was munching some cereal I’d snagged at the free hotel breakfast, and watching something about King Tutankhamen when Knight finally stirred. He sat up, wiped his mouth, and stretched until his back and shoulders popped. His eyes looked like he had a hangover, but the mark on his collarbone was healed and his leg was fine when he stood up. Kissing me once, he went to the bathroom for a shower, and came back in by the time I’d finished my cereal. I was trying not to stare at him, but he noticed me peeking glances.

      “I know,” he said. “I look like shit. It happens. And I have a few more days until it’s over so, you know, yay.” He tossed himself into one of the chairs and leaned his head back. “Did you sleep?” I shook my head. I was tired, but I wasn’t to the point of collapsing yet.

      “Do you remember anything when you’re shifted?” I asked him.

      He shrugged. “Bits and pieces. Mostly just the things I kill. I always kill something. For sport I guess. I don’t eat it or anything. I just kill it.” He scrubbed a hand down his face. “I don’t know if Jesse is right. I don’t know if I’m good. Maybe there’s a reason there’s no one else like me. The Lycans obviously don’t like a Primal werewolf existing. Maybe I am a goddamn monster.”

      The bed creaked when I got up, and I walked over to put my arm around his shoulders, running my hand up his arm to soothe him. “It’s just fear. Fear makes us do stupid things. Take the Salem witch trials, for example.” I was trying to lighten the mood, but it didn’t work. Knight stayed pensive and distant after that. He even made me drive the convertible, which made me a nervous wreck for the first hour.

      When night rolled around, he left me at the truck stop I’d picked for us to sleep at. I had no intention of staying in the car waiting for dawn to arrive. I locked the car doors and hoped no one would bother it before following Knight across the parking lot. He walked far into the forest until he reached a clearing that let in the light from the stars. He set his change of clothes on the ground and walked far away from them before he sat down to wait for the moon to rise.

      It took over twenty minutes for the moon to reach its zenith, and he was fine until the beams of ghostly light fell on him. He didn’t have time to remove his clothes before they were shredded when his body started growing. As before, his hands became claws, his face contorted into a snout, and every inch of his skin grew hair as his muscles grew. I was prepared for his scent turning acrid, but this time it wasn’t quite as unpleasant as it had been the first time. The Primal werewolf howled at the moon in a long mournful breath and sped off into the forest.

      Following him was easy. I ran for the first time in months, and even though my powers were back to normal, I’d somehow retained a higher level of senses. I knew that there was a family of six rabbits asleep in a burrow five trees over. A herd of twenty-three deer half a mile to the right. Squirrels sleeping in trees, birds in their nests. Bats, owls, raccoons, mice.

      The sounds and images were overwhelming me, and I started having a panic attack. I stopped following Knight and rested for a minute, slowing my rapid heartbeat and gasping for air. If I focused on him alone, I could make myself ignore everything else. I closed my eyes and found Knight running and jumping to grab tree branches so he could swing on them. That was weird. Taking a deep breath, I focused as hard as I could, and everything except him fell away. I started running again.

      I followed him for hours, always making sure to stay downwind so he wouldn’t catch my scent. Oddly enough, he was acting like a kid at the playground. He growled if any animal got too close to him, but he never hurt them. Was this really the werewolf who had sliced me open with one swipe?

      Everything was going fine until we passed a river and a group of wild dogs came into scent range. Knight caught their smell and his elongated ears perked to the direction it was coming from. He growled, but didn’t charge in their direction. Instead, he turned to go the other way. It was too late. The dogs had caught the scent of a wolf in their territory. They growled, yipped, and barked, and then they came after him. The dogs were small in comparison, but they knew how pack rules went. He was alone. There was no pack to help him, and he had trespassed in their home.

      They charged.

      I wanted to help him. If he hadn’t attacked me the first time, I would have bust in and tore those dogs to pieces, but I had to watch from a distance. The Alpha, a large German shepherd, tore into Knight’s leg, but his skin was too tough for the dog to break. That didn’t stop the big dog from trying. The other dogs did the same, so Knight fought back. He swiped a hand at them, slinging them away from him. The ones he’d hit whimpered and staggered off to lick their wounds. As focused as I was on him, I could tell he wasn’t doing this for enjoyment or sport. He had attacked them back to protect himself. It was fucking magnificent to watch. He was beautiful and powerful.

      Knight clawed the Alpha off his leg and the dog’s body flopped to the ground where it stopped moving. Their Alpha dead, the other dogs ran away as quickly as they could. Knight heaved, whimpered, and put a clawed hand over his leg. It was slightly pink from the dog’s teeth, but it wasn’t bleeding. He jumped up and started running again. I lifted a leg to follow when something grabbed me from behind.

      “Lisbeth,” said a voice from above my head. “I’m so glad I’ve finally found you.”

      Fuck. Me.

      It was Arthur.
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        * * *

      

      I considered running. I really did. But I couldn’t. Knight was far enough ahead of us that Arthur with his limited senses hadn’t seen or smelled him, I hoped, and if I ran, Knight might be seen. Even if I was caught, Knight would be safe as long as the Lycans didn’t find him. That’s all that mattered to me, keeping Knight safe.

      “You are one hard vampire to find, my lady,” Arthur observed, his hold on me very tight. He rummaged through his pocket for something, keeping a knife pressed to my spine. When he found what he was looking for –handcuffs– he slapped them on my wrists. They were made for vampires, so tugging on them did no good. He turned me around and clicked a padlock and chain onto the handcuffs, a chain that was connected to his belt also via padlock. I didn’t put too much hope in finding the keys.

      I looked up into his icy blue eyes and scowled at him. “And you’re one persistent fuck.”

      “After you,” he said gallantly, and gestured to the direction he wanted me to walk. I dutifully went, trying not to glance back at Knight. “Funny,” Arthur commented when we’d been walking for a few minutes. “After how hard you tried to evade me, I thought you’d give up a fight when I caught you.” ‘When’ he’d said. Not ‘if’. He was nothing if not egotistical. Why had I ever thought he was attractive? Not that he could ever hold a candle to Knight. “And I never expected you to be just standing there either. Are you that short on blood that you couldn’t sense me?”

      Why did he care? He’d caught his quarry. Job well done. Maybe he liked gloating. Or maybe he didn’t like catching his prize so easily. Either way, he was a buttmunching asswipe.

      This fucker prattled the whole way back, and loudly. It wasn’t typical for him. Back at the Order, the most words I’d ever heard him say was the conversation we’d had at the chessboard.

      “Is there a reason you won’t shut the fuck up?” I finally asked him.

      “Never you mind,” was his response. Lovely.

      We finally reached the abandoned building the Hunters were staying at, after a good thirty minutes of hiking. Arthur marched me through the old rusted doors, past two Hunters guarding them. A warehouse opened before me, and I was surrounded by Hunters. There had to be over two dozen of them, and each one as cold, ruthless, and slightly scary looking as Arthur was. My senses informed me of their exact number, twenty-nine, and how many weapons they all had, over two hundred collectively.

      That was a tad overkill. I mean, I was awesome, no doubt. But I was just a single vampire.

      “Well damn,” I commented as Arthur put a hand to my back to shove me forward. “I wasn’t aware I was this dangerous. Maybe I should’ve gotten a tattoo to look scarier. Oww, fuck!” Arthur had shoved me again, hard, and tugged on the chain to stop me from falling, but it made the cuffs dig into my wrists.

      “That’s enough, Arthur,” a clear, stern voice said. I knew that voice. Olivier walked through the ranks as they parted for her. Her tight steampunk dreads perfectly match her leather Hunter garb, which included a leather bikini. She had seven weapons on her person, and I could only see four of them. Her face looked hard as she turned to me. She breathed in a heavy sigh, but other than that, she had no reaction. This wasn’t my best friend. This was Olivier the Hunter, and fuck was she hot. She was more terrifying than everyone else in the room. Blinking, she looked back at Arthur. “We’ve got her. Now let’s go. The Council has convened in New York, and we need to get her there as fast as possible.”

      Arthur held up a hand. “Not just yet. I have some extra business here. In the meantime, let’s lock her–”

      Arthur was interrupted by a loud crash as the warehouse doors burst open. It was Knight, still shifted, swinging his paws at the guards. His claws hit deeply and the guards fell. He turned to see the large group of Hunters surrounding him and roared in fearless challenge. The other Hunters sprang into action, unsheathing swords and cocking guns, and Arthur grabbed my arm so hard his long nails cut into me. I cried out, just slightly at the unexpected pain, and drew Knight’s attention to me. He charged through the Hunters, clawing and throwing until he reached me.

      “Well,” Arthur started saying, no doubt about to monologue. Knight brought his claws down to the chain that tied me to Arthur, and it snapped in half, the force knocking me to the floor. With his other hand, he smacked Arthur so hard the warrior went flying.

      Knight stood over me in a protective stance, his teeth bared, and with a loud growl he dared them to challenge him. He’d done massive damage to the other Hunters. Vampires didn’t heal quickly when a werewolf or Lycan was the attacker. I smelled blood everywhere. Knight looked down at me, and I felt a twinge of fear that he would attack me as well. Instead, he gently reached down to hook my cuffs with a claw and huffed at Olivier in signal to unlock them. She grabbed the keys from Arthur, whose stupidly hot face had a red slice from cheek to forehead from Knight’s claws. Olivier freed me, giving my hand a slight squeeze as she did, and backed away.

      I stood, and Knight knelt with his back to me. He motioned with a claw and grunted. Get on my back. I mounted his back, he grabbed my legs tightly, and we sprinted out of the warehouse.
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      Knight ran and ran, his claws never slacking on their grip around my legs. I clutched his neck tightly, my face buried in his furry neck. He took us away from the car and our things. None of that mattered now. If the Hunters found him, they’d take him to the Lycans, and he would be killed. I couldn’t let that happen. I wouldn’t. I didn’t care what I had to do to keep him safe, nothing was more important to me than him staying alive.

      Knight didn’t stop running until dawn. When the moon disappeared from the sky, he stumbled, throwing me from his back, and knelt on the ground in pain. Whimpering, his body started shifting back to its human form. I waited until it was over and he rolled over in a sweaty, naked heap.

      I took advantage of his weakness and stood up, forcing my voice to stay steady as I told him, “I have to go.” Then I turned and started running away from him, away from his kisses, away from his embrace. Away from his love.

      “Don’t you fucking dare,” he shouted behind me. “Lis, come back.” I’d run far, but not far enough that I didn’t hear him say, “Please don’t leave me.” I stopped running and wrapped my arms around myself, his words almost breaking my resolve. His smell got closer, so I started running again. He chased me through the forest. We were both equally matched, but I couldn’t let him catch me.

      He was gaining on me, and I picked up speed until I heard him cry out in pain. I faltered, only for a moment, and then he slammed into me, throwing us both to the ground. We plunged down a hill, his arms holding me to protect my head. When we stopped rolling, we lay side by side and he didn’t let me go. I thought about fighting him, but I couldn’t do it. I brought my hands up to clutch his back.

      “Don’t leave,” he whispered into my hair. “Please don’t leave.”

      “I have to.” I hugged him tighter. Just a few more moments by his side. “I can’t let them find you. They’ll take you to the Lycans.”

      “They won’t find us,” he said firmly. “I’ll protect you. I promised I’d keep you safe.”

      I pulled away so I could scowl at his face. He was going to get himself killed because he cared too much about the protection he was obliged to give me. “Forget the promise. Forget the Alpha’s bracelet.”

      “This isn’t about a stupid bracelet, you ass.” He grabbed my wrists and brought them up in front of me. The bracelet was gone. “Look. You lost it when Arthur took you. If I stay with you, it’s because I want to.”

      “And if I leave you, it’s because I want to,” I countered. “I abandoned my friends to protect them. If I can protect you by doing so, I will.”

      “We’re beyond this, Lis. If any speck of what we’ve been through has taught us anything, it’s that if we’re going to survive, we need each other.” He brought a hand up to tuck some hair behind my ear. “Please. Trust that I can protect myself, and you.”

      Tears welled in my eyes. “I’ve felt the pain of losing people I loved. It never goes away. You just learn to live with it. And I can’t do that with you. I don’t know why, but I can’t.”

      He stared at me, his hand still resting on my cheek. “Lis…”

      We both stiffened when we heard something in the forest.

      I looked back at him in a panic. “They’re here.” It wasn’t just the Hunters I felt. I could sense several Lycan packs coming in from all directions.

      We were surrounded.

      I saw it in his face when he realized it as well. I reached up and took his hand on my cheek. They would kill him. He’d be gone forever. My knight, my protector. Suddenly the thought of my fate with the Order didn’t seem so bad. At least I wouldn’t have to live in a world without Knight. A world without sunlight.

      A thought entered my head, something I’d been fighting this whole time, but it felt so right, I couldn’t help myself. I leaned forward and kissed Knight on his perfect lips. He whimpered as I explored his mouth with my tongue. We only had moments, and I wasn’t going to waste them.

      Resting my forehead against his, I stroked his cheek and kissed him once, lightly, before looking into his eyes. “I love you.” A sob broke from my chest, finally knowing the truth inside me. “I do. I love you.”

      He didn’t even hesitate in his response to my declaration. “Gods, I love you so much, Lis.” Another kiss, and another. As many as we could get.

      The Lycans and Hunters were closer. In the distance, I could hear the Lycans growling as they got closer. I gasped, grabbing Knight to me. I wasn’t scared of Lycans. I was scared because the closer they got, the less time I had with him. He held me tight and combed his fingers through my hair. “I won’t let them take you,” he whispered to me. I felt tears fall down my cheeks. He knew he couldn’t save me, or himself. He was only trying to make me feel better. As he always did.

      “Don’t lie to me,” I told him with a sob. “Don’t ever lie to me.”

      “Please don’t cry, Lis,” he pleaded softly. “I’ve seen you cry so many times. But you’re so strong. You have to stay strong for me. No matter what happens, promise?” I nodded against his shoulder. He pulled me back for another deep and meaningful kiss before our pursuers reached us. I savored the feel of his lips, his scent in my nose, and even the smell of his blood.

      Time stopped around us, and nothing mattered except the feeling of our lips and bodies together. I knew I could kiss him for a hundred years and still always, always would need and want more. More of him. More of us. Every moment together, it had always been him, from that first day when he smiled at me.

      I loved him so much. I wanted to cry over the depth of my feelings, because here, on the last moment of my freedom, was the moment I’d found my soul mate. The one I’d been searching for ever since I was a fledgling, and he’d been here this whole time. It didn’t matter that he was a werewolf, and he didn’t care that I was a vampire. We’d found love in an unexpected source, in the one person we never thought it would happen with. And with the only person we wanted it to happen with.

      In that soft little moment, I felt complete. And I was ready to face my fate.

      We were still kissing when they got to us.
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        * * *

      

      The first thing they did was hit Knight with a dart. He slumped against me, still conscious but he could barely move. Two large Lycans came up to us, shoved me aside, and picked Knight off the ground. They still had a wary attitude towards him, the unknown element amongst their pack.

      “I really wish I was wearing some fucking pants,” he said weakly, giving me a slight smile. I wasn’t complaining. The only thing I hated was now all of our attackers would see his erection. One of the Hunters grabbed my arm and made me stand. Our two species stood on either side of the little clearing Knight and I had been sitting in. I watched as one of the Lycans helped Knight put on some shorts to cover himself.

      “You kissed a fucking Lycan?” the Hunter holding my arm said, clearly ranking that with eating a rotting maggot. “I’d execute you myself for that if I could.”

      Arthur came up to us and bitchslapped her on the face. Damn, he was a cunt. “Your judgment means nothing, Cassandra. As revolting as kissing a Lycan is, it’s not against the law.”

      “It should be,” Cassandra whispered in defiance. Arthur gave her a warning look, silently asking if she wanted another slap, as he locked my wrists in irons and chains. Olivier replaced Cassandra on the arm grabbing, except her grip on my bicep wasn’t so tight. Knight was still hanging limply between his captors.

      “Please don’t hurt him,” I pleaded with the Alpha of the pack, a blonde rugged man.

      The Alpha looked me over, his face displaying a small amount of the disgust the Hunters were feeling over me kissing a Lycan. “He’s a Primal werewolf. It’s too dangerous to let him live.”

      “He’s not dangerous,” I told the Alpha, pleading for the man I loved. “I watched him. He only attacked to protect himself. Don’t kill him just because he’s different.”

      “Enough,” Arthur declared sharply. “We’ve lingered here for too long. The Order is waiting.” Arthur reached for the arm Olivier wasn’t holding, but she pulled me away.

      “Let her say goodbye,” she said firmly to Arthur. He sighed and nodded to her with respect. “Be quick,” she told me.

      Knight lifted his head to look at me and smiled weakly. “Remember your promise, Lis.” Stay strong. Stay strong for him.

      “I love you.” My voice wobbled and I held back the tears that wanted to overwhelm me. I’d never meant anything more in my life. I loved him. I would always love him.

      His smile deepened, and he stared at me with love and respect, in honor of everything. The pain, the struggles, the laughter, and the passion. “I love you, Lis.”

      Arthur stepped forward, grabbed me, and slung me over his shoulder. As he and the Hunters walked in the other direction, my eyes didn’t leave Knight’s face until I couldn’t see him anymore.

      I pushed out my senses and focused on him so hard I could feel his mind inside my own. He gasped at the sensation, and when he could catch his breath, he said one thing to me.

      “I’ll find you again.”

      I snapped back into my own head and felt my blood reserves fade away as I lost consciousness, taking away the only thing I had left of him.
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      I‘d never felt such agony. Pure, debilitating agony.

      That’s what awaited me as Arthur dragged my lifeless body into the doors of the castle, past my peers who gave me more than a passing glance with their fucking judgy faces, and to a halting stop at the staircase. I was so goddamn numb. Dead inside with grief, and so removed I didn’t even give a fuck that the other vampires were whispering and staring at me. What did it matter? I didn’t have the strength to feel shame.

      I waited for the tug from Arthur at my bound wrists. He wasn’t gentle. The skin under my binds was an angry red. If I was a human, there would be no skin left. I needed blood to heal, but since I had become his captive the week before, he gave me no more than a mouthful of gross bagged blood every morning. Any strength I’d had from it was slowly ebbing away like a fading tide.

      “What have you done to her?” I heard Othello’s indignant tone across the room where Arthur stood with him.

      “She’s a prisoner of the Council,” Arthur’s scratchy voice explained. “Her treatment isn’t your concern.”

      Knight’s beautiful perfect face washed before my eyes and I felt the sting of tears. Was he dead? Had they already judged him without first making sure he was as violent as they thought he was? Had he even been given a chance to plead for his own fucking life? I couldn’t picture his eyes dimming and his body going still. A small sliver of his lifeless corpse slipped into my mind and I felt my sanity fading away.

      “What have they done to you?” Othello said again, this time much closer to my ears. I glanced upwards and barely registered that he was standing in front of me. He stunk of dead flowers, as usual. Gag.

      “They took him,” I murmured in a broken tone, and a sob escaped my lips. “They let him be taken away to die.”

      “Who, my pet?” He lifted a hand to stroke my hair but I shied away from him. “What is she talking about, Arthur?” he demanded.

      Arthur didn’t answer, probably deeming the information unnecessary. “Has the Council arrived?” he asked instead. 

      “Yes, they’re all here. And they’ve begun the discussion of guilt.”

      Good. The sooner they decided my fate the better. I hoped they picked to execute me. I wanted to die. If Knight was dead, I wanted to die. Being banished would just mean I’d have to do it myself.

      The conversation over, Arthur grabbed my restraints and started pulling me up the stairs. I stumbled several times as I wasn’t focused on anything except my internal turmoil. Not even caring about me, he dragged me up the staircase and the restraints on my hand started cutting into my skin, dropping blood on the carpet. I caught my footing at the landing and followed Arthur down the dark red-carpeted hallway.

      “You really know how to treat a gal,” I mumbled halfway down the hall. He glanced at me and saw the blood coming from my wrists.

      “You’re a prisoner,” he said evenly, uncaring with his stupid apathetic fuck face.

      “And you’re a bag of dicks,” I retorted. “Funny how you have zero humanity. I bet you came out of your mother’s womb and said, ‘Hey mom, you deserved all that labor pain. Fuck you.’” Maybe the pain was talking, or I needed to vent my anger. I knew how rude I was being, and I didn’t give a shit.

      “If you were any other prisoner, I’d…” His jaw clenched, holding in the rest of the sentence.

      “You’d what?” I stepped faster to catch up with him. “You’d slap me? Beat me? You’ve already proven you don’t care about anyone but yourself.” I tugged on my chains until he stopped walking. “How did they know where to find him? How, Arthur? Was it you? Did you tell the Lycans? Tipped them off for a sweet little payoff?”

      “It wasn’t like that,” he ground out.

      “You turned him in, you bastard. He did nothing to you and you turned him in.” He tried to move forward but I held tightly and more blood dripped from my bonds.

      “He was dangerous.”

      I tugged again and again. The scent of blood was filling the air. “You didn’t fucking know that. The Council ordered you to find me, not him. You decided to turn Knight in, because you hate everything. You could’ve just let him go, but why the fuck would you want to do that?”

      That icy blue stare turned to me, and he unclenched his jaw enough to speak. “He was dangerous,” Arthur repeated.

      Pulling on the chain, I moved closer to my captor until we were almost chest to chest. I could smell him and it made me sick. My purple eyes glared at his cold chiseled face.

      “I’m dangerous,” I informed him.

      He looked away and without me holding him back, he continued walking down the hall. When he stopped again, he unlocked a familiar door and unlocked my chains before shoving me inside and slamming the door in my face. I placed a hand on the white wood of the door. The lock had been changed and the security chains removed. This door no longer locked from the inside.

      I was a prisoner. A prisoner in my own rooms.

      All my hatred and rage settled on the figure outside of my door. I pressed my mouth to the crack between the frame.

      “You killed him and you didn’t have to. Never forget that.” My legs slowly folded and I slumped against the door in a broken heap.

      I had become a criminal for sparing a child’s life. A Lycan child, but still a child. Even now, after all that had happened, I didn’t regret what I’d done. My only regret was that Knight would be killed for my mistakes. The solitude constantly reminded me that Knight was probably dead by now, and my sorrow slowly carved out a deep well of emotion I couldn’t climb out of.

      I didn’t move from my spot at the door for hours. Every movement outside my door made me jump, waiting for Arthur to burst in and drag me back downstairs for sentencing. He never did. Was he sitting on the floor too, or did he get a chair for his psycho ass? Maybe he should put up a tent so we wouldn’t have to look at his bitch face.

      The second day was harder. I slept by the door and woke up cramped and hungry. My wrists were still damaged, the skin peeling in some areas. I could barely feel the pain but it was making me so thirsty.

      At 8 am on the dot, Arthur opened the door and tossed in a bag of blood like I was an animal in a cage. He quickly shut it again and locked it. Outside the door, I heard him talking to whoever had brought the blood. I was too thirsty to pay attention and dove for the bag, tearing into it and slurping up every drop the plastic had to offer. As soon as the blood hit my stomach, I felt a wave of nausea and then my wrists started to heal. Losing blood to fix the injury made me thirstier than I was before. Prisoners didn’t deserve a companion, I guessed. My muscle mass was already receding. Living on Knight’s blood had made me the strongest I’d ever been. Now I felt weak and helpless.

      I slid the empty blood bag under the door and lay spread eagle on the entryway carpet, staring up at the vaulted ceiling. No popcorn ceilings in this castle, no sir. Everything was perfection. It was all a façade. A lie. A smoke screen to make you think we lived a perfect immortal life.

      I hated this castle, and everything it represented. It represented a society that outcast me for sparing a child. A society that sent a Hunter after me who thought killing my boyfriend was okay.

      Sweet, beautiful Knight. I’ll never see your face again.

      The door opened again and Arthur stood with a tray of food. I looked up at him from the carpet and lifted my middle finger for his appraisal. He laid the tray down next to me and shut the door again, flipping the locks like they owed him money. Without getting up, I felt at the tray’s contents with my fingers and lifted bite after bite of eggs, bacon, and biscuits to my mouth until it was empty.

      The passage of time barely registered and it seemed like I’d just eaten breakfast when Arthur opened the door again. He picked up the empty tray and replaced it with one that had my lunch on it. His job done, he stood in the doorway watching me. I was still staring up at the ceiling. I wasn’t in the mood to look at him.

      “If you ask if I’m okay, I swear to god, I will stab you with a pencil,” I spat in his direction.

      “Your wellbeing is inconsequential.” I scoffed out a laugh. “I am, however, tasked with making sure you stay alive until your trial.”

      That made me look over at him. “Trial? Oh, isn’t that fancy. I get a trial. Is it a trial by fire? That would be perfect. I plan on going up in flames any way.”

      “As I said, I am tasked with keeping you alive.” He dipped his chin at me and I understood what he was getting at.

      “Ahh. Wouldn’t want me killing myself before you can execute me. Cute. Didn’t know you cared.” I looked down at the tray and saw it was a bowl of chili with enough peppers to kill your taste buds. I pushed it towards his foot and turned away again.

      “Eat,” he commanded, toeing the food my way. Some of the chili spilled out onto the tray.

      “I don’t like peppers. If I am to have any sort of freedom, I will not eat what I don’t enjoy. You can eat it, I don’t care. Now go away.”

      Bending, he took the tray and left, and I was free again to get lost in my musings. When I wasn’t picturing Knight’s dead body, I relived every moment of my time under James’s control. How he’d held me close to him and I’d felt so fucking helpless. I’d never let anyone make me feel that way again. And sweet Sara. During my blood binge, I had become her abuser, ordering her around like a servant. I felt like a traitor. I’d fought so hard to protect humans and I’d mistreated one. I hoped she could forgive me for my abuse.

      Days were marked only by the sunlight returning after darkness. I was beginning to creep up to the edges of my sanity. How long would I be in here waiting? I’d never been a patient person, and this tested every bit of resolve I had. I just had to wait it out. Soon, any day now, Arthur would come to get me, and the Council would find me guilty. I had to hold onto that hope.

      The carpet was my only friend. If I moved away from the door, I wouldn’t be able to hear anything outside. Days passed, and the only interruption from the ceiling was Arthur bringing blood and food, and the occasional trip to the bathroom.

      I’d cried so many times, I could no longer cry. I simply lay there, thinking about Knight dying because of me. He didn’t deserve any of this.

      “How long has it been?” I asked when Arthur emerged again, holding a dinner tray that he set beside me.

      “Two weeks,” he answered. Fuck. Two weeks already. What was taking so damn long? “You smell rank. I suggest a shower before you start merging with the carpet.”

      “If we’re on the subject of rankness, you haven’t showered in two weeks either. Don’t think I can’t smell it. The stink has been creeping under the door for days.”

      He was gone before I could start throwing my food at him. He’d learned early on that I cared more about making him suffer than eating, plus I had a good throwing arm, and seeing him with a canned peach on his face was hilarious. Annoyingly, he was right though. I smelled bad. It was time to leave the carpet.

      I got up, stretched, and took a two hour bath. Maybe the water would wash away more than dead skin and carpet fibers. Finally clean, I put on a robe and wandered around from room to room. I stood in Cameron’s old room, and seeing it empty made me feel even worse. I pressed my face into the carpet, hoping against hope I could catch his scent just so I could feel better for a few seconds. Alas, the carpet had been shampooed after he moved out, and no trace scent remained.

      Was he happy?

      Cameron deserved a full and happy life. I wanted it for him more than I wanted almost anything else, beyond to see Knight again, and maybe sucker punch James a few times. I didn’t expect happiness in my life again, so I wanted it for Cameron that much more.

      If he was living a good life, I could find a little bit of comfort.
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      The days were beginning to blur together. The only marker of time passing was the consistent supply of bagged blood every morning, and the trays of food. I often wondered if Arthur should just install a doggie door to slip the food and blood into, so then he would never have to unlock my door. At least my cell was nicely decorated and had working plumbing. It was achingly lonely being in solitary confinement. Even someone like me, who didn’t thrive on social interaction, was hitting my limit. I would’ve traded my blood ration for the chance to see someone other than my own reflection and Arthur’s stupid face.

      I wasn’t the type to talk to myself, so I didn’t even have myself to interact with. The silence was noisier than a busy sidewalk. Arthur, the ass, had taken my phone, and with it my music, so I couldn’t immerse myself in Copeland or Tchaikovsky. I couldn’t sing along with Gershwin or show tune it up with Sondheim. He might as well have taken all my books away. I did at least have those to escape into, and it was quite literally the only comfort I had once I stopped lying on the carpet. With nothing else to do, I went through at least two or three books a day, diving into Narnia and building the pyramids brick by brick.

      I still sat by the door while I read. I was never far away from it. When I’d read through a nice chunk of my very large book collection, I decided to take action. Was I truly without rights? I wrote up a note of things I’d like to be purchased with my credit card and quickly slipped it under the door around the time I knew Arthur would be giving me my bag of blood.

      He slipped it back under, because of course he would.

      “Ass,” I complained to the door.

      “I’m not buying you makeup,” he retorted. Oh, so he could actually hear me. He’d just been choosing to ignore me this entire time. He was such a bag of dicks.

      “You didn’t even look at the list, butt face. I want new books to read, I’m almost out of shampoo, and I can’t do my laundry in here. Is your prisoner supposed to run out of clean underwear?”

      He sighed and I heard him scratching at his face. “Fine. Slip it back under.” I did, and listened to him opening the paper. “You put ‘I’ll pay 1,000 euros if someone will strangle Arthur’ on the second page.”

      “Feel free to post that around the castle,” I said sweetly.

      “You really want to live without clean underwear, don’t you?” He shoved the note back without my credit card. Great. He’d probably run up my bill buying porn and hookers.

      I laid down on one of my couches and fell asleep. Lilacs drifted into my dreams. The scent woke me up and I saw Balthazar sitting at my feet. I sat up and fell into his arms. As I held him to me, I realized I needed him now more than ever.

      “Don’t leave,” I begged him, clutching him close. “I’m so fucking alone. Please don’t leave.”

      I could feel him smile against my shoulder. “You don’t want me here all the time, pet. It would get very boring.”

      “I don’t care. I need you. You never stay when I need you.”

      “I know,” he admitted gently, running his fingers through my hair. “I’ll stay. Not all the time, but I’ll be here as often as I can.”

      I gripped his fancy suit jacket and his long black hair in my hands, reassuring myself that he was actually here and not a figment of my loneliness. “More often than once a month?”

      “As often as I can,” he promised. He pushed me away and fussed with my black curls. The perm and coloring I’d gotten had faded, and I was back to my natural beautiful hair. “I’m sorry I couldn’t come sooner. I was busy.”

      “Copenhagen?” I teased with our private joke. “If so, can I have some juicy details? I’m a bit starved of companionship.”

      “Sorry to disappoint, but you are the only woman in my life.” Balthazar leaned over and kissed me on the forehead.

      Did he really mean that?

      I looked up at him, almost hopeful. “You know things, right? Is Knight…” I couldn’t say the word ‘dead’ even if I’d been picturing it over and over so many times it was burned into my retinas.

      Balthazar had never lied to me, so I believed him when he said, “They won’t let him live, Lisbeth.” If I hadn’t been in solitude for three weeks, constantly reminding myself of the truth he’d just spoken, I would’ve broken in half. I would’ve lost it. Instead, I sat there and felt everything go numb, like a block of ice was crawling all over me. His arms pulled me into a soothing hug. “I’m so sorry, my love,” he murmured. “I wish I could spare you this pain. I’d take it from you in a heartbeat if it was possible.”

      The tone in his voice spoke of a time when he felt what I was feeling. Had he lost my mother? My grandmother? Which one caused him that pain? Who had broken his heart? It was more than comforting to be with someone who knew my pain. I didn’t want to let Balthazar go. I held him until I couldn’t feel my arms anymore. And then, I fell asleep against his neck.
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        * * *

      

      As my confinement went on and on like a merry-go-round, I began to wonder what was happening. What was taking the Council so damn long? Maybe they were busy with other things and were putting my trial off because fuck that law breaking chick and her problems. I wished I knew.

      Balthazar’s visits were odd and amazing all at once. I’d never seen this much of him in all my four hundred years. Not ever. We played games, sat together reading books, played on my piano, and painted pictures of each other.

      It helped take my mind off the pain. But it couldn’t erase it. Nothing could. Vampires never forgot anything. I’d always feel with blinding clarity how much it hurt to lose Knight. Over time, it would move to the back of my mind, but it would always be there lurking in the shadows, waiting for a weak moment to jump out again. Something to look forward to.

      About two weeks after I’d given Arthur the list, I was running dangerously low on clean clothes. He opened the door for breakfast, he was always punctual so I knew when to be ready. In one hand he held my tray and I reached for it to set it down. In the other hand he held a bottle of men’s all-in-one shampoo.

      You are shitting me.

      “Laundry please,” he said, and held out the bottle for me to take.

      I hauled my overloaded hamper to him and curled my nose at the shampoo bottle. “That’s for men.” He looked me dead in the eyes and dropped it on the carpet before picking the hamper up and leaving. “YOU’RE LITERALLY THE WORST!!” I shouted at the door.

      He returned my clothes the next day, as wrinkled as an old lady’s vagina.
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      Time was passing like a slow crawl and a giant leap all at once. Arthur continued to make my confined life as difficult as possible. His stupid all-in-one shampoo was making my hair a rat’s nest. It was a blessing I wasn’t in mixed company looking like a frumpy mess of curls.

      When I’d been confined for seven weeks, Olivier barged into my room followed by a complaining Arthur. I hadn’t seen her, or anyone from the castle, since I’d been brought back. Her long dreads had been cropped short to her head leaving behind very short curls, and she was wearing a plain black dress. I guessed I wasn’t the only one who had changed recently. She was carrying a small birdcage and handed me a tiny baby bird.

      “Cameron found it,” she told me once it was in my hand.

      “You’re not allowed in here, Olivier,” Arthur complained behind her. She flipped him off and rolled her eyes where only I could see.

      “It probably has lice or rabies or whatever birds get. Have fun.” She smiled and gave me a little finger wave before leaving the way she came. Arthur fumed in the doorway once she was gone.

      “I’m not feeding it for you,” he proclaimed, crossing his arms over his chest.

      I opened the little bird cage and put the baby bird inside. It couldn’t have been more than a few days old, its skin patchy with little down feathers. It looked as helpless as I felt. “If I’m executed, you won’t have to.” I sunk down onto the carpet and watched the little bird try to move around in the cage. It stumbled several times, but it was adorable to look at.

      “Fine. I’ll bring food for it.” I looked up at him in confusion and he had relaxed his stance in the doorway. “What do they eat? Bugs?”

      “I don’t know. Look it up, since you have my phone.” I wiggled a finger in between the bars and the baby looked up at me with its enormous eyes. The door shut, the locks flipped, and I smelled lilacs.

      “What a cute little bird,” Balthazar commented, suddenly sitting beside me.

      “You’re going to scare it if you keep doing that,” I told him, only mildly serious.

      He stuck his tongue out at me, and then he brought a hand up to pet my hair, sending soothing tingles all over me. “How are you?”

      I looked down at the birdcage and sighed. “I hate being in here. I’m tired of wondering what the Order has decided, my fate constantly in the balance. And Knight.” My voice faltered. “I’m trying to accept that he’s gone. I am. I know he’s dead and I’ll never see him again.”

      “Stop.” There was understanding and sympathy in his crystal blue eyes. “You loved him. Don’t try to push yourself to move on. You need to grieve.”

      I tried to be brave. It was so hard after so long. “It’s not the first time I’ve lost someone.”

      He sighed and kissed me on the forehead, gently and with so much love. “Yes, it is.”

      I wrapped my arms around him, the man who understood me so well. “Don’t leave,” I begged him.

      “I won’t,” he promised.
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      This must be what Dolphins feel like. Those creatures of the sea are used to swimming for miles every day, and humans pen them up in little tanks they can’t leave. How do they survive? How are they not crushed with sorrow every day? They can’t be free anymore. They can’t live.

      I wished I could drown myself. That’s what dolphins do when they don’t want to live anymore. They just go under the water and never come back up. Stupid fucking dolphins, having the ability to make themselves die. I envied them.

      Dying would be a release. I wouldn’t have to feel all this damn pain anymore. It would end with my last breath, and I’d fade into solace unknown.

      The hot water of my bath swirled around my nose and ears, and I blinked to invite it under my eyes too. Let every last bubble of air escape my lungs. Would I die? Or would I just lie here in the water in stasis until my blood supply ran out from keeping me alive, and I woke with a red-eyed frenzy.

      Something dark walked into the room and sat on the edge of my tub. I re-surfaced and wiped the water from my eyes.

      “What the hell are you doing?” The voice I heard was Knight’s. That was impossible, of course, so I knew I was hallucinating. Low on air, low on blood, boom. Imaginary dead boyfriend.

      “I was being a dolphin,” I informed him matter-of-factly. My delusions should be more well-informed. It was nice to see him, at any rate. Even if he was just a fantasy. It didn’t give me the relief I hoped it would, but it was nice. His hair was greasy and his clothes messy like he’d rolled in a puddle. “You look like you need a bath more than I do,” I said jokingly.

      He sighed wearily. “Don’t I know it.” He surveyed the large tub around me. “Looks like that seats two. Mind if I joined?”

      I scrunched my knees to my chest. “No way! You’re not getting my bath water all dirty!”

      He chuckled into his hand, his deep brown eyes studying me. “It’s good to see you, Lis.”

      I turned my face away from the mirage. “You’re not even here.” When I blinked and looked back, he was gone.
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        * * *

      

      I understood my delusion wasn’t real. Knight hadn’t visited me. It didn’t fill me with hope for his survival, and it didn’t relieve my pain. Plus, he’d ruined a perfectly good science experiment on vampires and drowning.

      Did my trip to psycho land make me feel better? No. Was I going to keep pretending to be a dolphin so he would come back? Also no. I already felt my sanity slipping, and I didn’t want it to get worse. Of course, being locked up was much worse than having delusions, and I began to lose hope that I would ever be let out. I’d just be here forever with Arthur outside the door denying me access to new books. I could only read my collection so many times before they became boring, and I was reaching that point.

      Sometimes I tried to conjure Knight up again, but it never worked. I’d sit next to my little bird cage and picture him beside me. He never came. He was dead. A corpse. Gone. Forever. I’d never see his beautiful eyes or feel his touch on my body.

      I stopped feeling anything. Everything inside me was shattered. Pieces of me were all over the floor, little bits of Lisbeth. The bits that made me sane. They’re scattered everywhere and I can’t put them back together. There’s only the bird, Arthur, and me.

      “Lisbeth,” someone said above me. I looked up to see the icy blue eyes. Go away, ice. I’m already frozen in time. “Your room is a fucking mess,” he said in disgust.

      “What’s the point, icy eyes? It’s only me and this room. Can you see the pieces around me? I’m broken. Shattered.” The bird cheeped a few times and a tear fell down my face. “There is no world outside this room.”

      “Fuck,” icy eyes said under his breath. He roughly pulled me up and I went limp like a dolly. “When was the last time you bathed?”

      I laughed. “I don’t remember. But I went underwater. Dolphins have it so easy. Bloop bloop.” I reached out and tapped my finger against his nose. “Boop.”

      “Where’s your friend?” he asked me, looking around at all the pieces of me, scattered all over the room.

      “Friend? What friend? You’re not my friend.” I poked him in the chest this time and felt woozy, like I was going to fall forward against him.

      “The one that smells like lilacs.” Well fuck me backwards. Bloodhound Arthur knew everything.

      “Nothing gets past you, captor of mine. He’s been gone for weeks. Fucker always fucking bails on me. Piece of fuck. Can’t trust him with anything.”

      Arthur walked me over to the couch and pushed some pieces of me off before planting me on the cushions. “You’re acting weird.”

      “You’re weird,” I countered. “I’ve been locked in this hell hole for months, you think my sanity is going to survive that? Since I’ve been in here, I’ve read every book I own five times, Arthur. Five. I have over 1,000 books. Let that sink into your tiny little butt brain. All my DVDs have been watched more times that I can count. I’ve painted on every canvas I have, and now I’m out of paper. And you still think that bringing me Men’s All-in-One shampoo every month is all I need. You’re such a fuck. If I didn’t hate you for turning Knight in, I’d hate you because your people skills are zero, and lucky me gets to experience that first hand.”

      He sat down beside me, like little Miss Muffet. “You’re acting like you’re drunk.”

      “I wish I was fucking drunk, asshole. I’d give anything to go outside. To open my windows and feel fresh air and sunlight. But no, you boarded them up like the butt fuck you are.” I crossed my arms over my chest, but it didn’t work very well, it looked like I was cupping my breasts.

      “I’ll try to get you some new books,” he offered blankly, like nothing I’d said had gotten through to him. Not that I was surprised.

      “If you think that can rescue my sanity, go ahead.” I looked over at him and snarled.

      “Need help cleaning up?”

      I flipped him off. “Don’t offer if you’re not going to do it.” He growled, got up, and walked to the door. “Arthur.” His boots stopped right as he was reaching for the doorknob. “You’re the only person I have right now. I know you’re probably not used to someone relying on you for all of their needs, but you’re doing a pretty shit job. I’m not a goldfish you can simply feed and then ignore for the rest of the day. Funny how this is your job, taking care of prisoners, and you suck at it.”

      He rested his hand on the doorknob, not twisting it. “None of the others were given a trial. The only thing I had to do before was hide a body.” Then he was gone.
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        * * *

      

      My imprisonment had already reached the triple digits, according to Arthur. Even after our conversation, his idea of taking better care of me was better shampoo and one new book. It was ‘Sun Tzu’s The Art of War’ and I briefly contemplated hitting him over the head with it before giving it back. It’s not exactly a page turner.

      When I felt as if my sanity was finally coming back to me, Cameron came in with my lunch one day.

      “Sorry I didn’t come sooner,” he said after Arthur had shut and locked the door. “There was a Snorlax blocking the way.”

      “You’re such a weirdo.” I stopped mid-laugh and my heart stopped. I’d been in such a rush to run and hug him that I almost didn’t notice that he was different.

      Cameron wasn’t human anymore.

      I clasped a hand over my mouth to hold in the scream of sorrow I felt rising up my throat.

      No.

      Not him.

      He was supposed to leave this shithole and live his life. Find a girlfriend, get married, have annoying kids that liked video games. And die. He was supposed to fucking die. Die a happy old man with his family at his side bidding him farewell in a bittersweet moment as he relived his beautiful happy life.

      The hand over my mouth didn’t stop me from crying.

      “Why,” I shouted between my gut-wrenching sobs. “Why did you become one of the turned? God damn it, Cameron. Why did you do that? You were…” I cried harder, trying to get my words out. “You were supposed to have a life! A family! You weren’t supposed to be frozen!”

      “Lisbeth,” he said gently over my wails. “Please let me explain.” I quieted myself to broken sniffles and reached for a tissue to clean my face. He sighed at the sight of me and ran a hand through his newly dyed black locks. “When I came to you, I was a homeless teenager. I’d never slept somewhere for more than a few nights. I never had a home or a family. You gave me both. You raised me, and you became my friend, but we mean more to each other than just friends. You’re my family. My onee-san, my big sister. I won’t walk away from you. I used to think that what I wanted was to leave and get as far away from here as I could. Only, I was wrong. I want this life. I want to be with my sister. With you.”

      My lip shook. My hands shook. Everything shook. “But you were supposed to have a happy life as a human. That’s what I wanted for you. I clung to that hope when I left here.”

      “I know. I know you wanted that for me, and I did too at first, but this is what I want now. Can you accept that?” I nodded and ran a hand across my eyes. “I’m sorry I hurt you,” he apologized.

      I studied his face with a sniff. “You’re happy like this?” He nodded. “It’s a Cardinal.”

      He looked confused. “What?”

      “The baby bird. It’s a Cardinal.” I motioned towards the birdcage sitting on one of my end tables. The bird was sitting in the light of a lamp on its little perch inside the cage, and I could swear it was smiling with happiness as it chirped a little tune.

      Cameron beamed when he saw the tiny bird. “It’s still alive! Olivier didn’t tell me if the little guy had made it. She’s been too busy making kissy face with Renard.”

      Oh my fucking god. I was more shocked than I would’ve been if he’d suddenly declared mad passionate love for me. It was even more shocking than him turning up in my room a newly turned vampire, or Knight showing up in my bathroom unannounced, or Arthur buying me shampoo that’s actually for curls.

      “Back up, sister. You said what now?”

      He was trying not to laugh at my face. “Olivier. Renard. Sitting in a tree. F-u-c-k-i-n-g.”

      “Olivier is bumping uglies with a human?” I mean, he’d been her companion for thirty years now when almost every companion left after the obligatory ten. But still. He was a human. That was considered about as taboo as being with a Lycan. Maybe more so. Renard would be kicked out if anyone discovered them.

      “She didn’t tell you?” he asked in confusion.

      “Besides her bringing me the bird, Arthur won’t let me see her. I’m surprised he even let me see you.” He was such a complete ass wipe.

      “Othello approved us to be turned so we didn’t have to wait for the next group. We went in together, Lisbeth. He’s one of the turned now.”

      “You’re shitting me! Like seriously, shitting me. Right?” Cameron shook his head and I sat down on the closest armchair to process the news, which while it was a good thing, all things considered, it was still a surprise. “How’d Olivier take it?”

      Cameron leaned against the couch back. “At first she was furious. He didn’t tell her, so she found out afterward. I’ve never seen her so angry. I mean, she’s loved him this whole time, but she wanted him to have a real family, something he can’t have with her. Like what you wanted for me. But she needed him. Even without her saying so, he knew she wouldn’t make it without him, not after what’s happening with you. So he bit the bullet and did it.”

      I hated the thought of Cameron and Renard locked in the coffins. I was glad I hadn’t been there to hear Cameron scream. It would’ve destroyed any bit of sanity I’d managed to scrounge up for this visit.

      He saw my face and knew what I was thinking about. “I thought knowing what I knew, and hearing the screams every year would prepare me, but…” He shook his head slightly, trying to shake the memory off. “It didn’t.” He took a heavy breath and stared at the ceiling. “So,” he said to divert the conversation. “How are you? I mean besides being locked up in here for months. Olivier says you had a boyfriend?”

      Had Knight been my boyfriend? I pressed my mouth together and fiddled with the hem of my dress. “Yeah, kind of. I met a werewolf.”

      Cameron looked shocked, but he was grinning from ear to ear. “You hooked up with a werewolf? You bad girl, you. What a rebel.” I rolled my eyes and almost smiled. “What happened with him?”

      “He umm…” The lace on my dress hem strained from me pulling on it. “They took him away. To be executed.” Cameron stilled and waited for me to say more. “I miss him. Every day. But he’s… he’s gone. They won’t let him live. I know they won’t.” It was silent as I tried not to let the tears come out.

      “I’m sorry, sis,” Cameron said after a few minutes.

      I gave him a little smile. “You never called me sister before. I’ll have to get used to that.”

      He smiled back. “Go ahead. I’ve got time.”

      Just as I’d started to feel a tiny bit better, Arthur slammed the door open, ruining the moment. “Visit’s over,” he declared. Cameron hugged me tightly and left. As soon as he was gone, I smelled lilacs right behind me. I turned and buried my face in Balthazar’s coat. If I held him close enough, I could pretend I was hugging someone else. The only person I wanted to hold in my arms.

      “Where have you been, you dick?” I mumbled against his jacket.

      “I’m sorry, my love. I got here as soon as I could.”

      I missed Knight so much. I missed Cameron already. I missed being outside of my room. I hated that Cameron had been turned, even if it was what he wanted. I couldn’t take this anymore. Every part of me was numb, and I needed to feel alive again.

      I looked up at Balthazar, tears running down my cheeks, and pleaded, “Make me forget.” And I did something I had tried to never do, but once it had been done, I couldn’t take it back. “Oh fuck it.”

      I kissed him.

      He was shocked at first, how could he not be, but he leaned into the kiss and caressed my cheeks with his large beautiful hands. Kissing him felt as amazing as I’d always pictured it would be. When he pulled away from me, he looked wary, but there was a flush on his face that was particularly pleasing. “What are you doing, pet?”

      “I’m never going to see Knight again. The Council is debating my fate as we speak. It doesn’t matter what I do anymore. I’m going to die soon, and you have never chastised me for anything in my life, so don’t you dare start now. I’m dying inside, please, Balthazar.”

      Balthazar was clearly having an internal struggle over whether to have a moral complex about kissing me, but eventually, his instincts won out and he grabbed me for another soul searing kiss. “Oh, I’ve missed kissing,” he breathed against my lips. I wondered how long it had been since he’d kissed someone.

      Kissing him felt right, and wrong at the same time. Right because somehow being with him made sense. Wrong because I still longed for Knight, and I had no room for anyone else right now. Maybe ever. That hardly mattered, and I pushed all other thoughts away.

      “I hope you’re going to do more than kiss me,” I challenged with a grin, suddenly feeling a burst of flame rise inside me.

      He leaned in and kissed down my neck and my knees felt weak. “I will do whatever you like, my love.” Straightening, he looked into my eyes. “Anything.”

      I pulled him closer until we were a breath away from each other.

      “Seduce me.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4. Underneath a god
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      “Tell me what excites you.” Balthazar brought me into his arms and slowly, tenderly, kissed my lips, like he was worshipping them, and somehow it lessened the pain in my heart. His kiss made me feel as if I was the only thing that mattered to him, and I so badly needed to feel that. The kiss ended and I found myself searching blindly for his lips again. “I will tell you a secret, love, one that most men don’t understand.” I opened my eyes and looked up at him with his crystal blue eyes, silently wishing he’d kiss me again because it had stolen the words from my throat. “The key to a woman’s passion is her brain. Speak the right words and she will writhe beneath you like a bitch in heat.” His hands slowly glided down from my waist to cup both cheeks of my ass, and he kneaded them like they were dough beneath his grip. Gods, it felt amazing. I gasped and pushed closer to him, and he chuckled at me. “You like it when I play with your ass.”

      Gasping again, I managed to glare at him before my eyes rolled back with pleasure. “Don’t tease me.”

      “Hmm…” He leaned in and kissed slowly at my exposed neck. “I think you like being teased. You were aroused before, and now you’re dripping with passion. Did he tease you when he made you climax again and again?” Despite his kisses on my neck, the mention of Knight sobered me just enough where sadness tried to poke through. Balthazar’s power washed over me, that aura I’d felt my entire life but he’d never directed at me. It made my pussy throb with need, as if it hadn’t been already, and I forgot the pain in my heart. “This isn’t the time to be sad, my pet.” Balthazar’s hands found my back zipper and he slowly pulled it down until my dress fell to the floor. “I know he never fucked you, but how did you want him to take you? Roughly? Gently?” The aura surrounding me kept me from feeling anything but passion, and I was free to consider it. How had I wanted Knight to take me? Our few intimate moments, he’d been gentle and I loved it, but maybe I’d also wanted him to be a bit more… ungentlemanly.

      “Both,” I breathed. Balthazar’s hands moved from my ass and up, up, to my breasts. His mouth ceased its exploration of the planes of my neck, and chose instead to take a nipple between his teeth while his fingers tweaked the second bud. “Fuck yes,” I cried out. The moisture from my pussy was starting to drip down my legs.

      “Mmm,” he muttered against my tit. “You love having your nipples bitten.”

      “Stop talking and bite, you fuck!”

      He laughed at me again, and came back to my mouth to explore it with his tongue. It scorched a path along my lips. “I am learning all sorts of new things about you just now. For example.” Gripping my hips, he pulled me roughly against his body, and I felt his hard cock against my belly. “You want to be taken. Not made love to. Taken. If I took you right here, you would cream on my cock so many times, you would lose count.”

      Fucking hell, I was going to incinerate. Right here, right now. This level of arousal was something I’d never felt. Not with Knight, not with anyone. I could still feel the aura and I knew it was responsible, but frankly my dear, I didn’t give a fuck.

      “I said I liked it rough,” I reminded him breathlessly.

      “Mmm, I didn’t say rough. I said you want to be taken. They’re very different things. Taken means I fuck you as hard and as long as I want, and if you come then it’s because I fucking let you.” He emphasized his words with another tug on my hips, and goddd. He was right. All this talk was driving me absolutely wild. No amount of physical foreplay had ever turned me on this much. The slow drip between my legs was becoming a faucet.

      “Then stop the chit chat, and take me like the bastard you are,” I challenged him.

      And god, he did.

      Shoving me backward, he roughly undid his tie, staring at me like I was a fruitcake to be devoured. “Take your panties off right now.” My legs shook when I bent to remove them and I tossed them over where my dress lay on the carpet. “Hands and knees on the floor,” he ordered. A shiver fluttered over me as I obeyed him and got into position on the carpet. I’d never had a lover be this dominating. I wouldn’t like it all the time, but damn it was hot. “Stop thinking. Stay focused on me.”

      “If you ask me to call you master, it won’t happen,” I quipped, and his hand landed on my ass in a sharp crack.

      “You’re a glutton for punishment,” he whispered over me. On my hands and knees, the middle of my thighs was exposed to him, and he pulled my legs apart even further before running his fingers up and down my folds. “Don’t talk unless I say you can.” He slipped one finger inside me and pushed slowly in and out. “You’re as wet as a faucet down here. You are a needy little girl. Have you ever squirted?” My brain was turning to jelly, but I managed to shake my head, remembering he said not to speak. “You might before we’re finished. It sounds like it is very pleasurable for females. I say sound, because they’ve always screamed beneath me during it. Screams of passion are a beauty to behold.” His finger was still slowly moving in and out of me, and I felt myself climbing towards an orgasm just from that small touch. “Are you desperate for me yet?” I nodded, and some of my hair fell into my face, blocking my sight. “Are you going to come from me fucking you with my finger?” Yes. God yes. He chuckled at me and pulled his finger away, and I whimpered from the loss. I heard his belt clinking and then his hands were on my ass, kneading it again. “Last chance to change your mind, my love.”

      I smiled and loved him for still thinking of me, even this far into our intimacy. “Fuck me. Take me. Make me come,” I begged.

      He shoved his cock into me so hard I instantly climaxed and could hardly keep my arms steady. He was so big around, he stretched me to where it almost hurt. My walls shuddered around him and my orgasm went on and on, much longer than it normally did as he started fucking me.

      “Look at that,” he cooed, his hips slapping against my ass with every thrust. Though my body pulsed and shook, he didn’t slow his pace for one second. “You’ve already come for me. I’m going to make you do it again.” I moaned and my arms wobbled, and he fucked me as fast as he wanted to, like he promised he would. He was indeed taking me, and I loved it. “Fuck,” he breathed, almost groaning with need. “I haven’t been inside a woman in over four hundred years. You’re so tight, I could die.” My pussy must’ve felt like ecstasy to him. He certainly felt like ecstasy to me, because goddamn I was swirling with it. Every other thrust inside me, his balls slapped against my clit and I felt another climax rising. My moans tipped him off and he sunk his hands into my hips to keep me from moving away, just in case. “Coming again already? Such a needy girl.” I felt the tendrils of pleasure start to overtake me, and he pulled out suddenly.

      “Fuck! No, I was so close!” I yelped, and he gripped my waist before hauling me onto the bed.

      “I want you helpless beneath me. Remember, you come when I let you.” He positioned me in the middle of the headboard and used his tie to secure my hands above my head. I felt a bit of panic, and he leaned in for a gentle kiss. “Trust me. I will never hurt you.” I nodded, and he moved down my front, kissing a path until he reached my clit. He blew on it and I felt like I was going to die from the sensation. “Did he lick your pussy?” I shook my head. It would’ve been amazing, though. “You smell divine. Like a feast. I will resist the temptation since he never devoured you.” Sitting up, he took my legs and positioned them on either side of his hips, and he thrust into my pussy. The more he fucked, the more I wanted to rub my clit so I could come faster. That was probably why he’d tied my hands, so I would be completely at his mercy. He noticed me tugging on the bonds and laughed in his teasing manner. “You want to rub your clit? You want to come faster?” Yes, please. “Hmm, you don’t listen, do you? You can come, or you can just take my cock. I will fuck you until I’m satisfied.”

      And he did. He fucked me so hard, and every time I felt like I was going to climax he would stop until I came down, and then he would fuck me again. The pleasure rose until every thrust of his cock felt like I was on the verge of falling over the edge. The aura swirled over me, and I realize he was stopping me from coming with his power.

      Dick.

      “Please,” I begged, my toes curling and uncurling uncontrollably. “Balthazar, please. I need to…” I screamed out a moan and threw my head back for another wave of almost heaven. So close. I was so fucking close.

      “I can look like him.” I opened my eyes and saw Balthazar staring at me intently, his hips still thrusting. “It’s part of my powers. I can do it if you ask. It’ll be his face you see when you come.”

      No words. Just a nod. He nodded back, and undid the tie on my hands before a ripple overtook his entire body, and the man staring down at me was the dark skinned black haired cock of a man I loved.

      Tears came to my eyes and I drank in the sight before me, memorizing every plane of his face. I pulled that face down for a blinding kiss as Balthazar’s aura lifted and my body finally climaxed after holding it in for so long, and I felt the wet spot beneath me grow bigger from it. Waves and waves and waves, and I was in his arms, never wanting the pleasure to end. I’d never felt such pleasure. It covered every portion of my body like nothing else.

      The man in my arms thrust a few more times before shouting his completion, and he kissed me in that way where I felt needed. When I opened my eyes, it was Balthazar again, and I kissed him one last time, gently, before slumping my head back on the pillow to take a few gasping breaths.

      “I didn’t…” I started, and had to gasp in more air before I could speak. “I didn’t know you could do that. Turn into someone, I mean.”

      “Only for you,” he promised, and he laid down beside me, also out of breath. “Was I too rough?” I shook my head.

      “The bed is soaked.” I wiggled my ass, trying to get away from the puddle.

      He laughed. “You squirted. I told you I can make it happen. You sounded like it was the deepest pleasure in the universe.”

      More than a little winded, I put a hand over my eyes to try and recover. “It felt like it.” With Balthazar’s aura no longer on me, a tear escaped my eyes and I wanted more than anything that it had actually been Knight making love to me, and not my oldest friend.

      “Regrets?” I tried to shake my head, but I lay still. “I felt you before this, Lisbeth. And I know you needed to feel wanted. Please, love.” He rolled over to put his hand on my cheek and stroked it with his thumb. I opened my eyes and saw only a crystal blue ocean. “I will always be here for you, in whichever way you need.” He kissed me on the cheek this time. “You are my precious love. No matter what happens, okay?”

      Smiling, I tunneled myself into his arms, and felt warm all over.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            5. Asking for my opinion
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      Knight’s scent enveloped me in my sleep, and it chased away all the grief and loneliness enough where I felt like I could breathe again. When I awoke the next morning, Balthazar was gone, with only the scent of lilacs on my pillow to remind me he’d been there. Burrowing in my blankets, I touched my fingers to my lips and remembered every delicious thing Balthazar had done to me.

      Fuck. I knew he was a sex god, but he’d picked me up and made me a drooling puddle of need. Even so, when I pictured him above me, I could only remember seeing Knight’s face. My body was heating, not with thoughts of Balthazar, but from the memory of Knight’s kisses, and Knight’s fevered touches on my skin. When he’d rubbed against me until I burst from the pleasure had been better than sex with anyone else.

      Balthazar could never hold a candle to him, even as a sex god.

      Before that night, I’d been dead inside, but as I lay in bed letting everything wash over me, I felt anything but numb. One night with Balthazar had put part of me back together, which was exactly why I’d done it. It wouldn’t last, but hopefully it would hold until my trial.

      “Breakfast,” Arthur called from the living room. Getting up, I put on a robe and stepped across my carpet to find Arthur standing in the open doorway already. A quick glance at the wall clock by the door told me he was off schedule, and he was never off schedule.

      “It’s not 8 am,” I noted, taking the tray and the bag of blood. “You’re two hours late.”

      “I figured you needed some rest after what I heard going on in here.” Fuck. He’d heard everything. The teasing, the begging, the screaming. My cheeks flushed, and I turned from him to put the food down onto one of my end tables.

      “Trust you to not be a gentleman and leave your post to give me some privacy.” I picked up the blood bag and made a hole to suck through, emptying it quickly.

      “In hindsight, I’m sorry that I didn’t.” Oh really.

      “Pervert,” I tossed behind me, along with the blood bag for him to catch. “Next time you listen in on my sex life, I’ll kick you so hard you’ll never get a boner again.”

      “Noted,” he responded, and left the room.

      Shuddering, I picked up some food and started eating. Arthur knew what I sounded like during sex. Ugh, god, I’d never be able to forget that, and neither would he. Now he could play it back whenever he wanted to, like a fucking perv. My noises weren’t safe anymore. He had my freedom and my noises. Ass.
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      After that, Arthur kept the conversations at a minimum and never looked me in the eye. I was very happy about that because it took me over a week to stop flushing when he walked in. I didn’t like him, do not mistake me, but now I felt exposed in front of him, like I was naked. Not a comforting image, being naked in front of Arthur. How would he even respond? Curled lip, vacant eyes like everything else, or maybe it would crack him finally. Food for thought.

      Days continued on in my tower prison like leaves falling from the trees. My sanity remained intact, but Balthazar did not return. Maybe I’d scared him off. Maybe I’d reminded him too much of the lady in my family that he loved once. Maybe I’d hurt him.

      Still, I replayed every moment of being with him several times, and it made for some very steamy self-pleasure, I must say. I was very careful to be as silent as possible so Arthur wouldn’t hear. Damn him.

      On day 158, according to Arthur, he brought me my food but remained in the doorway instead of leaving.

      “I understand you’re mad at me,” he said after a few minutes of standing there like a twat.

      Oh, so now he was going to talk about it? “What, for eaves-dropping like a perv?” I stabbed the blood bag and started sipping it. Gods, it tasted awful. Was this a bad batch? Maybe the human had been sick.

      He sighed. I’d been listening to his sighs long enough to know he was trying to not growl at me for annoying him. “Not that. Before, with the Lycans. I was trying to protect you.” When I didn’t turn around, he continued. “We crossed paths with the Lycans that were hunting the werewolf. They made it clear that if we didn’t assist in their search for him, they’d kill you when he was brought in. There was no way to save him. I could only save you.”

      I turned from my tray, crossing my arms over my dress, the fabric rustling under my fingers. “You still lured him to the warehouse. That’s why you were shouting in the woods like it was a church social.”

      “It was a territory threat, one of the few things he can understand when he’s a wolf. I was trying to scare him away so he wouldn’t follow us. I didn’t realize he’d already thought of you as his mate and would’ve followed no matter what I did.”

      “You were trying to save him,” I said quietly, finally understanding, after all this time. Finished with the blood, I picked up a piece of toast from the tray to wash the nasty taste out of my mouth. “Why are you telling me this?”

      He held out his hand and I stared at it like a beacon of hope. “Let’s go.”

      Oh. Oh gods. I was going to cry.

      “Don’t tease me,” I warned with a mouth full of toast, lifting a finger at him and shooting a death glare. “You tease me and we’re done.”

      “Let’s go,” he repeated in that same flat tone. Eagerly, I jumped forward and he took my arm on a magical journey out of my rooms and down the hallway.

      After so long! The sights! The sounds! Everything was new and beautiful, even though it all looked exactly the same as it had for decades. The same boring castle was magnificent.

      As excited as I was, it was odd being in the rest of the castle after five months of suffocating confinement in the same damn rooms. I’d grown tired of the same colors and designs. At least if they exiled or killed me I wouldn’t have to look at any of it anymore. I was hoping for killing me, because god, I couldn’t take more of those same walls and same furniture and same everything.

      Everyone we passed on the way to the bigger drawing-room gave me a look. They were clearly angry that I’d broken the second vampire law. I could tell a few of them knew about Knight because they looked less angry and more disgusted. Eww, it’s the vampire who let a Lycan touch her vagina.

      We turned the hall and I suddenly felt something coming up my throat. I gagged and held it down with a fist over my mouth. My stomach was in knots and flip flopped around like a dying fish.

      “Let’s go,” Arthur said for a third time, tugging on me. I heaved again but didn’t let it come out. “What’s wrong?” He wasn’t concerned, just annoyed.

      “I’m not sure, I think the blood was bad.” My stomach flopped again in a final protest and the churning faded to a low whisper. It was just nerves. My trial was finally here. Everything would be okay.

      Satisfied I wasn’t going to blow chunks everywhere, Arthur opened the door to the bigger drawing-room and shoved me slightly so I’d go in. Waiting for me there in the large, hunter green room was the head of every Order on the planet, twelve in total, Othello among them. They sat in a half circle behind a very official looking desk that hadn’t been there before. It felt like model U.N. or the Evil League of Evil. They were definitely the Evil League of Evil.

      “Nice desk. When’d you buy that?” I asked Othello. Arthur flicked me hard in the ear for talking, because being my jailer hadn’t softened him towards me, apparently. Pain shot through my lobe and my stomach rolled again. “Oww! What is your problem?” I wanted to hit him back but I thought better of it. He’d probably hurt me again.

      Othello gave Arthur a pointed glare. “Stop that, Arthur. She’s not an unruly child.” For once in my life, I was glad Othello was there. Maybe he’d order Arthur to leave his permanent residence at my door. Or at least let me go outside for five minutes.

      A woman sitting near the middle of the huge desk stood up. With her salt and pepper hair, she looked much older than me, but I felt her age was only about five decades my senior. Peanuts in vampire years. “I am Castilla of the Order Acilino.” She had a deep Spanish accent. “Elisabeth, you stand accused of disregarding your duty to slay any Lycan found within our borders. This is the second in our most sacred laws. To ignore it is punishable by death. Do you understand this?”

      I took a deep breath and swallowed. “Yes.”

      “Normally these proceedings would be overseen by the head of the oldest Order, but as that Order is the one you belong to, Othello has not been allowed to supervise the hearing.”

      I glanced at him and he looked apologetic. No doubt he would have swayed the vote in my favor, which was why he’d been replaced. “I understand,” I told her with a nod.

      “We shall proceed,” she said with finality.

      “Wait.” I knew that talking out of turn was absolutely inappropriate, and might earn me another ear flick from Arthur, but I couldn’t help it. “If I may ask. Why was I locked in my room for five months? That’s quite a long time to gather everyone together. Was there something else you had to do first? A soirée to attend?”

      Castilla wasn’t annoyed, which was good. I could see she had an ocean of patience, and respected me just enough for her to be kind instead of patronizing. “We’ve been here this entire time, Elisabeth.”

      Now I was the one annoyed. Their old asses had been in this castle all this time? Oh that old bag upstairs unable to leave her room? She can wait a little longer, this wine won’t drink itself, you know! I ground my teeth together and took as deep a breath as I could without making noise.

      “Why wasn’t I summoned here sooner, like say, when you first got here?” I couldn’t help being snippy.

      My tone caused a stir across the curved desk, but Castilla graciously let it slide. “The reason it has taken this long to summon you is that we were very divided on a detail of your case, a detail many have come forward about as advocates for you.”

      “And what would that detail be?” I asked her, curious to say the least.

      “The Lycan you spared was a child and had not yet felt the change. Was he human? Was he Lycan?”

      “You couldn’t decide,” I stated. It made sense. We had another rule about preserving human life as much as possible. No wonder they were so torn.

      “This is a very serious offense,” she emphasized, her dark red lips pursed making wrinkles on her face. “Some believe it doesn’t matter. He will one day become a Lycan, so therefore, he is to be treated like one. Others believe he is human until he changes. Five months,” she said wearily and ran a hand across her forehead, her many bracelets clinking against each other. “Five months and we still cannot come to an agreement.”

      “And yet you’ve summoned me.”

      “No matter what the offense, the accused can plead their case. In some cases, it doesn’t matter. Yours, it may. So. Proceed.” She sat down and straightened her ivory jacket, her eyes fixed on me. All twelve of the heads waited for me to speak.

      Where should I begin, I wondered. Might as well start with the basics. Standing up straight, I leveled the curved desk with my serious face.

      “I spared a Lycan child,” I confessed. “I knew he was within the borders, but I still did it.”

      “Why?” one of the heads asked.

      “Because he was a child. Despite my faults, I don’t kill children. It may not be a rule you enforce, but it’s important to me.” I hoped they would respect that. I wasn’t holding my breath, though.

      “But you knew he was a Lycan,” another said.

      I nodded. “Yes. I knew.”

      “And you did it anyway?”

      The urge to roll my eyes was very strong. “Like I said. He was a child.”

      Castilla spoke next. “And after Arthur came, you ran.”

      “Yes.”

      “Why?” she asked me.

      The answer had become clear to me over my imprisonment as I’d dealt with the guilt of Knight’s involvement. It was still a paltry excuse.

      “I’m old. Not quite as old as everyone here, but we’re not very far apart in age. I didn’t want my 400 years to go to waste.” And my selfishness had ended a life. A life much more precious than my own. I looked down at the green carpet and felt another lurch inside my stomach. I hid it with a cough.

      “Why run?” Castilla questioned. “You knew Arthur and the Hunters would find you eventually.”

      “I was scared. Everyone knows when the Hunters are involved it means someone is going to be executed. I didn’t know you held trials. I thought you just killed first and didn’t care if the judgment was fair or not.”

      “We haven’t held a trial in a long time, since before you were born. I’m not surprised you thought this,” Castilla said solemnly. “Understand, we hold the first law above all others. Don’t kill other vampires. Every time we end a vampire life, it is a tragedy.”

      I felt deflated by her words. It had all been for nothing then. If I’d never met Knight, the other Lycans would’ve never fucking found him. He’d still be alive. He was dead now because of me being a fucking coward. Because I did something I thought was morally right, and then I ran instead of facing the consequences. And Knight paid the price. I’d never forgive myself for that. Never. A broken sob escaped my lips and I held down another heave.

      Castilla took my tears for something else. “Calm down, please. I’m sorry that you were scared and thought you had to run. Luckily, that won’t sway our decision. Running is not an offense.”

      Oh fucking awesome. I wouldn’t want to be executed for running. God, they were pricks. “Because Arthur always finds us?” I couldn’t help sounding as annoyed as I felt.

      She pursed her lips like I was pushing her patience. “Correct.” She waited a bit for me to get my emotions under control. I focused on the hunter green walls around me and pushed Knight from my mind so I would stop crying. Mourn him later, when you’re not on trial. “Do you have anything else to say?”

      I sighed and looked down finally. “When I spared the boy, I wasn’t sparing a Lycan. I was sparing a child. He didn’t have their scent. He smelled human.”

      “And if he had smelled of wolf?” Castilla asked.

      I looked straight into her dark grey eyes and spoke the truth in my heart, damn the consequences.

      “I don’t kill children.”
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        * * *

      

      The heads dismissed me after that so they could debate on a technicality again. I hoped it wouldn’t last another five months. Arthur took my arm and started leading me back to my rooms. My stomach was flopping over and over, I could hardly catch a breath.

      “Tough crowd, amirite?” I joked, and put a fist to my mouth to hold it closed. My feet stumbled and I struggled to stay upright. Arthur’s hand gripped my arm and dug in with a crushing intensity to keep me from falling. I was sure I’d have bruises later. “I don’t feel so good, jailer. I think that blood was…”

      Halfway up the stairs, amid dozens of stares from other Born vampires, my stomach lurched and I threw up bagged blood and a toast all over Arthur’s army boots.

      Oops.

      I waited for him to rip my head off, but he merely pulled me up by the arm so hard I wondered if he had dislocated it, and dragged me up the rest of the stairs, down the hallway, and deposited me inside my suite. My stomach was still upset and I had to run to the toilet to heave until there was nothing left to expel.

      Olivier burst into my bathroom and saw me leaning over the expensive polished toilet. “What in the hell, Lisbeth? Did you drink some bad blood?”

      I looked over at her in confusion. “I threw up two minutes ago, how are you already here?”

      “This castle is tiny, everyone knows everything. Plus, I was in the lobby, so I saw it. Right on Arthur’s shoes, too.” She gave me a round of applause. I laughed and heaved again over the bowl. “Where’s the blood you had today?”

      “Living room,” I got out before I had to gag. She walked over and brought it back with her, stuck a finger inside the plastic bag, and licked it. She smacked a few times and looked confused. “This blood is fine. Vampires don’t throw up unless the blood is bad.”

      “It tasted bad when I drank it, I swe–” Heave.

      And then a thought occurred to me as I sank my butt onto the tile floor and wiped at the sweat that had gathered on my forehead.

      “Or unless…” I focused my power inward and searched my body.

      There it was. The tiny sac inside my womb that couldn’t be noticed yet without focus, and the result of my choice to sleep with Balthazar.

      A baby. I was pregnant.

      I mean, I knew Incubi were 100% fertile with human women, but I’d assumed they wouldn’t be able to get a vampire pregnant. It seemed genetics hadn’t cared who he’d tupped because I was having his baby.

      I came back to myself and gave it all away with the look on my face.

      Olivier stared at me in horror, the empty blood bag slipping from her hand and falling on the tile floor. “You… with who, Othello?”

      “Oh fuck off. I’m not in the mood for jokes. If I have to think of Othello’s O-face, I’m going to throw up again.”

      She wasn’t laughing. “I’m serious. He’s mated to Marie now. You cannot be pregnant with his child.”

      Well, that was new. And gross. “It’s not Othello’s, I promise.” That was too horrible to imagine.

      “Then whose? The werewolf?” She made a gagging noise and I glared at her.

      “Sadly, we only kissed. Plus I’m sure biology wouldn’t allow it.” Would it though? If Knight had lived, could I have had his child? I clearly was able to mix my genes with another species.

      “Then who?” Olivier asked again, her hands on her hips.

      I couldn’t say it. I’d see the way the Lycans had treated Knight because he wasn’t like them. If anyone knew I was carrying the child of an Incubus, I was sure they wouldn’t let it live.

      “I can’t say who.”

      “Look. I know that Othello has always been nice to you-”

      “It’s not his child, god that is so disgusting! I would never!”

      She pursed her lips and I could tell she didn’t believe me. Great. My best friend thought I was getting busy with Creep-zilla. “You should get rid of it. Right now. Before anyone finds out. I’ll get you the stuff you need.”

      “No,” I told her firmly. “I refuse. No.” How could she even suggest something like that? Children were so rare for us, to get rid of one was like shooting a tiger. “I’m fine. You should go back to Renard,” I spat out, making sure she knew exactly how pissed I was about both things.

      Now she was the one to look guilty, and I ignored the slight twinge in my stomach at her sadness. “You know?”

      “Cameron told me. Thanks for sharing.”

      She went to the sink and brought me a wet rag to wipe my face off as a peace offering. Folding her dress underneath her, she sat beside me on the cold tiles. “I’m sorry I didn’t say anything. You lost… the werewolf. I didn’t want to make you feel worse.”

      “You’re happy, that’s good.” I smiled at her, sincerely pleased with her love life, even if mine was in pieces.

      “Speaking of boys,” she said, turning to me with her eyes narrowed. “You just lost someone you loved and you’re getting pregnant with someone else?”

      “Judgy much?” I stood up, my stomach appeased for the moment, and walked over to stare at myself in the mirror over the sink. “Knight is dead. He wouldn’t want me to mourn him forever. It’s not like I did it straight off. It’s been months. Five of them.” Feeling guilty was inevitable, no matter how much I’d enjoyed it, but now that there was a child in the mix, I didn’t regret what I’d done, and I’d keep telling myself that until I believed it.

      She got up from the floor and flushed the toilet for me. “You’re right,” she conceded gently. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you.”

      I caught the slightest whiff of lilacs and it soothed my stomach further. “I’ll be fine. I need to rest.” Olivier hugged me and left. Two seconds later, Balthazar appeared from Cameron’s old room. His eyes went down to my belly.

      “Mine?” he asked. I nodded. “I’m sorry, Lisbeth. I should’ve said no to you. I had no idea this could happen.”

      I shook my head, finding a smile. “You wouldn’t have said no to me so don’t pretend otherwise. I was dying inside and I didn’t care. I took advantage of you.”

      He chuckled. “That’s never happened to me before, and it still hasn’t so don’t feel bad.” He walked closer and kissed my forehead. “I still love you. If you ever need me in that way again, I’m afraid I will have to decline. Not because I don’t want you, as much as you reminded me of…” I raised my eyebrows, shocked that he was about to confess how he knew me. He bit down on his lip to stop himself from saying too much. “My point is…”

      “Okay, A. One day you are going to finish that sentence.” He rolled his eyes at me. “B. I understand, and I am content to still be friends with you.” I smirked, he grinned, and we stepped closer until I leaned in to kiss him warmly on the cheek, hugging him tightly.

      He hesitated, and then he pet my hair, the same way he always did. “I will always be here for you. I promise that.”

      One hand moved to my stomach and I leaned my head against his shoulder. “I can’t tell anyone you’re the father. They might try to take the baby. They’ll be afraid of it.”

      He put his hand on mine, over our baby. “The child of a vampire and an Incubus. We have no idea what she’ll be.”

      My eyebrows raised in a thunderous rage. “SHE?”

      His face went still. “What? Did I say she?”

      I turned on him, grabbing his tie in my hands to yank him forward. “Do you have some magical baby gender knowing power? Because you just spoiled a nine month mystery.”

      He tried to look innocent and bat at my hands. “Noo-o-o?”

      “You are so dead!”
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      The cat was out of the bag.

      With my public display of barfiness, everyone knew or suspected that I was pregnant. The popular theory was either I was having Othello’s baby or Knight’s. I would’ve preferred the latter, and caught myself sometimes wishing she was his. She’d come out with his dark tanned skin and black hair, and his beautiful brown eyes. Every time the image came to me, I wept alone in my room for the child I was certain I’d never have.

      The next day, I sat in the castle hospital wing with Arthur, waiting to see the vampire baby doctor. As every second passed, what started as a nice moment was quickly becoming a guilt fest. What kind of love did I have for Knight if I got pregnant with someone else, not even a year after losing him? Yes, I was trying to move on, and I didn’t regret that, but I’d jumped into it with someone else so fast. Wouldn’t I expect Knight to mourn me longer than a few months? What if I was in a coma for two months and woke up to find him with some blonde tart? I’d be so upset he didn’t wait longer. Not that me being in a coma was the same thing as him being executed, but still.

      It was good that Knight was dead. He would never want me now.

      Arthur was in the chair next to me, arms folded over his chest, staring at a painting across the room. I’d only needed to tell him I had to come here and he brought me, no questions asked. He sat next to me quietly without comment. Who knew I’d legitimately appreciate his company for once.

      “Thanks,” I said after we’d been sitting for a few minutes. Not like there were other patients here or anything. I was the only pregnant vampire at our Order. Maybe the doctor was finishing up a level of Pong.

      “Funny, I think you said thanks in the direction of my face. You must be delirious.”

      I picked up a very old edition of Highlights magazine and whapped him on the head with it. “That’s for clipping my ear at the hearing.”

      He grabbed a copy of Vogue that looked like it was from the 80’s and flipped it against my forehead just lightly enough that I didn’t feel pain. “That’s for being an incorrigible butt face.”

      My mouth dropped and I twisted to stare at him. “I am not a butt face.”

      He tossed the magazine and missed the coffee table so it slid onto the carpet. “Maybe not. But that is something you would say to insult someone, is it not? My insult skills are… slim to none.”

      I settled back into my chair and put my feet onto the coffee table. “I’m curious why you would need to learn such things. Considering you suck at them.”

      “Before I came here, I was alone for many years. One hand.” He held one palm outspread in front of him. Each knuckle had scar tissue, like the harsh scars on his face. He could’ve only gotten those fighting a vampire or a Lycan. If the one thing that can harm us is each other, we leave scars behind. “I only need one hand to count the number of times I spoke aloud between when Olivier left me and I arrived to hunt you.” His hand fell back to his lap. When I’d first heard him speak on that first day we met, the raspiness of his voice made me wonder if he rarely spoke. Now I had my answer.

      I folded and unfolded my hands around my stomach. “Why would you do that? Not speak for so long.”

      He shrugged and his shirt crinkled against the wall. “It’s easier to sort out your thoughts when you’re not prattling about useless things.”

      “Do I need to hit you with the Highlights magazine again?”

      The nurse finally came into the waiting room, apparently she was playing Pong too, and called my name. I stood up and followed her to the examination room with Arthur on my tail. Walking through the open door, I sat down on the examination table, Arthur stood in a corner, and we waited for a few minutes before the doctor came in. He wasn’t very old, only a century or so, and I didn’t know him very well, as we’d never interacted before then for obvious reasons.

      “Lisbeth,” he said brightly, checking the chart I’d filled out as if he didn’t know my name. Everyone knew my name even if I didn’t know theirs. I was infamous now, the vampire that broke a law and ran away and then got knocked up after smooching a werewolf. Try living that down. “So, there’s a little one on the way, I see?” No I’m here for a flu shot. What a cock. “Now, I mean no offense, but I have to ask since you left it blank on the form. Who is the father?”

      I gripped the edge of my shirt so tightly my knuckles turned white. “That’s private.” It almost ended as a question but I stopped myself just in time. The facade had to continue. Not even the doctor could know who the baby’s father was. It was probably short sighted of me, considering the cross-species circumstances, but I stuck to it and gave him a determined look.

      “You’re not mated?” he continued, probing me like the Spanish Inquisition. Single mothers were extremely uncommon amongst Born vampires, so it wasn’t unfounded for him to be curious. We tended to only bump uglies when there was a ring involved. Or bonding ceremony, since we didn’t wear wedding rings. I shook my head as an answer and continued staring right at him so he’d back down. “Right.”

      He wrote a few things on my paper and walked up to me to lean in close. “It’s not his, is it?” He casually motioned to Arthur, trying to be discreet. Uh, what the fuck? My look of utter confusion, and dare I say disgust, made him straighten and step away. Arthur was hot, don’t get me wrong. But hard pass. “Alright then. No father. That’s not a problem. Good. Good.” I rolled my eyes as he tried to pretend it wasn’t a big deal.

      After instructing me to lie down on the examination table, the doctor rolled some equipment over to me. It looked weird, not like the typical ultrasound machines I’d seen on television. “Special vampire ultrasound machines,” he explained when he saw my confusion. “We only have the best here.”

      One of the machines had an arm on it, like the kind used for x-rays, with a digital display screen on top. He rolled it closer to me until the arm was over my stomach. A flip of a switch and the machine turned on, covering my belly with light. There was a tiny display screen on the side near my face so I could see what the doctor was seeing on top of the arm.

      A baby.

      I’d felt it inside me, and now I could see it as clearly as a photograph. Little fingers, little toes. My little one. She twitched, her oddly shaped body moving around in her little sac, and she stuck a tiny finger into her newly formed mouth. I reached a hand out and ran my fingers over the display. Over my baby’s image.

      “She’s so tiny,” I said out loud. My hands clenched and unclenched against my shirt, and I wished I had someone’s hand to hold besides my own. Knight’s hand. Tears came, from the baby or from Knight’s face in my mind, I didn’t know which. Both.

      “You’re about nine weeks along,” the doctor told me, and punched more buttons so the machine made clicking noises like a camera taking a picture. Then he flipped the switch again and the image of my baby went away. I wanted to protest, but he handed me some photos he’d just taken and printed of her. They weren’t black and white, they were full color images like he’d reached inside me and snapped a picture. “Come back next week and we’ll take more.”

      With that done, he showed us out of the hospital wing, leaving me alone with Arthur, who was still silent like something had shifted his mood.

      “You disapprove?” I asked him, tapping the photos against my hand.

      He shrugged. “It’s not against the law to get pregnant.”

      “You and law breaking. I could torture someone in front of you and as long as it wasn’t breaking the law, you wouldn’t blink an eye at me.”

      The beginnings of a smirk flashed across his face before it disappeared. “I’ll talk to Othello,” he said, shifting the subject smoothly like always. “You’ll need to feed from humans while you’re expecting. Bagged blood will just make you throw up again. Let’s go.” He started walking down the hallway, expecting me to follow.

      “Thank you.”

      “Don’t thank me,” he said blankly, and continued down the hall.
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      In all my 400+ years, there was a very small number of things that I had not experienced, and most of them were things that I wasn’t interested in like bungee jumping, fucking the president, or being launched into space. Pregnancy was as foreign to me as an alien species.

      Knowing the mortal species we shared the planet with as I did, being pregnant was something human females looked forward to and were expected to do. Female vampires, not so much. We were not expected to have children, our culture simply wasn’t designed the same way. If we chose to live out eternity without ever giving birth, that was our choice. Sure, having progeny was great, but there was more than one way we created life. We could either have a child of our own or turn humans in the turning ceremony.

      I had sired more of the turned than I could count, and I had never kept in touch with a single one of them. I created them, I trained them, and I forgot about them. The child inside me wasn’t someone I could just give birth to and send on its merry way. He or she (most likely she, fuck you, Balthazar) would be with me for the rest of my existence, assuming I’d be destroyed before my child was. That was the preferred outcome.

      And beyond that, I didn’t know how to raise a child. I’d never had parents, I grew up as a ward of the Order. The Order didn’t tuck me in to sleep at night, and they didn’t teach me how to ride a bike, or whatever it is that humans viewed as parenting. Hell, I recalled times when I was a very small child and they let me play with knives like they were toys. There was a lesson in there somewhere about the Order sucking as a parent. Not like the knives could’ve hurt me, but still.

      Being an orphan eliminated one thing humans worried about. Most humans had hesitations about being a parent because their parents were horrible at it. They thought that because their parents yelled at them, they’d become a parent that yells. And that’s partly true because you learn from what you see.

      I had never seen anyone be a parent.

      With vampire children as rare as they were, in our Order one vampire was born about every ten years, and that was not an exact number. Sometimes the gap was much longer. So, with the number of babies in our population, and considering none of the Born I was close to had yet to become parents, I was in uncharted waters. Couple that with the fact that the child I was carrying was the spawn of an Incubus, I had more than enough reason to freak the fuck out.

      All of this was running through my head after Arthur had left me in my rooms. He was always silent, but this silence felt different. Something in my face must’ve exposed the turmoil underneath because Arthur returned twenty minutes later with a tray of tea. He came in without knocking, as always, not caring that I could’ve been changing, and set the tray down on the coffee table in front of the sofa I was sitting on. On it was ginger cookies, a bottle of bubbling water, and tea that smelled like peppermint.

      Without speaking, he sat down next to me and carefully poured the tea into a teacup which he passed to me. He poured some for himself, took a sip, and picked up the saucer with cookies. I took some and he put it back on the coffee table.

      Having tea with Arthur was a twist, but I sipped my tea, a peppermint vanilla blend, and felt it creep in like a soothing balm. I took a bite of the soft ginger snaps and relaxed against the sofa as the flavor soaked into my mouth.

      “These are good,” I said, trying not to moan out loud. He’d already heard enough of my erotic noises. “People usually add peppers to ginger snaps. I don’t like that.” I took another bite and grabbed more from the tray.

      “I remember,” he said simply. I recalled me telling him early on in my imprisonment that I hated peppers. He remembered it. I mean, he had a perfect memory just like all of us did, but having it didn’t mean we always remembered things every second of every day. My spaciness was proof of that. Or maybe I was just a special kind of weird. Plus, not even a perfect memory can make you remember details about a specific person. You have to pay attention. Somehow, him thinking of my comfort made me smile, though I couldn’t say why. I still managed to be snippy for sarcasm’s sake.

      “Wow. My captor cares. Color me silly.”

      He sipped his tea and ignored my comment. “You are scared to be pregnant.”

      I bit into a second cookie and studied the wall in front of me. “Didn’t know you were a mind reader.” Someone needed to get a life. I.E. One that did not involve living outside my doorway and trying to sort out my feelings. No one paid him to be my therapist. Even if they had, I’d expect a refund.

      Setting his teacup down, he leaned into the couch to relax, like this was his house or something. “Olivier is judging you, so I don’t think you want to talk to her about this. We are not friends, yes, but I have experience in these matters.”

      You are shitting me. Him, knowing about pregnancy? I’d have been less shocked if I’d discovered he liked macramé.

      “You have experience with pregnant vampires?” I asked him in disbelief. It was emphasized with my mouth opened as wide as the Panama canal.

      “I had an unbonded mate before Olivier joined the Hunters. She became with child, and I was there for her pregnancy. She was scared, like you, at first. She had also been an orphan and didn’t know how to be a parent. I may not be the perfect person to help you, but I will if I can.” He had displayed only the barest hint of emotion during his speech, leading me to wonder what the outcome of his mate’s pregnancy had been. I had a feeling it wasn’t good, since she wasn’t here with him. He didn’t seem like a ‘wham bam thank you ma’am’ type of guy.

      “Did she have the baby?”

      His face went blank again, but it was not hiding every expression that tried to come out. “No. She went blood crazy from not feeding enough and attacked humans. We had to kill her.”

      Holy fucking shit.

      Every word that passed up my throat seemed inappropriate. We sat in the silence and I dared a glance at his face. Still blank. Damn him. Did he feel anything? Did he even love her?

      “You loved her?” He looked away before I could see the cracks. Yes. He had. “Why would you do that? Is your love of the law so extreme?” My forehead wrinkled in sadness and confusion. To say I was shocked was an understatement. I’d thought the Council had some amount of leniency, but apparently, I was wrong. Not to mention, Arthur was way more devoted to his job than I’d originally thought. To have killed his own pregnant mate just because the laws demanded it, ending her life and the life of his child before it could be born. That wasn’t right or fair. I thought I knew him. I suppose I never had.

      When he finally spoke, he took a loud breath to compose his face. “The pain of doing my duty was greater than the punishment for disobedience would have been.”

      My hands scratched against my legs though I wasn’t itchy. “I take it you didn’t bring me tea so we could have a heart to heart?”

      He snorted, his version of laughing. “Absolutely not.”

      I poured us another cup of tea and dropped a sugar cube in mine. “Your momentary lapse of feelings aside, I’ll ask you a question, and when you answer, pretend that I care about what you say.” Being prickly towards him was such second nature, I almost felt bad considering the topic of conversation. His following silence was permission to ask. “Would you kill her again, if you could go back and re-do it?”

      His scarred knuckles clenched and then relaxed against his jeans. “Every day I wish I hadn’t done what I did.”

      “That’s not an answer.” I shouldn’t have been let down, but I was.

      “My idea of loyalty is repulsive, I know,” he admitted while he tapped his boot against the coffee table leg. “My offer of help still stands. No one else at this Order can, or will, give you the same assistance.”

      “I don’t need help from you.” I felt a small twinge of remorse. Remorse over being mean to Arthur. What was wrong with me?

      He stood and left without looking back at me again.
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      Now I was on my own. No boyfriend, no baby daddy, no best friend, and the only person who was offering moral support was a man who had killed his unborn child out of principle, no matter how he felt about it now.

      Fucking awesome.

      The good news was Othello quickly approved the request for me to be assigned two human companions. I didn’t get to choose them, and they wouldn’t be staying in my rooms since I was still under house arrest. My new companions were both big and burly, towering over me with their height. I had no doubt who had chosen them as Arthur had zero taste and probably viewed the process like picking a sheep instead of a cat. We didn’t choose the companions based on the fact that they had blood in their veins, there was a certain connection we looked for. You wouldn’t want to get stuck with someone for ten years and be bored to death whenever they opened their mouth.

      My morning companion was named Benjamin. He was Italian and spoke with an accent that would have made human women weak at the knees, but it barely registered on my radar. His plan after his tenure was to use his severance money to start a restaurant outside of Venice, which he would be able to afford with the amount of money he’d be getting. I loved restaurants as much as the next girl, but he made it sound as boring as potato farming. Not that potato farming was boring, but it wasn’t painting the Sistine chapel,  I’ll tell you that.

      My evening companion was named Alfred. He was African, and I only called him Alfred because he refused to tell me his name. He was very cold towards me, which I assumed was because he didn’t want to fraternize with a prisoner. I could see him and Arthur being best friends. If Arthur had friends, that is.

      Not surprisingly, both of my new companions were former military as their looks suggested, and were most likely under Arthur’s command, so they put my prisoner status above my needs. They let me feed, and they left. I only knew so much about Benjamin because he liked to talk while I fed, which as I mentioned was boring as hell. Still, it was conversation. Though, if I tried to respond to anything Benjamin said, he would get up and leave whether or not I was finished.

      Oh, the company I keep.
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        * * *

      

      Cameron came to find me a few days after the news had circulated around the castle of my scandalous visit to the baby doctor. I was playing mahjongg on my floor and Arthur swung my front door open, shoved Cameron in, and closed it behind him before I could say anything.

      It still jarred me to see Cameron as a vampire, but he looked genuinely happy. I couldn’t stay upset with him if he was happy.

      “Onee!” he said happily, grabbing me in a hug. “I heard you’re expecting! That’s so awesome, high five!” I high fived him and he joined me on the floor.

      “Yeah, it’s umm… unexpected. To say the least.” I worried my hands in my lap and shuffled the mahjongg tiles around on the carpet. “I’m scared. A little.”

      “What, you? Scared? Pffft. Don’t be stupid. You’re gonna rock this. You’ll be such a cool mom that everyone else will be like, ooo damn, I wish Lisbeth was MY mom!” Instead of making me laugh, I started crying. Hormones. Cameron instantly reached for me and stroked at my shoulders. “Woah, hey, I was just kidding. Being a cool mom sucks. You’ll be as uncool as a pocket protector.” He lost his funny edge and carefully pulled me into his arms.

      I couldn’t speak over the sobs coming from my mouth. Was it really hormones, or was it that everything was still in the balance? I’d attended my trial but I was still a prisoner. Maybe I’d give birth in my rooms and they’d take her away from me. I couldn’t bear that. To lose her when I’d lost Knight too.

      My sweet precious Knight. I killed you. I fucking killed you.

      “What’s wrong, sweetheart? Can you tell me like you used to?”

      Like I used to when he was human.

      “I lost him,” I breathed finally, my voice scratchy with tears and my chest heaving as I gasped in a breath. “I waited four hundred years to find him, and I lost him. And now I’m pregnant before he’s cold in his grave. What kind of woman does that? He’s dead because of me, and I’m knocked up like he never existed. I’ll never escape what I’ve done.” Guilt I hadn’t realized I’d been feeling was starting to overwhelm me like emotional vomit. So much for acting like it didn’t matter that I’d slept with someone else. It did. It did so much.

      Despite my tirade of sobs, Cameron chuckled and kissed my hair. “Silly girl. You’re not supposed to escape mistakes. You’re supposed to learn from them.” He rubbed my arm and sat there with me while I got my tears under control. “One time, when I was still a teenager, someone said something to me. I never forgot it. Know what it was?” I shook my head. “Everyone has regrets. It just depends on what kind. A decision you should have never made, or being denied the chance to say goodbye.”

      I’d said that to him.

      “I had debts from my time on the street, and I didn’t tell you about them,” Cameron continued. “They caught up with me. My debtors had me broken and bloody in an alley, and you fought them off, you protected me. I felt like I didn’t deserve your protection because I’d brought it on myself. It was my fault. And then you said that to me. You made me understand that everyone makes mistakes. No one is above them.”

      I smiled at the memory until it faded back to sadness. “But I moved on. I moved on from my soul mate. What does that make me?”

      “It makes you…” He broke off, laughing to himself behind his hand.

      I sat back to look at him. “What?”

      Still laughing, he said, “I was going to say it makes you human.” I couldn’t help but laugh with him, and I felt some of the pain lessen, like loosening the stays of a corset.

      We played with the mahjongg tiles, with me explaining how the game was played, and Cameron trying to build a tower with them instead of playing. Every so often he would glance over at his old room.

      “Funny,” he said once his tower was gaining height. “I keep thinking I can just go back to my room and take a nap or go grab something. It’s a lot nicer than the basement.”

      “And you’re better company than Arthur,” I noted, putting another tile on his tower. Cameron smiled and picked up more tiles. “I’m still scared.” He looked up from his work, concern putting a wrinkle on his pale forehead. “I’ve never been a parent before. I never had parents. I don’t know what to do.”

      He elbowed me playfully. “I doubt that. I was so young when I came to you, just 15, and you stood by me, Lisbeth. You were more my mom than my big sister. You raised me.”

      I hadn’t thought of it like that, but he was right. I’d counseled him, given him boundaries, and made sure he stayed healthy. I loved him. That’s what parenting was, right?

      “Then you should be calling me okaa-san, mother,” I said with a sarcastic smile.

      Knocking the tower over, he grabbed my arm and whined in Japanese, “Okaa-san, buy me a popsicle!”
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        * * *

      

      Not two weeks later, the Council called me back again.

      Arthur came to get me, and with his hand firmly on my arm, we went down to the bigger drawing-room.

      “Easy with the goods, darling,” I said gruffly, trying to lighten the mood.

      “You’re quoting something, aren’t you,” he stated with annoyance.

      “You are without a doubt the worst vampire I’ve ever heard of.” I flashed him my best pirate grin, but he ignored me. Dude had probably never seen a movie. There was always time to rectify that. “If I’m put back in prison, we’re having a movie night. I will book no refusals.”

      His eye twitched and he adjusted his hand on my arm until I squealed in pain. “No way in hell.”

      Batting at his hand with mine, I wiggled and tried to get away. “You’re so mean! You’re hurting me!” At that, he loosened his grip and inspected my arm to see fresh bruises the size of his hands. He’d injured me before, but his unnecessary treatment pissed me off.

      I slapped him across the face.

      “Ass.” I turned on my heels and walked through the bigger drawing-room doors by myself. The Council sat at the spiffy new Council of Evil table, all business and no smiles. Cozy little bastards.

      My pregnancy had begun to show. I was a bean pole, making the bump look bigger than it actually was. More than a few of the Council members stared at my belly with unmasked distain as we approached them. Othello ignored me completely. Lovely.

      Castilla stood up when we’d reached the center of the large room. “Elisabeth. It is nice to see you again. I see you are with child. Congratulations.” Her words were nice, but she had about as much excitement as someone picking out a tomato. A very boring obnoxious tomato.

      “Thank you,” I responded. Arthur stepped up beside me, hands in front of him in a formal stance. He was still close enough to grab me if I felt like killing anyone, or whatever he thought I was going to do. Wildcard Lisbeth, that’s me.

      “Elisabeth, you stand accused of disregarding your duty to slay any Lycan found within our borders.” If my memory served correctly, which of course it did, she was using her exact wordage from last time. “This is the second in our most sacred laws. To ignore it is punishable by death. Do you understand this?” Yep, she was repeating herself. Broken record? Glitch in the matrix? Oh right, I was supposed to answer.

      “Yes.”

      “We shall proceed.” She sat down and straightened her jacket. I was having a complete déjà vu. Had I traveled back in time? No wait, Othello’s shirt was different. “In our previous session, you mentioned something about the child’s smell. Could you please repeat what you said?”

      The hell. I thought back and repeated my words verbatim, since we were all about repeating shit. “He didn’t have their scent. He smelled human.”

      She looked satisfied, confusing me further. “Your words were the turning point. You testified that the Lycan child still smelled of human. Therefore, no matter what he will become in the future, he is still considered a human, and is worthy of our protection.” She stood up, starting a chain reaction of all the other Council members to join her. “As a result of your testimony, the Council has decided, after a vote of 8 for and 4 against, that you are absolved of all crimes and may go free.”

      OH MY FUCKING GOD.

      These pissant tyrants locked me up for months on a technicality? Did it also take them five months to pick a new type of coffee creamer? How long did it take to decide on new shoes? Was there a giant stick up their ass? Affirmative on the latter.

      And hello, since they’d been so undecided, what was stopping them from taking this verdict back? Hey, so, sorry about that, lulz, we’re totes going to execute you anyway because Bill here decided to change his vote. Turns out he hates children as much as he hates showers.

      Even though I’d tried hard to mask my anger, Castilla paused to study me. “You are not pleased.”

      Girl read me like a book. I faked a smile.

      “No, I am absolutely pleased.” Lie. “I’m just a little scared you might decide you made the wrong choice in five minutes and lock me up again.”

      “Our judgments are final. We never revisit a case that has been closed. You are free for the rest of your life. Unless,” she added with a tiny hint of humor, “you decide to break the law again.” Hahaha, what a kidder. You scamp.

      The council stood staring at me for a minute, expecting me to do something. Thank them? Beg for forgiveness? Flip them off? One of them caught my eyes, and he nodded his head towards the door. Oh, right. They wanted me to leave. I thanked them and left the bigger drawing-room. Arthur was behind me when I stopped walking just outside the doors.

      “I expected you to lead me out,” I commented, watching him shut the doors so gently they didn’t make a sound.

      Turning, he almost shrugged. “You’re not a prisoner anymore. I have lost the right to hold you in your suite and oversee your movements.”

      “No more arm grabbing?” He didn’t answer, he just walked away. For the first time in almost six months, Arthur was not within ten feet of me. I pumped my fist in victory. “Yesssss!”

      I heard him hiss from further down a different hallway, “Keep silent, you imbecile! The Council can hear you!”

      “What? I can’t hear you over the sound of FREEEEEDOOOOM– OH SHIT!” I ran before a quickly approaching Arthur could catch me.
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        * * *

      

      The first thing I wanted to do with my freedom was spend some time away from the castle. If I had to look at my vanilla colored walls for one more day, I was going to fucking murder someone.

      Sadly, despite the homicidal thoughts it incurred, I had to go back to my room to pack a bag. Sitting on my sofa was the duffel bag Olivier had given me when I ran away. How had it gotten here? I’d left it behind in the teal convertible when I went after Knight. Then I noticed a large sticker on one of the handles that said, ‘EVIDENCE.’ Of course.

      The bag and its contents used to smell like Knight. I brought everything up to my nose, hoping to catch a whiff of him, but it had been meticulously cleaned. All my comfy earthy clothes were in it, and oddly enough, even though I was finally back to my designer wardrobe, I’d missed my old clothes. Maybe they suited the new me better. I found a small bag in my closet and filled it with the clothes from the duffel. My bird was singing to me as I worked, and when I was finished packing, I picked her cage up carefully and brought her with me. We trekked down the stairs, past a group  of judgmental eyes, and to the parking garage where I buckled her into Excalibur’s passenger seat.

      I was finally free. I just wanted to drive, and keep driving until I saw… something. I wasn’t sure what I wanted to see. Maybe I needed a trip around the world. A few months here, a few months there. Except I was pregnant, and that meant I was chained to my companions. I couldn’t leave town without them, and I had a feeling they weren’t going to say yes to a month in Bali. If I had my way, I’d just get new companions, the type that would obey me, but contracts, and legal things, and blah blah blah. I was stuck with Benjamin and Alfred until I gave birth. Then I could choose a new companion. Someone fun. Maybe an artist. We could paint together in my sunny living room and make smores over vanilla candles. Maybe we’d paint the walls of my suite together and turn drab to fab.

      My bird was chirping happily from her seat as we drove into town. I’d fed already and wouldn’t need to again until dinner, leaving me with the entire day to myself. I passed by some town houses and I wished I could move into one and just live in town. Benjamin and Alfred could move in and we’d be far away from judgy bitches and stupid politics.

      Who was I kidding? There was no way I’d be allowed to live in town. We lived away from humans for a reason, so we could live freely in our home. I couldn’t exactly take Zumba classes without someone noticing there was something different about me. I just hated living in that stupid castle. Maybe someday they’d be different. Maybe someday I’d feel at home again. When one lives forever, anything is possible.

      Shaking the thoughts from my head, I parked near the center of town and took the birdcage with me. Nearby was the park I often walked in with Balthazar. I brought a hand to my small, round belly. A baby. My baby. Would she have dark hair like me? Balthazar’s hair was the same color, so it was a safe guess. His eyes were blue, mine were purple. What would hers be? Would she be pale like me, or peach like him?

      Or… would she even be normal. What would she grow into? She could end up being a monster. There were enough legends about Incubi being evil sadistic raping demons, even if Balthazar wasn’t like that. Maybe he was just different than the others. Would my child be evil? I hated to wonder.

      My bird started singing and I heard the same bird calls coming from the trees around me. She was talking to her own kind. I brought the cage up to my face and studied her little brown body. She’d gotten plump from the birdseed I was feeding her, and she stared back at me with a happy look. Should I just let her go? Maybe she’d be happier with her own kind. But then again, I’d had her since she was a hatchling. She couldn’t survive on her own. The other birds around us kept calling to her, and she danced around her little cage in excitement. Maybe she needed a friend?

      I found the nearest pet store on my phone, another item from the duffel, and started walking in the direction my phone led me. It beeped with a text from Cameron.

      ‘Did you leave?’ he texted.

      ‘Just for a bit. I needed to walk.’

      ‘Crap. I should’ve given you my phone. I need to hatch my eggs.’

      ‘Eggs?’

      ‘YOU ARE SO OLD.’

      I chuckled as I put my phone back in my pocket. He was such a nerd. Eventually, virtual maps prevailed, and I stepped inside the pet store. It smelled like sawdust and birdseed, and was alive with the sounds of dozens of animals mixed with the hum and bubbles of tank filters.

      “Welcome to the store,” the owner said cheerfully from behind the counter. His skin smelled like lotion and kitty  litter. He slicked his thin hair back and looked down at the birdcage in my hand. “Oh, look, you have a wild bird.” He was almost reproachful, but wasn’t about to toss me out and lose my business.

      “She was abandoned. I have a license.” Both were true. Not that I cared what a human thought of me.

      The store owner relaxed and smiled a yellow stained grin. “Lovely! So, what can I help you with?”

      I set my birdcage on the counter. “She needs a friend.”

      He then proceeded to list off perfect matches, and obviously he was suggesting the most expensive birds. He knew a high roller when he saw one. However, he made one crucial suggestion that I couldn’t ignore.

      “Her cage is too small,” he added when he was finished showing me the birds he had. “Cardinals like to fly. She’s not a baby anymore, she needs space.”

      I was back in the bathtub. I remembered the dolphins. Creatures that swam miles and miles of ocean reduced to a small pool. It seemed my bird knew my suffering. Longing to spread her wings but confined to a few feet of space.

      My shoulders shuddered and I tucked hair behind my ear to chase the demons away.

      The shop owner’s top choice for a companion was a Lovebird. He had one that had never mated and would be more receptive to a new friend. It was a little purple and white bird, the same purple as my eyes. Removing it from the cage, he put it into a little cardboard box that had holes in it. “Are you sure I can’t interest you in a larger cage?” he asked slyly as he was ringing up the Lovebird. All the cages he had were metal and boring. His sales pitch would go nowhere.

      “No, thank you. I’m an antique kind of girl.” I paid him and left with my two birds. We went back to the park and I sat down on a bench to do a quick search with my phone. I found some industrial looking aviaries like the pet store stocked, but eventually decided to commission a custom cage. I threw the idea and a large amount of money at the best designer I could find with the note, ‘Impress me.’ I probably made his day.

      The thought of something new in my rooms gave me an idea. Maybe I didn’t need an unrealistic dream of traveling the world. I was pregnant now, so I’d be given a bigger suite. One I could make my own and maybe help erase my unease. I quickly texted Othello’s secretary/wife Marie and received a reply within a few minutes.

      ‘You’ve been assigned new rooms on the top floor. You can begin moving as soon as you return to the Order.’

      Things were looking up. Finally.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            7. Settling a crush
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      Even with the excitement of new rooms hanging over me, I still spent several hours shopping in town. I’d hired an Uber just to drive my birds back home so I didn’t have to worry about them. I instructed the driver to deliver them to Cameron, and texted him to put my new bird in with the cardinal so it wouldn’t be stuck in the box.

      Olivier was waiting in the foyer when I returned, holding my birdcage and glaring at me. “You sent an Uber.” I didn’t answer so she continued. “For birds.”

      I shrugged with a smile. “I couldn’t take them into the store. What would you have done?” I was carrying a few shopping bags, but I managed to take the cage from her with my free hand and checked on the birds. They were sitting on the little perch chirping to each other.

      “I would’ve just opened the cage door and let nature do its thing.” She furiously wiped the hand that had held the cage on her leather dress like the birds had given her cooties.

      “Pet hater,” I threw over my shoulder as I started walking up the staircase. Othello’s secretary had given me my new room assignment via text, so I headed up to the top floor, which was reserved for visiting guests, like the Council, and the oldest vampires. I had the seniority to live up there with the big boys, but I’d preferred my old room on the third floor. Until now, that is.

      I eventually found my new room after passing several groups of Council members sitting in the top floor lounge. I had a feeling the ones glaring at me were some of the 4 people that wanted me to die. Nice talk, gentlemen.

      The key was already in the door to my new suite, so I turned it and stepped inside. Completely bare of color and furniture, it had a similar layout to my old rooms with a corner window spread, but it was larger, with five bedrooms instead of two. One for the couple, one for the child, and three for their companions.

      I sat down on the floor, set the birdcage and my bags down next to me, and hugged my knees to my chest. I felt tiny in the huge space. It was meant for a family. I was alone. My birds were still singing to each other. I looked over at them and saw they were already getting along.

      My birds had more friends than me.
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        * * *

      

      Olivier interrupted what was turning out to be a lovely decorating plan by bursting into my new rooms without knocking. I’d carried my desk and chair up from my old rooms and was sitting at it, pen and paper on one side and the birdcage on the other.

      “Where’s the fire?” I asked her. I was joking, but she looked way too serious. “Shit, did you tear someone’s arm off again?”

      “You jest, but I am about to tear something in half downstairs, and it won’t be pretty if I do.”

      I got up and walked to her calmly. “Okay, what’s wrong?”

      “It’s the turned. You know I’ve been teaching them on my own, and that’s been a fucking parade.” She made a raspberry sound with her tongue in frustration. “I am capable and smart, but I’m not you. I need you back. Get your job back. Please. I am begging you. The Princess of Morocco is begging you.” I hadn’t forgotten she was actually a princess, I just never remembered it when I thought of her. The fact that she was mentioning it showed how serious she was about this. And probably how serious she was about tearing something in half.

      “Alright alright, calm down. I’ll try to get my job back.”

      Olivier grabbed my hand and kissed it, then held it to her brown forehead. “Thankyou–thankyou–thankyou…”

      I patted the top of her short curly black hair. “There there. Now, what’s going on with them that’s so aggravating?”

      She straightened and growled, “Everything!” She paced the floor. “They don’t listen to me anymore. At every turn, it’s ‘Why can’t we do this?’ and ‘That’s a stupid rule!’ and ‘You can’t tell us what to do!’ It’s a fucking nightmare! Plus, Renard is with them so he gets to see me yelling at them just to keep them in line!”

      “Yelling isn’t the preferred method,” I pointed out.

      “I’m not you,” she repeated. “I don’t solve things with words and explanations. I solve them with a gun in their face.”

      “Please tell me you haven’t tried that.”

      She angrily crossed her arms over her chest. “Othello said I couldn’t have a gun.” I raised my eyes to the heavens in thanks. “I feel powerless. When I was out as a Hunter, I knew what was expected of me, how I was supposed to react, and how things would play out. The turned are wild cards. Especially this group.”

      “I hear and acknowledge your words. I will go see Othello right now to get my job back.” I went back to my desk to put my shoes on.

      Olivier waved a hand at me. “I can go for you.” She sounded like she was just trying to be helpful, but she had a look on her face that didn’t speak helpful. I narrowed my eyes at her.

      “He’s not the father, I can see him whenever I want to.” She put her hands up in an ‘if you say so’ shrug because she still didn’t believe me. I rolled my eyes and left, pushing her out the door with me.
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        * * *

      

      “Hello, Marie,” I greeted cordially when I’d reached the side corridor outside of Othello’s office. In the Born part of the castle, the carpet was hunter green and the walls a creamy beige, in keeping with our hunting lodge theme of décor. All we needed was some mounted deer heads and we’d look exactly like a British smoke club.

      After standing for several minutes, wrinkling my nose at the painting of fox hounds taking down a stag that was hanging behind Marie’s desk, I realized she was full-on ignoring me. Now that she was Othello’s mate, it seemed she still hadn’t learned to not hate me for grabbing his attention.

      I lifted my fist over her walnut desk, right where she had an antique glass lamp. I could break the shit out of it easily. “If you’re too busy to talk to me, I can always put a hole in your desk.”

      Marie bounced up, getting between my fist and her antiques. “Othello is absolutely busy. I’m sorry, but he can’t see you right now.”

      Instead of punching her in the face, which would have made me very happy, I crossed the short distance to a couch on the other side of the hallway and planted myself on it. Marie buried her face in a blue folder, still ignoring me, and I as rolled my eyes, I picked up one of the mints Marie kept on a lamp table beside the couch. It tasted like soap. Why would she have soap that looks like candy?

      Sitting there, it worried me that the turned were acting unfavorably. Even though they usually questioned our methods and rules, they usually were okay with our answers. Though I hated to do so, I slightly suspected Olivier was blowing it all out of proportion with her short temper. It was easy to blame an unruly child’s behavior on the child itself, and not on the person in charge of them. Still, I was open to both sides of the situation.

      Othello came from his office just then with Castilla, of all people. They shook hands and said a few business pleasantries before they noticed me. I tossed the mint wrapper into the bin next to the sofa and stood up with a smile.

      “Elisabeth,” Castilla said with a respectful nod. “We were just making arrangements for the Council members to be sent home. Your castle is extraordinary, but I can’t say I’m not excited to see Spain again.” They’d been here so long, but that was their own fault for being indecisive.

      “I’m sorry everyone had to stay here for such an extended time,” I apologized, feeling no guilt whatsoever. Now that I wasn’t under trial, Castilla had much more warmth to her, and she smiled at me like we were friends. So not.

      “You should be honored we were here for so long. We have a profound respect for you. There are very few of us that are as old as you. It would have been an utter tragedy to end your life, and I’m very glad it did not come to that.” She stepped over to me and kissed me on both cheeks. “May I?” she asked. I didn’t know what she meant until she gestured to my belly. I nodded, and she placed a hand on my stomach before closing her eyes. “Mmm, a sweet child. She will be strong, like her mother.” She. Damn it, more spoilers. Castilla stopped smiling and concentrated on what she was sensing. “She’s different. I can’t tell what I’m seeing.” I lifted Castilla’s hand from my stomach. I didn’t want her delving too much. I should have never let her do that. She straightened and tried to smile. “I’m sorry, I must be tired. I’m known for baby reading. I can tell things about children when they’re still in their mother’s womb. That was… strange.” My hands automatically went around my stomach, as if I was trying to protect my child from her. She shook her head and smiled wider to hide her unrest. “Ignore me, I’m an old soul. I saw love. This baby will bring you much happiness.”

      I thanked her and she left, thank god.

      Othello smiled when I turned to him. “Lisbeth. What can I do for you?”

      “I need to discuss a few things.”

      He held out a hand towards the open doors. “Come. We’ll talk in my office.” Marie tried to follow us with an entitled smirk, but Othello shut the door in her face. He sighed heavily and went to sit behind his massive dark brown desk. “You’re wondering why I chose her,” he said. Actually, I didn’t give a flying fuck. He was free to do whatever the hell he wanted. “She’s annoying, I won’t lie. But I needed a mate. I thought if I was mated, they might let me oversee your trial. It didn’t work.” Oh my fucking god. As usual, he made a pointless gesture for me and didn’t think of himself first. Gods, this man was hopeless.

      “Now you’re stuck with her forever,” I said. He looked unhappy, and I felt slight guilt over it. Slight.

      He shook it off like it meant nothing to him. And she probably didn’t. “So. What did you need from me?”

      “I’d like my old job back, if that’s acceptable. Olivier needs my help with the turned.”

      “Done. Anything else?”

      “Just like that?” I asked in surprise.

      “Just like that,” he answered back.

      “You do remember I was on trial, right?”

      “And you were pardoned. There’s no reason to keep you from doing anything.” He stood up and retrieved some paperwork from a file cabinet, bringing them over for me to sign. “The papers for getting your job back.” I signed them with his big feather pen and handed the stack back, then he took it to his desk and put his seal on them. “I’m sure you’ve been informed that the turned have been a bit… unruly as of late.” That’s what he calls it? “I expect you and Olivier to report any changes to me. It’s your job to control the turned. Find out what’s going on down there, and end it.” I nodded and waited for him to dismiss me. Instead, he came out from behind the desk and stood in front of me. Shit. He had his serious face on. Was he going to hit on me? “People think your child is mine. That’s why Marie is acting like that. Not that she was much better before. I assume you know of this rumor?” I wasn’t surprised he was bringing this up, but it made me uncomfortable. At least he wasn’t flirting with me like usual.

      “Olivier mentioned it.”

      He studied me, maybe waiting for me to confess who the father was, maybe feeling hurt that I’d found someone else that wasn’t him. Owing to his very long and extended crush on me, I wasn’t expecting what he said next.

      “I apologize for the affection I showed you before. I knew it was unwanted, and I pushed it on you without consideration for your feelings. Being with Marie has certainly shown me what that feels like.”

      I saw a glimpse of the regret I assumed he didn’t have over choosing Marie. A minuscule part of me felt bad that I’d been slightly mean to him over his affection towards me. I tried to smooth it over by smiling at him. “You were fond of me. It’s not your fault.”

      He shook his head, tapping his long, yellow fingernails against the wood of his desk. “I was fond of the idea of you. When you left as a fledgling, you had a taste of the world. You came back different so I was certain you wouldn’t stay. It scared me, and I thought that if I could make you love me, you’d never leave again. And then it just became a habit, showering you with gifts and my attention. I had done it for so long I forgot why I’d started. I forgot that you were once somewhat my daughter.” While it all made sense, he was, as always, misguided in his actions.

      “I never loved you as a father,” I told him blankly, feeling slightly bad about it. A look of hurt flitted across his face, but then it was gone. “Maybe now we can be friends?”

      He reached out for me and I stepped into a hug. I expected to feel the revulsion I usually felt when I was this close to him, but that sensation didn’t come. Instead, I felt relief. Extreme, relaxing relief.

      “I’m sorry,” he said as he rubbed my shoulder. “We wasted so many years. I wasn’t there for you when you needed me, and I alienated you from the rest of the Order. You were never fully invested in any part of our world except for your job. You’re my right hand. You should know everything that goes on here, but you stayed away. I neglected my duties to you.” He let me go and took a step back to give me space. “Please, let me make amends for all that I’ve done.”

      I’d never expected such a turnaround from him. He was right, I’d kept my distance from everything in the Order that I wasn’t part of. I didn’t educate myself about anything I didn’t need to, because it would’ve meant being near Othello. Maybe if I had, I’d have known how to deal with James, and I would have known the Council gives fair trials. I wouldn’t have run. And I wouldn’t have met Knight. I supposed it was better this way. It seemed everything had happened for a reason, even Othello crushing on me.

      “We can’t change the past,” I told Othello, and managed a smile. “But we can make a new future. I’ll be involved. You tell me what to learn or do, and I’ll do my best.”

      “Splendid,” Othello said with an answering, but appropriate, grin. “With regards to your child, I can tell everyone I’m not the father. I’ll make a public statement.”

      “No. Please don’t do that,” I pleaded in a rush, almost reaching out for his hands. He raised his eyebrows in question, and I felt stupid reacting so strongly. “If they know it’s not you, they might try to find out who the real father is.” I couldn’t take a risk like that. Castilla’s baby reading had spooked me.

      “Very well. I won’t try to discover your motives. You’d tell me if there was a problem.” He started walking to the doors and motioned for me to follow. “Get lots of rest, don’t overdo it. I’ll let you know when I need you.” He opened the door and waved me out.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            8. Managing the Hunters
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      On the trek back to my rooms, I felt nostalgia over the past year and everything that had transpired along the way.

      Breaking the law. Meeting Knight. Being bitten and forced into borderline servitude. Working together with the man who should’ve been my enemy to break free.

      Then I’d fallen in love, for real, after centuries of waiting for the right person to come along. And just as quickly, he’d been taken away from me.

      I’d been put on trial for my crimes while at the same time becoming pregnant. After months of will they won’t they, I was set free, only to discover that not only had my best friend turned himself into a vampire, my baby daddy had deserted me.

      The cherry on top was Othello finally leaving me alone so I was free to continue whatever type of life I could have after all those things.

      It would be a fresh start for me. I’d never truly felt part of the group. My closest friend was an outsider, so it only made sense that I’d secretly felt the same. Maybe it was not knowing who my parents were. Something had held me back. And now I could feel myself opening up again, because this was a new day for me. No more hiding in my room. I did that far too often, my imprisonment aside. It was time to change, from a recluse to… whatever the opposite of that was. Social butterfly? No. That sounded exhausting.

      I returned to my rooms to find Benjamin and Alfred sitting on the floor playing cards. Without Arthur to instruct them, they were now under my supervision. They stood up when they saw me, and stood at attention. I was going to shoot Arthur for sticking me with them. I felt like someone else had picked out a cat for me, and the cat hated me.

      “Gentlemen,” I acknowledged, nodding. “You.” I motioned toward Alfred. “I’d like your real name, please.”

      “You cannot pronounce it,” he said in his thick African accent.

      “Son, I’m over four hundred years old. I think I can keep up.” He ignored me so I sighed in defeat. “Fine. Your name is Alfred now. You good with that?” He looked like he’d rather stick his head in the toilet, but he nodded. “Two of the bedrooms are for you. You can fight over who gets which one. It doesn’t matter to me, so feel free. Where were you sleeping before now?”

      “Arthur’s room,” Benjamin answered.

      I noticed two army bags against the wall. Their only possessions, no doubt. I went over to my purse and fished out one of my credit cards. “Here. You can use this to buy furniture, or clothes, or a Monet painting. Hell, get yourself a statue of Aphrodite. Whatever you need. It has no limit.” Benjamin took it and stared at the little card like it was the holy grail. They both looked at me with wonder and surprise.

      “May we keep whatever we buy? When we are set free, I mean,” Alfred asked cautiously. Set free, he said, like this was a prison. God, Arthur sucked.

      “Yes, don’t be silly. You can keep everything. I won’t be needing it. So, you know, go crazy.” The room was silent, except for the occasional chirps from my birds. It seemed the men hadn’t been told that shopping privileges were part of the companion arrangement. I wasn’t too surprised since Arthur didn’t know our standards, or more like didn’t care to know them. “Look,” I told the two men. “I’m supposed to make you comfortable and happy while you provide me with the blood I need. That’s how this works. So please, for me, go buy the things you need. They’ll give you a car in the garage, and the stores in town know our address if they have to deliver anything.” Benjamin walked to the front door, but Alfred stopped in front of me.

      “Thank you, ma’am,” he said, a genuine amount of respect on his face. Bet he felt bad for not telling me his name now!

      I smiled back at my reluctant cats. “Have fun, go shit crazy. But be back here later. I need you to help me assemble my bed when it’s delivered. Don’t forget to buy yourselves beds as well. You can’t sleep on the floor.”

      “Arthur didn’t care where we slept,” Alfred said quietly.

      Putting my reaction into words was an impossibility. With a sharp intake of breath, I held it together for their benefit. “I’m not Arthur.”

      Waiting until they’d closed the door behind them, I slowly closed my eyes and curled my hands to fists at my sides. That bastard had made a human sleep on the fucking floor. There was no curse word, no insult, no nothing worse than that offense, short of killing a human without just cause.

      I was probably having a hormonal mood swing when I stomped a death march out of my rooms, but I didn’t care. I rode that mood swing down the stairs, through a hallway, and out to the backyard. Arthur was on the veranda, sitting at one of the café tables, sipping some very strong coffee like an asshole. Without ceremony, I slammed my fist down on the table in a rage, breaking it in half. Coffee splattered over his dark grey t-shirt and he scrambled to avoid it.

      “What the fuck is wrong with you?” he demanded angrily. I was probably crazy to provoke him, but at the moment I didn’t care. I was too pissed off.

      We’d drawn the attention of everyone else on the patio. Olivier was suddenly beside me, and she grabbed my arm, probably trying to make sure I wasn’t about to strangle Arthur, and she was right to fear my wrath. I pulled free from her hands and glared at the subject of my anger.

      “I don’t know what you were fucking thinking when you took leadership of my companions, but you clearly have no idea of the protocols involved with that.” A slight twinge came to my belly and I took a deep breath to cool off. “You have offended several of the rules we practice here.”

      “I haven’t broken any laws,” he huffed, crossing his arms over his broad chest.

      “You made my companions sleep on the floor,” I spat venomously.

      Othello had arrived to hear my accusation, and instantly turned on Arthur with surprise. “Is this true, Arthur?” he demanded.

      Arthur, for the life of him, had no guilt in his face. “They’re army men. They can take it. I saw nothing wrong with it. My priority was–”

      “Your priority was caring for them!” Othello’s voice was reaching my level of anger. We had become a united front at last. “The humans we house here are never treated with such disrespect. I will give no allowances because of your status as a Hunter, and if this is the level of treatment you and the other Hunters give humans, then you are not fit to be in charge of them.”

      I could see when Arthur finally soaked in the gravity of what he’d done, even if he thought it was stupid. He turned to me and said, “I apologize for what I did. How can I make it right?”

      Othello was the one that answered, because I couldn’t find my voice. “All of you are suspended. You and the rest of the Hunters will remain here and be instructed in social protocols by Lisbeth and Olivier. And if I ever get a whiff of this behavior from you or from any of the other Hunters again, you will be stripped of your status as their leader.” Arthur nodded humbly and left the patio as the gathered group dispersed, like a dog with his tail between his legs.

      Still beside me, Olivier gently touched my arm. “You okay?” I nodded to her. I’d been so angry that my fangs had almost come down. I took a deep breath to calm myself.

      Othello angrily pulled on the edge of his jacket and smoothed down his greasy black hair, turning to me. “I apologize, Lisbeth. When I gave him custody of your companions, I assumed he knew what that entailed,” he said. It was nice to have him on my side again. “Are your companions alright now?” He said it so gently, like we were discussing babies instead of grown men.

      “I sent them shopping for furniture and such. They didn’t know that was allowed.”

      Othello sighed with a weary glance to the heavens. “What is this world coming to…” he muttered. “You’re fine with instructing the Hunters?”

      “I’ll do my best. As in, I’ll try not to strangle Arthur. No promises.” He smirked and went back inside the castle.

      Olivier waited until we were alone to comment. “You have no idea what you’re in for. You can’t handle Hunters. They’re a different class of vampire.”

      “This is my world, Olivier. I can do anything.”
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        * * *

      

      I‘d like to say my confidence had been well placed, but it wasn’t. However, I was determined, and that almost made up for it.

      The Hunters were less than pleased at their new arrangement. We assigned them new rooms because they’d all been bunking it without permission in the smaller drawing-room. They thought living in actual rooms was too stuffy. Embrace the stuffy, people. Embrace it.

      By the time the Hunters had gotten settled and agreed to a schedule for their lessons, a week had gone by and they were antsy to get this over with. That didn’t bode well for me.

      Hunter class was being held in the smaller drawing-room, since they clearly all knew where it was. Twenty-nine Hunters had been on the chase when I was the target, but that was every Hunter from all over the globe. The number in America was smaller. Eight Hunters sat in the smaller drawing-room, lounging on chairs, sitting on top of things you’re not supposed to sit on, and they all looked at me like they wanted my head to spontaneously combust.

      It took ten minutes to get them to stop talking. I got their attention by threatening to revoke their feeding privileges, which as Hunters meant they could feed discreetly amongst the populous. Yeah, that’s right. Lisbeth doesn’t play the fuck around.

      “Lesson number one,” I started. I was instantly hit with a loud “Boooo!” from one of the girls in the back. She was sitting on a low bookshelf that was not meant for someone’s ass and had her arms crossed over her chest. I threw a pen at her. To clarify, I threw it so hard it sunk into the wall next to her head like a spear. “I am not here to play games with any of you,” I informed them frostily. “I am here to instruct you in proper respect for humans.”

      “Right, because Arthur made your ‘companions’ sleep on the floor. Big deal,” one of them said, making air quotes at the word ‘companions.’

      “You don’t understand what I’m trying to teach you. I get that. Think of it this way, you all have a respect for the law, right?” I waited for nods or a yes, anything. They remained silent like little bitches. “Try and think of that respect for the law but make it respect for humans. Would you pass on catching someone because you didn’t feel like it? No. Because you respect the law. And we don’t make humans sleep on the floor because we respect them. They keep us alive. They give us years of their lives in exchange for their blood. Without them, we’d literally starve. There is a level of esteem held for all humans that live here. They’re not pets. They’re not food.” I could see my words weren’t working. How could I explain it in a way they’d understand? “Think of them like… your favorite weapon. That weapon keeps you alive, right? You’d never leave it dirty or drop it wherever. You clean it. You keep it close by. You make sure it has what it needs to keep saving your life. Gun. Human.”

      And magically, I saw a hint of understanding light up in their eyes. Right before someone shot a fucking spitball at me.
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        * * *

      

      I went to my doctor appointments alone now. Every time I saw my daughter on the tiny digital screen, my heart leaped. She was perfection. I’d amassed a collection of ultrasound pictures, all as realistic as regular photographs. I put them in a photo album I kept in my room.

      My old suite had been very vintage. All yellows and golden tones, with furniture over a century old, and more than a few much older than that. They were all priceless pieces, from my Ming vase to my designer clothes. I gave almost all of it away. I had no interest in that life anymore. I wasn’t the Lisbeth that liked and treasured those things. I’d treasured my possessions more than I’d treasured the people I loved. It was a common vampire mentality, but I didn’t want to be like that anymore.

      The only things I kept were my favorite books, the clothes I’d bought when I was with Knight, a few trinkets from my past, and of course, my birds. The trinkets weren’t worth anything. One was a crudely carved wooden horse rattle Balthazar had made me when I was very little. All of the edges had been smoothed out from centuries of holding it and remembering the past. The other trinkets were similar, just trivial things people had given me like a necklace or a piece of ribbon. I treasured those things, but in a different way than I’d treasured everything else. I treasured the memories, not the objects.

      My new room was larger, but like the living room, it had an almost identical floor plan to my old rooms. The wall of built-in shelves in my bedroom was mostly empty, except for one shelf of books and the trinket box. My closet held a small number of clothes and a few pairs of shoes. Everything in my suite felt too big, or I felt too small.

      I hadn’t yet decorated the rest of my suite, beyond my new birdcage. Apparently, when you throw a large amount of money at someone, they build things twice as fast. The cage was enormous, large enough for me to walk into without stooping my head. It was made out of sturdy wood that had been stained to a deep walnut color. The design made it look like a castle, with towers and little windows with glass. It was a bird palace, and I loved it.

      My birds loved it too, as much as they loved each other. They’d grown very close over the two weeks since I’d bought the purple and white lovebird. As soon as I put them in the castle and shut the door, they fluttered and flew around, singing to each other a song of joy.

      Benjamin came out of his room when he heard the birds happily chirping up a storm. “Ah, they are very happy now,” he said with a smile.

      They explored their cage and we watched them for several minutes. Eventually, they calmed down and sat together on one of the perches. They finally had room to be free, but they still chose to sit on the same branch. Just to be near each other.

      My heart hurt looking at them.

      “What are their names?” Benjamin asked, bringing me out of my momentary sorrow.

      “I don’t know. I never named them.” I didn’t know why I hadn’t done so. I wasn’t big on having pets. I guess I didn’t think it was necessary to name them.

      Benjamin clicked his tongue at me reproachfully. “They must have names. It gives them a soul.”

      “Well…” I looked at them and cycled through names I’d always loved. “The lovebird can be Kanoa. It means one who is free. And the cardinal…” I watched her flutter and smile. “Blythe. It means filled with happiness.”

      “Perfezione. Perfection. It fits them.”

      We sat there on the floor for hours, just watching the birds enjoy their freedom, without talking to each other. It was nice. Just relaxing together.

      Alfred came out of his room when it was time to feed, breaking the spell. Benjamin got up and left the suite to eat while I fed from Alfred, who then disappeared into his room again.

      I had six more months with them. Maybe things would start to change.
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        * * *

      

      In addition to instructing the Hunters in human etiquette, I was also training the turned. The group I’d helped with before running away had completed their training and were already gone. This group was new to me.

      Normally I dressed very stylishly while keeping a business aspect to my appearance. I entered the bigger drawing-room wearing a white button-down shirt and dark brown cargo pants with my long curly hair pulled back in a very thick braid. Olivier was wearing a long black dress that was much more modern than her usual style. It suited her.

      She looked up when I came in and looked me over. “Don’t you look different. I like it,” she said with a smile.

      “You look different too. No more mermaid dresses? I’m curious to know why you gave up a life of sarcasm.” She usually dressed like she was making fun of vampire stereotypes. As an answer, she rolled her shoulders up and down in a cute shrug. “Ah, so it was reviews from a certain gentleman?” I nudged her jokingly.

      “Renard can keep his opinions about my clothes to himself,” she said, sticking her tongue out.

      A knock came at the hallway door. Olivier hurried over to open it while I went to the enormous wall of windows to close the heavy green drapes. What was once a room filled with sunlight became a dark room lit only by the enormous chandelier on the ceiling.

      The turned had arrived.

      They filed into the bigger drawing-room and found seats on the couches and chairs. I wondered where that fancy Council desk had gone.

      “Good morning, everyone,” I said cheerfully. Everyone except Renard looked anything but cheerful. Renard was busy making moon eyes at Olivier. “Today’s lesson is staying with the times.” A very soft groan went around the room. “It’s important that we stay active in learning about–” More groans. “–modern technology and lingo–” Groan. “I’m sorry, is there somewhere else you’d rather be?”

      “Not here?” someone suggested, earning a round of laughter from the rest of them.

      “I’m sorry this isn’t fun, but it’s not supposed to be fun. Everything we’re teaching you is important.”

      The turned that had spoken looked somewhere between a vagabond and a rock star. He had long brown curls, a very short beard, and clothes that might not have been brown when he bought them. But as much as he looked like a homeless person, he had an air to him that meant he thought very highly of himself. He was clearly demonstrating that right now, with his dirty shoes resting on a table that was older than his grandmother.

      “Tell me something, sister,” he said with a disrespectful grin. “Did you just wake up one day and decide to be boring, or were you always like that?”

      Olivier’s hackles rose and her fingernails started growing into claws. “You watch your tone, Randall.” I waved to her to get her to calm down. I had no doubt that was how she’d been handling them in my absence. Though, I applauded that none of them were dead yet, so she hadn’t done all bad.

      “Randall, is it?” I addressed him. “You misunderstand something. We instruct you in everything we’ve learned over centuries of life so you can live centuries more.”

      “Blah blah blah, boring. I don’t want to learn how to play nicey-nice with the damn villagers. I want to go live my immortal life however the hell I want.”

      I crossed my arms over my chest, trying not to display exactly how much I wanted to punch him in the face. “So, what exactly were you expecting when you came here? That we’d turn you and let you go on your merry way? It doesn’t work like that.”

      He stood up, his height towering over me, but if he was trying to intimidate me, he failed miserably. “I didn’t sign up for this to be babied and controlled. That may be your idea of what being a vampire is, but it’s not mine.” He turned and left the room, followed by the rest of the group, except for Renard and Cameron who stayed behind.

      “I should go bite his fucking head off,” Olivier grumbled.

      I doubted that would help. Something was seriously wrong with the turned, and by god, it was my job to fix it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            9. The uninvited guests
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      The turned stopped coming to their lessons. I could tell the Hunters wished they could stop coming to theirs as well, but they liked being Hunters too much to risk being kicked from the group, so they endured everything we taught them without too much grumbling.

      “Hello, my name is Sally Sue. I sure like shopping at the supermarket,” I said cheerfully. It was Hunter class, and we were going over how to feed from a human without them knowing. I was wearing a fluffy ruffled apron and had my hair in pigtails as part of the role play. Arthur stood next to me, his arms crossed over his chest, staring at me like he wanted to drop kick me out the window. “Arthur,” I encouraged in my character’s high pitched voice. “You’re supposed to respond.”

      “You look stupid,” was his answer. I waited, glaring at him with my hands on my fluffy, ruffled hips. Finally, he sighed and dropped his arms. “I knock Sally Sue out. And drag her ass into an alleyway.”

      I made a buzzing noise. “EHHH! Wrong.”

      He rolled his eyes, a rare move for him. “I wait until Sally Sue is near a dark corner, then I knock her out gently, feed from a spot she won’t notice, and leave her somewhere comfortable until she wakes up.”

      I clapped, the fluffy apron sleeves bouncing up and down. “Yay! Arthur has passed discreet feeding!” No one clapped with me.

      “Can we go now?” one of the Hunters groaned. I’d barely nodded before everyone piled out of the smaller drawing-room.

      “It seems no one appreciates my teaching methods,” I said to Olivier. She was biting her lip, trying not to laugh at my appearance. “It’s okay, you can laugh. This apron is ridiculous.”

      “Where did you find that?” she asked while I took it off. “I need a picture.” I tossed the apron in her direction so she couldn’t snap a photo of me, and then I noticed Arthur was still in the room.

      “Arthur,” I said to him, tilting my head up to meet his icy eyes. “Do you need anything?”

      He almost hesitated before answering. “I’ve heard whispers that the turned are being difficult. Is this a normal occurrence?” he asked, watching me pull the rubber bands from my hair and fluffing my curls out again.

      “They always have grumbles,” Olivier told him. “But it’s never been on this scale.”

      “Oddities are rare for us. I hope this doesn’t escalate,” he said thoughtfully.

      “We have it under control,” I assured him, though that couldn’t be farther from the truth. He still offered his services to assist us before he left, which was much more unsettling than what the turned were doing.
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        * * *

      

      A party was in order, given everything that was going on, and Olivier decided it should be a baby shower. At first I wanted it to be just friends and in my suite, but then I remembered what Othello had said. I’d isolated myself in my own home. I couldn’t keep excluding the rest of the Order. I didn’t even know all of their names.

      Party in the bigger drawing-room!

      We set the date, sent out invitations, and bought decorations. Benjamin and Alfred grudgingly assisted with the decorating part, as did Olivier’s new companion, a tiny young woman named Arabella. She was apparently a relative of Renard’s, and only spoke French. Cameron kept giving her side glances while he helped me hang streamers from the chandelier.

      “Arabella is pretty,” I said to him casually.

      “Mmm,” Cameron mumbled. He met my eyes with a look I understood. Companions were on the ‘no dating’ list. It was very much so forbidden. If a romance was discovered, the human would be sent away and the vampire reprimanded. Renard and Olivier had been in love for thirty years but kept it absolutely on the friend level for that very reason.

      “Be careful,” I told Cameron while I twisted some tape around a streamer. “That’s all I’ll say to you.”

      “Me be careful? You’re standing on a ladder with me and you’re four months pregnant. Why are you up here? Get down, I can finish it.”

      “I’m pregnant, not infirmed. Even if I fell, my body would take the punishment, not the baby. That’s how our bodies work. Or so the doctor says.” He was the only person I could ask for advice. Well, the only one I wanted to ask.

      “There,” Olivier announced, stepping back to admire our work. “We managed to turn a hunter green room into a pastel palace. Why is this room so green? Everything is green in here. No one likes green this much.”

      “The cunning and ambitious do,” I commented as I stepped down the ladder steps.

      “There’s a difference between emerald green and hunter green. One of them is pleasant. The other is not.” I stuck my tongue out at her. She was right, though. This room looked awful, like old man country club awful, but now it was awash with pastels and smelled like butter mints, so that made it a little better.

      Olivier checked her wristwatch. “Five minutes left. They should start arriving soon.”

      Benjamin and Alfred started walking towards the door, leaving once their work was done.

      “Wait,” I shouted, and caught up to them. “You can stay. It’s not a vampire only party. You should be here.” I smiled encouragingly at them. I didn’t like their anti-social behavior. If I couldn’t be anti-social, then neither could they.

      “Is that an order,” Alfred asked.

      “No?” He left without another word. Benjamin stayed, showing an apologetic smile.

      “He doesn’t like you very much,” he explained.

      That hurt.

      “But I’ve been so nice to him,” I said with a pout.

      Benjamin dropped his head and said quietly, “He thinks you are a demon. That’s why he won’t tell you his name, he thinks it will give you power over him.”

      “Then why did he sign up to be a companion?”

      “He needed the money. His family is poor and his mother is very sick. One year of service to the devil, and they’ll be fixed for life.”

      I scrunched my lips together at being called the devil. I was sure his superstitions came from wherever his family lived. There were legends about us all over the world. Most were incredibly unflattering and would make devil sound like a pet name. While the western world had mostly forgotten those types of horror stories, other parts of the world kept them alive and thriving.

      “You’ll stay?” I asked Benjamin. He nodded.
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        * * *

      

      All of the Born showed up at my party. Even ones we hadn’t invited.

      I could say it was because vampires like parties, which was true, but everyone had a different reason for being there, and very few had the reason of liking me. Some wanted food. Some wanted gossip material. Some thought I was an oddity, the vampire no one really knew, and were eager to see what I was like.

      No matter their reason, all of them eyed my belly with a wary glance.

      I had a slight fear that Marie had shared Castilla’s baby reading, and everyone thought my baby was a dangerous half-werewolf or something, but Olivier assured me she hadn’t heard anyone mention Castilla’s words. Either way, my baby shower wasn’t turning out quite like I’d hoped.

      My age counted for something in the respect department though, so everyone had at least brought a gift. While my guests nibbled on buttery cake and gossiped about the hostess’s private life, I opened gifts fit for a royal baby. Silken embroidered baby gowns with golden buttons. Silver rattles, silver spoons, silver cups. Hand-painted trays of children playing.

      Nothing was modern. Everything was based on traditions we had known centuries ago. A wooden cradle, a wooden toy horse. Teddy bears. Bonnets and booties. Cloth diapers. Someone had even given me a handmade papoose, to carry my baby on my back.

      I highly doubted that any of the handmade things had been made by the givers, but they’d put thought into what they gave me, and it warmed my heart despite the general detachment of the guests. Maybe being involved would be much easier than I thought.

      Halfway through the party, the turned arrived.

      They came in through the hallway door, Randall at the lead. We’d closed the drapes to accommodate Renard and Cameron, so Randall safely walked up to me where I sat in the middle of the room opening gifts.

      “Randall,” Olivier greeted warily. “What brings you here?”

      “We heard there’s a party, and we weren’t invited. Well, some of us were.” He nodded to Cameron and Renard with a significant glance.

      “I didn’t think you’d be interested,” I said honestly. They had made it very clear they didn’t like me. Why would I invite them to my party?

      “Why not? We love parties.” He grabbed a bowl of nuts and chomped on a few of them. The turned didn’t need food, but they enjoyed snacks like the rest of us. “Mmm. Now those are some high-quality almonds.” Othello approached Randall and grabbed the nut bowl from him.

      “Excuse me,” Othello said sharply. “You and the turned were not invited. Please return to the dormitory.” I got up and tried to warn Othello that that wasn’t a good idea, but the damage had been done.

      “Oh, I see. We’re not good enough for your party, is that it?” Randall shouted, purposefully trying to draw everyone’s attention to our conversation. “It may have escaped your notice, but we’re vampires, same as you.”

      “I said, the turned were not invited,” Othello repeated in a huff.

      “Then what are Renard and Cameron doing here?” Randall challenged. He glanced at me and grinned, and I understood. That was why he crashed the party. He had something up his sleeve, and it involved singling Renard and Cameron out.

      Othello didn’t notice the look on Randall’s face. “You and the turned will leave immediately or I will employ Arthur and the Hunters to escort you out.”

      Randall held his hands up disarmingly. “Alright, we’re leaving. Everyone have a nice time without us. Cameron. Renard.” He nodded to them and led the rest of the turned out of the room.
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        * * *

      

      Needless to say, the party was pretty much over after that.

      The room cleared out faster than it takes a pot to boil. Olivier and her group took down the room while Benjamin helped me carry my gifts upstairs. An hour later, I was busy sorting through everything when Olivier burst into my rooms without knocking.

      “Is that important?” she asked, gasping for air.

      “Not really,” I answered, setting a baby dress down.

      “I need you.”

      That was all she said and all she needed to say. I instantly got up and followed her out the door.

      “So, what’s going on?” I asked when we’d hit the first-floor landing.

      “A fight in the dormitory,” was the answer.

      “Christ,” I swore under my breath. I shouldn’t have been surprised, given the circumstances, but a fight in the dormitory was new. Logically, there’s only so many places insubordination can progress to. Fighting was one of them.

      We went down the basement stairs and I started to hear the commotion the turned were making. Shouts, groans, and scraping. From the noise, I expected to find the dormitory completely trashed, but instead, there was just a pile of them in the middle of the room. A few were still hitting each other, most had given up and were lying in a puddle of their own blood.

      “What in god’s name do you think you’re doing in here?” I shouted. It was then I noticed the few turned still swinging was Renard, Randall, and Cameron. I should’ve guessed. “Everyone get up,” I barked out. I waited patiently while the pile separated and everyone got off the floor. I pointed to one of the turned that hadn’t been fighting. “You. What happened.”

      She looked scared under the full force of my wrath, but managed to get out, “Someone said that Cameron and Renard were getting special treatment. They said it was because of you and Olivier, and said that its because...” She swallowed and I held my breath. “Well, there were a few unflattering things said about you, and then they said it was because Renard is fucking Olivier, and you’re fucking Cameron.”

      Now fully enraged, I let out my breath and turned back to the mass with a death glare. “Who. Who fucking said it?” Everyone motioned to someone in the thick of the group. It was Randall, as if I was surprised. He was missing skin on several parts of his body and looked like he could barely stand up. His face was a swollen, bloody mess. I sent a side glare to Renard and Cameron, who didn’t look the least bit sorry. I motioned the bloodied Randall forward. “I’ll take your full explanation immediately,” I demanded when he was standing in front of me. He spat blood onto the floor, being careful to miss my shoes.

      “They get special treatment,” he panted, his voice sounding like he had cotton in his cheeks. “You know it as well as I do.”

      I let out a slow and even breath because all I wanted to do was throttle him further. “Continue.”

      “First, Othello approving them for a turning without having to wait for the next group.”

      “Othello approved them because it was a special circumstance,” Olivier pointed out. “They’re former companions. They didn’t need as much training as you did. It’s like that for any companion who applies to be turned, not just them.” He had the nerve to roll his eyes at her, but he put his hands up in acknowledgment of her point.

      “Then there’s the party you didn’t invite us to,” Randall continued. “You clearly didn’t think we were worth being there for it. And finally, a burning question.”

      I stared him down. “And that is?”

      “Will they get to live here after training is over? This is a Born-exclusive Order, and it has been that way since its inception, according to your boring ass lectures. Will you snooty Born make an exception because they’re your friends? Or will you kick them out like you will us?”

      I was very careful to keep all the thoughts I was having off my face. He was right. Renard and Cameron would probably live here with special permission. I had the sway. I could make it happen. But there was something here amongst the turned that I’d been sensing for weeks. An undercurrent that was stronger than their initial grumbles. This was something they’d been discussing and complaining about for much longer than today.

      I tilted my head up and looked down at Randall in a display of dominance. “Renard is mated to a Born vampire. He will live here permanently. Cameron will leave with the rest of you.” Randall almost looked taken aback, but he managed to hide it under his smug grin. “I do not want to hear another word on this subject, is that understood?” He nodded. I looked up and around at everyone else. “I wasn’t talking to just him.”

      Everyone chorused, “Yes, ma’am.”

      It took every ounce of self-control to not meet Cameron’s eye. It wasn’t because I didn’t want to see the look of betrayal he probably had, though there was also that. I just couldn’t afford to show him favoritism. There were scales here, and I wasn’t sure what would tip them.

      “Everyone is confined to the dormitory for a week as punishment for fighting,” I announced. They all complained, the loudest ones being those that hadn’t been in the midst of the brawl.

      “But we weren’t fighting!” one of them said over the rest. A high-pitched noise from Olivier shut them up. I winced and pushed a finger to my ear to comfort it.

      “I don’t care who was fighting,” I told them. “When one of you is in trouble, you’re all in trouble. That’s the rule of our species. Everything you do affects all of us. If I catch any of you breaking the rules again, you’ll wish my punishment was a week of dormitory confinement.”

      I turned, taking so much care to not look at Cameron, and left the room.
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        * * *

      

      Olivier followed me, not speaking until I reached the empty kitchen. I grabbed an orange and angrily tore it in half with my hands.

      “Well,” Olivier said once the kitchen door had swung closed. “Thanks for grounding my boyfriend.” She was only half complaining. She agreed with my punishment, though she hadn’t said so.

      “I hated doing that. I hated…” Though I hadn’t seen Cameron’s face, I could picture it, and it hurt my insides. He chose this life for me, and I’d just said he would be sent away from me. I’d broken his heart, and my own at the same moment.

      “Hey,” Olivier soothed. She reached for my fists and gently opened them. I’d accidentally clenched my fists around the orange halves. The floor and my hands were covered in orange juice and pulp. She took the pieces from my hands and threw them away.

      “Sorry.” She chose not to comment and wiped up the floor with paper towels while I rinsed my hands in the sink. “There’s something off with them,” I said once my hands were clean.

      “I know. I can feel it too. Do you think it’s getting worse?”

      Frowning, I nodded as I dried my hands off. “There’s unrest. But it’s more than that. I’m afraid they might be organizing.” I didn’t have to explain how dangerous that was. Olivier instantly straightened up.

      “I’ll have Renard keep an eye on them. He can let us know what they’re whispering.”

      “That’ll help, but I’m sure they guard their words when he’s around. For now, let’s wait and see if things will die down.”

      And I hoped to god they would.
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        * * *

      

      I’d have to face Cameron eventually and explain my actions. I didn’t want him to be sent away. I wanted him here with me. I needed my brother. The number of people I considered family was very small, and I’d lost one of them forever. I didn’t want to lose anyone else, but I doubted I would have much say in the matter.

      The turned dormitory confinement went by quickly, which was good for me because Olivier had become a grouch without Renard around. It also meant it was time to confront Cameron, something I was not looking forward to. I was putting it off, but I ended up running into him on accident.

      I’d woken up with nightmares, something that was a regular occurrence now, so I went downstairs to get something to eat. The kitchen was dark, and opening the fridge flooded it with light. I grabbed an egg and whipped up some creamy meringue, which I put in a cup and took with me outside, already dipping into it with my spoon. The moon was up in the sky, and I couldn’t help but think of Knight. He should be running around as a werewolf right now, happily chasing butterflies and bunnies. But he was dead. The moon would never catch his shadow again.

      Cameron was lying outside in the dark, staring up at the moon, his head propped up with his hands. I smelled him before I noticed him. For one second I considered going back inside, but I decided not to be a coward. I approached him, and after taking the last spoonful of meringue into my mouth, I set my empty cup on one of the nearby tables.

      “Hi,” he said without looking at me.

      “Can I sit?” He shrugged, so I sat and stretched onto the ground next to him. He was silent, watching the stars and ignoring me. Finally, I sighed and said, “I can’t read your mind.”

      “Good.”

      “That’s polite code for please talk to me.”

      He scratched his nose. “I know you’re sorry, so don’t say it. I also know that you have more to consider than my feelings. But I’m still mad at you. Not for what you did. Because you made me feel like I wasn’t important to you.”

      “I know. But you know that’s not true,” I said. “I hated doing what I did. I had no choice. There’s something off with them. I can feel it. And if I’d showed you special treatment, it would’ve stirred the pot.”

      “I don’t want to argue with you.”

      “Then don’t. But you should know, I already applied for you to live here permanently. The other turned will leave and you’ll stay.” I hoped that would make him feel better, and maybe forgive me a little, but I was wrong.

      He groaned and sat up quickly. “You don’t understand. That will make it worse. You said there’s something going on with them, and you’re right. Right now, it’s just whispers. But you do that and it’ll become shouts. And you’ll have a real problem when that happens.”

      “I can handle whispers.”

      “You’re not handling anything.” He got up and walked away.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            10. Out of proportion
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      At that point, during the most horrible year of my long life, I thought it couldn’t get any worse. As one might suspect, I was very, very, wrong.

      The Hunters completed their training course, all of them just barely making a passing grade, and they were preparing to leave the Order as soon as Othello gave them their new assignments. The turned, on the other hand, had no interest in their training. They refused to participate in anything we tried to involve them in, and because the Hunters were still here, I had a feeling Othello was delaying their departure in case we needed backup.

      And the day came all too soon when we did.

      My days had become much less busy, considering I had no one to teach now. Mostly I just went to the doctor’s suite so I could see my little baby on the monitor. She was so big now at five months. Her head was down to normal proportions. Her fingers and toes were fully developed. I never wanted to stop seeing her little body on the screen.

      Sadly, the machine turned off and I sat up. The doctor handed me more photos for my album and I left his suite. After leaving the photos in my rooms, I went to the beauty parlor on the bottom floor of the Order. It was another new thing I was trying in my attempt to be more social. I signed in and found a seat in the shampoo area while I waited.

      “It’s her,” someone whispered. I glanced around and the other ladies in the room were staring at me. They talked in another language so I wouldn’t overhear their gossip about me. They had no idea which languages I knew, and I spoke quite a few of them. Enough to know they were saying very rude things about me.

      “Arabella?” I heard Olivier’s voice in the doorway of the parlor. She was peeking in and looking around for the young girl. I waved to catch her attention. She walked over to me and sat in the other shampoo chair. “Damn, I can’t find that girl. Whenever she sneaks off, she’s always in some corner reading a book and looking wistful about life.”

      “Ah, to be young,” I said reflectively, though also sarcastic.

      Olivier rolled her eyes and surveyed the room one more time in case Arabella was hiding somewhere. Instead, she noticed the clusters of women talking about me. She looked back at me and I gave her a half smile. I expected her to lean in and offer to kill them, but instead, she reached for my hand and gave it a squeeze, then a pat, and she stood up. “Let me know if you see her.”

      I didn’t see Olivier again until that evening, and Arabella still hadn’t been found. Renard was looking worried, so I offered to help them search for her. Cameron came as well, though he still wasn’t speaking to me. Our search over the castle revealed nothing. We widened our hunt to the forest and split up in all directions. I pushed out my senses and took a deep breath as a wave of information flooded into me. I started to get a picture of the forest around me, animals, scents, and tracks, when bright bursts of light came over my eyes. I had to brace myself on the nearest tree. I felt a twinge in my power as it spiked to the level of power I had during my blood binge, and since I didn’t have the blood supply to back it up, it left me weary. Focus. Just focus.

      I flipped through the information I’d gotten all at once. Something caught my attention, branches that had been broken. It wasn’t like we never went out here, but it was worth following. I shifted back into my own head and trudged forward. The trail led me deeper still until finally, I caught the scent of someone’s blood.

      Arabella’s blood.

      My heart stopped and my face went cold. I pulled my phone from my pocket and quickly sent a text to Cameron, Olivier, and Renard. They were too far away to hear me shout. I focused on Arabella’s scent and kept going. It was getting stronger when I started hearing voices. Panicked voices. I smelled more of Arabella’s blood, and it overrode my sense of smell for anything else.

      I didn’t stop to survey the danger, I charged head on towards the smell, bursting into a clearing where Randall and a few of his friends stood. Arabella was lying on the ground in a crumpled heap.

      “We didn’t…” Randall started when he saw me, his face a mask of terror and confusion.

      It took me a few moments to process everything I was seeing, including the inescapable scent coming from Arabella. I was horrified. This couldn’t be happening. Not here. Not now. I ran to her and lifted her head from the ground.

      She was dead. She smelt of death.

      My rage came quickly, my fangs dropping and my nails lengthening into claws. I had never been this angry in my entire life.

      “What have you done?” I shouted at them, watching them cower before me. “WHAT HAVE YOU FUCKING DONE?”

      I almost attacked them. I wanted to. I wanted to sink my claws into their throats and splatter their blood on the ground. My friends arrived just in time to stop me. Olivier rushed over and screamed when she saw Arabella’s lifeless body. She wailed in French, her cries of agony so intense I felt her pain seep into me. It only fueled my wrath.

      “Explain what happened. NOW,” I demanded with a deep growl, my fangs still down.

      Randall looked shell-shocked, but he still tried to regain his usual thoughtless attitude. “We… well we were just trying to… we didn’t mean to kill her.”

      I looked down at his bloodied wrist and then back to Arabella’s body. There was a bite mark on her neck. “You tried to change her.” Randall’s face confirmed it. He didn’t look like he felt guilty. He was just surprised it hadn’t worked.

      Olivier sprang up, shouting in several different languages how stupid she thought he was, and was very descriptive about how she was going to make him pay. I held her back and she collapsed on her knees, holding my hand so tightly it hurt. “Did you ever listen to what we said to you?” she wailed. “We told you that the turned cannot change humans. We told you…” she broke off into sobs that wrenched at my soul.

      I carefully took my hand back from Olivier and stood up before I walked up to Randall, grabbing him by the throat. I saw my blood red eyes reflected in his, showing just how enraged I was. I wanted to shout at him. I wanted to tell him exactly what I thought of him. How he had wasted a human life because he didn’t listen to us. How his ego had destroyed Olivier and Renard’s family. He was ignorant and selfish. He didn’t deserve to be immortal.

      But the words escaped me. Because nothing could bring her back. Not words, not punishment, and not revenge.

      “Call Arthur,” I said to Cameron, my eyes never leaving Randall’s worthless face.
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        * * *

      

      Arthur showed up quickly with the Hunters, escorting Randall and his friends to the castle. Renard carried Arabella’s delicate lifeless body, and we followed behind him. Olivier couldn’t stop crying. I’d never seen her like this. If nothing else from that night could’ve jarred me, her tears would have. Once we reached the garden, Renard placed Arabella’s body on the lawn and went inside for something to place over her. He came back with a long white tablecloth, and he covered her with it. Then he came up to me, took Olivier’s hands from mine, and led her inside, away from the body.

      I stood outside with Cameron next to me. My fangs hadn’t withdrawn yet and my mouth was starting to hurt.

      “Hey,” Cameron said quietly. He squeezed my arm and it calmed me down enough for my fangs to retract. As they did, my body collapsed and I fell to the ground. My throat ached with tears. I struggled to not cry. I couldn’t cry. I’d cried so much that year. I didn’t want to cry anymore. “Hey,” Cameron said again. He gently took my arms and folded me up against him. And I let it go. I cried. I cried harder than I’d ever cried before. Cameron held me close and stroked my hair while I fell to pieces on his sweater.

      “I’m sorry,” I cried to him. “I’m so sorry.”

      He squeezed me closer. “I know. It’s okay.”

      We stayed on the lawn for what must have been hours. While neither of us ever looked directly at where Arabella’s cold body lay, it was constantly in the back of our minds. The darkness was beginning to recede when Arthur approached us, glancing at the body under the sheet as we stood to face him.

      “We locked them up,” he said, looking me over carefully as I wiped my eyes. “The rest of the turned were questioned. No one else was involved. Only those three.” I had no doubt Othello had used mind probing on them after drinking extra blood. It was permitted in a situation like this.

      “Will they get a trial? Are the Heads coming back?” I asked.

      Even he looked disgusted at the prospect. “No. A crime like this does not deserve a trial. They will be executed when the sun rises.”

      “Good,” I told him. He gave me a slight nod, and for the first time, I felt on equal footing with him. I went with Arthur to Othello’s office while Cameron went to his dormitory. Othello stood with the oldest of us, including Olivier. She looked how I felt. Broken, but determined.

      “Sunrise is in an hour,” Othello said to us. “Lisbeth, you oversee the turned. You will supervise the execution.”

      “Gladly.” It would give me much pleasure to push Randall into the sunlight. I didn’t even bother trying to rein myself in. This was not the time for it.

      The hour passed quickly, and when Arthur led the Hunters to retrieve the prisoners, everyone else gathered in the foyer. The rest of the turned stood outside on the lawn, in the safe shadow of the castle. They would watch how we handled breaking the law. Randall and his two friends, Ethan and Kent, came in. Arthur had hold of Kent, Olivier took Ethan, and I grabbed Randall. We marched them outside, past the crowd of vampires.

      Randall struggled slightly against me the closer we got to the sunlight, but I held him firmly.

      “You’re afraid,” I whispered in his ear, pushing him forward.

      “Please,” he begged. “We didn’t mean–”

      I turned him to face me and pulled him closer by his shirt, his putrid breath turning my stomach. “You destroyed a life that was not yours to take. We respect humans. That fact is burned into our minds from the day we draw breath as vampires, whether it’s from our mother’s womb, or from a bite. It is the most sacred rule we follow. And you spit on that respect.”

      We’d reached the sunlight, a line of yellow against the black shadow cast by our home. Olivier kicked Ethan into the light without ceremony and he started screaming as his body caught fire. It took less than a minute for him to turn to ash. Arthur then pushed Kent across the line, who struggled and tried to escape. Arthur held him down as he shriveled and burnt up.

      I held Randall right next to the line, as close as he could get without touching the sunlight, and I made sure it hit him just a little. Not enough to catch him on fire, just enough to make him sizzle.

      “Mercy, please. Mercy,” Randall sobbed, trying desperately to grab hold of me and bring himself away from the light. I might’ve held back if what I saw in his eyes was remorse. I would’ve made it easy on him. But his eyes held no shame, no repentance. Only fear for his life. For his selfish, self-centered, and miserable life.

      My fangs dropped down and I scowled at him as I said one word.

      “No.”

      I lifted him up and threw him as hard as I could. His body caught fire as it hurled towards the stone fence that surrounded our castle. He burned up just before he hit the wall, and the small pile of ashes bounced off the stones before blowing away in the wind. It was too quick. Too easy. I wasn’t satisfied. But it was done.

      We turned around and faced the rest of the Order.

      “This is what happens when you take a human life,” I shouted, my voice carrying to every ear. “There is no mercy for this crime. None. You take a human life, you die. You participate in the taking of a human life, you die. You have knowledge that another vampire is taking or has taken a human life and you tell no one, you die. I don’t care how old or young you are. Born, or the turned. Important, not important. Rich or poor. I will throw your fucking body into the sunlight, or a meat grinder. Or both. There are no excuses, no mistakes, no accidents. One and done.” I wasn’t looking for a response or confirmation that I’d been heard.

      In the deafening silence, I marched back to the house and everyone parted in front of me. I didn’t stop walking until I was in my bedroom, and I didn’t leave it for days. I lay there, feeling nothing and everything all at once. Trickles of the insanity I’d felt when I was a prisoner washed over me, and I had to chase them away.

      Eventually, Cameron came and brought the doctor with him. The doctor took my pulse, listened to my daughter’s heartbeat, and stressed that my mood wasn’t good for the baby. Satisfied we were both okay for the moment, he left, leaving me alone with Cameron.

      “You okay?” he asked.

      I turned my face away. “No.” I didn’t feel like pretending. Not with him anyway.

      He nodded and sat down on one of my chairs. “I like the new furniture. Before, your room looked like a catalog. Now it’s homey.” I’d traded my sophisticated style with earthy, natural pieces. He was right, it did feel homier. More lived in. Maybe I’d leave my clothes everywhere like humans did.

      Cameron sat waiting for me to talk to him, but when no words came, I stood up and walked to the window. It was the same view my old room had, just from a different angle. I could see the front gate and the massive stone walls. The wind was still blowing, tossing the shrubbery around, and removing all traces of the men we’d turned to ash.

      “I feel awake,” I said finally. “Like I’ve been asleep for years and I just woke up.” A dry laugh shook my chest. “Nothing brings you clarity like pain.” I was drowning in pain. Angry pain. I closed my eyes and allowed myself a few seconds, just a few precious seconds, to miss Knight. Anything more and I’d start to break down again. I could picture the way he smelled, the way his breath felt on me. I imagined him holding me in his arms as I stood at my window.

      I could even hear his voice in my ear.

      “It’s okay, Lis,” Knight whispered against my neck. He was there, holding me close, his arms around my waist and shoulders. I knew he wasn’t real because I couldn’t smell him. He felt real, and that was enough for the moment. I put my hands to his arm and clutched his wrist like it could bring me strength. He tightened his hold on me but didn’t say more. We didn’t need to speak. Since he was a figment of my imagination, I didn’t need to tell him anything because he already knew.

      Go away, figment. You’re not him. You’re not real.

      My eyes snapped open and the fantasy was gone. “I failed him.”

      “Who?” Cameron asked. I’d almost forgotten he was there.

      “Knight. I never…” I turned away from the window. “I never looked for him. I never checked to see if he was really dead. At the time, just the thought of him gone was too painful. But now…”

      “You need to know,” Cameron finished, and I nodded. “What if he’s alive? As improbable as it might be.”

      My hand went to my stomach. I could never face him again. I couldn’t bear to think of him seeing me pregnant or holding my child. “He’s not. And he wouldn’t want me now if he was. An unfaithful woman.”

      Cameron shrugged. “You don’t know that.”

      “He’s dead,” I affirmed, trying to reassure myself more than him. “But I still need to know.”

      That moment, with my hand on my stomach, was when I first felt my baby move. A little sensation, like a goldfish was in my belly moving around.

      “She moved,” I exclaimed, a spark of happiness blooming from within. “Feel, feel.” Cameron put his hand on my stomach and we felt my baby’s little feet kick against our palms.

      Everything would be okay. It wouldn’t be, I knew it. I had no illusions. But I tried to believe it, if only for that little baby inside me.

      I had no idea that what we’d done to Randall would end up spiraling out of control.
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      The castle had a blanket of quiet the next few days. It wasn’t a calm quiet, or a lull in life where we had nothing to talk about. It was a silence full of unspoken emotion.

      I joined Olivier, Renard, and Cameron on the back patio for lunch. Our table was overcast by the shadow of the castle to protect the turned, but it still had a large umbrella over it just in case. I sat down with my tray and unrolled my silverware. I could see each of them had a million things rolling around in their heads, but weren’t ready to talk about any of it.

      From the look on Renard’s face, though, I knew what he was thinking. Arabella had been so young and pure, and now she was gone. He’d been very close to her, keeping in touch and visiting ever since she was born. Every time he’d gotten a new photo of her, he made everyone look at it at least once. She was a beauty, with brains and a gentleness about her I rarely saw in others. Olivier knew what the money from a companion contract would do for her future, so Renard convinced Arabella to come here.

      We failed her. We didn’t protect her like we promised we would. That was me, the vampire who never kept a promise. Not a promise to protect someone, or a promise to keep Knight alive. I sighed heavily as I mentally hated myself for a few moments. Yes, I was going to milk my sadness for as long as I wanted to. Being immortal, I had that right. Cameron nudged me with his elbow and broke the silence.

      “Hey,” he said, his mouth full of noodles. He slurped them up and chewed quickly. “Did you reach out to the packs yet?”

      My stomach plummeted and I felt the baby kick in response. “Umm, no not really.”

      Cameron gave me a disapproving look. “You chickened out, didn’t you.”

      I stuck my tongue out at him in protest. “I did not. I haven’t made my plan yet. I need to be careful. You know how the packs are about us in their territory.”

      “Wouldn’t want one of them to get in trouble for sparing you, now would we?” Arthur said ironically, approaching the table. I raised an eyebrow at him that warned I might hit him if he kept talking. “If you need to go to the pack territory, I can take you. Hunters are allowed in certain circumstances, which is a good thing since you don’t have that bracelet full of vampire teeth to protect you.”

      “You knew about that?” But I’d been so careful!

      He rolled his eyes at me, his mouth almost quirking up. “Please. I could smell it on you.” Let’s hope that’s all he smelled.

      We left the castle together, on foot, to the Mohawk reservation. It was about ten miles away, which for humans would take several hours to trek on foot. For us, a quick sprint would reduce the time to about ten minutes.

      With Arthur beside me, we took off at full speed. Another vampire nearby changed the dynamic of running. The forest unfolded in front of us, every creature, rock, and tree perfectly laid out in our minds.

      I sensed his power and speed next to me, and oddly it excited me. He was more powerful than I’d thought. Running together gave us a small telepathic link so we could hunt more efficiently, and I could feel everything about him as if I was in his mind. Every sinew of his muscles, the sweat building on his skin, and he was feeling the connection as well.

      Arthur’s strength complimented my abilities so well, we were perfectly balanced. Almost too perfectly balanced. It brought a pull inside me, a tug towards him, wishing to feel that connection more, one we would’ve felt if we had hunted together in the past. I won’t lie. I missed the thrill of hunting. It wasn’t killing them, or even drinking from them that was fun, because both of those things were abhorrent to me now. It was chasing them as a group. Connecting with other vampires telepathically the way I was with Arthur, knowing exactly how you needed to move or compensate for the rest of the group. You moved as one, together, until you had your prey cornered and everyone could feed.

      Memories of hunting with Olivier passed through my head, and I slowed down as the prey in my memory morphed into Arabella’s lifeless face. Arthur immediately slowed as well and stood beside me. The telepathic link faded.

      “Is the baby alright?” he asked in a worried tone, wiping the small amount of sweat from his forehead.

      “She’s fine,” I assured him, almost flushing under his concern.

      “We should keep going. We’re almost to the territory line.”

      “Ah, so that’s why I smelled dog piss,” I complained, wrinkling my nose.

      We walked further, passing the fence of the reservation, and were greeted by a stronger scent of urine. I had to put my hand over my mouth to block the stench.

      “Is this their porta potty or something?” Breathing through my mouth only made it worse, and I tried not to gag or throw up.

      “They’re marking their turf. They want to make sure it will scare off other Lycans,” Arthur said calmly, unaffected by the odor. Or just pretending nothing ever bothered him, as usual.

      “I know, but this is just overkill. Geez.” I walked faster, trying to get away from the fence and back to fresh air.

      Arthur gave me that look like I was that special kind of person who looks for their phone while holding it in their hand. I pranced past him, and straight into a Lycan’s claws. The pack had snuck up on us, using the overwhelming scent of wolf piss to mask their approach.

      The Lycan in front of me wrapped a long-fingered hand around my throat before wrenching me to the side and bringing me against his chest. I could feel his heart pounding on my back, and his acrid scent turned my stomach. I hoped my pregnancy wouldn’t make me barf on him. Blowing chunks on a Lycan would probably earn me death.

      “Let her go,” Arthur demanded, but he was in no position to make demands, as we were surrounded by a very large pack. By the looks of their faces, vampires as a whole hadn’t made a good impression on them. “We’re not here to hurt you. We just need to see your Alpha.” Arthur carefully reached to pull his shirt collar back. Beneath it, right on the chest muscle over his heart, was a tattoo of a sword rune. The symbol of the vampire Hunters.

      The Lycans weren’t impressed.

      They grabbed Arthur and dragged us away.
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        * * *

      

      Being manhandled by a pack of Lycans wasn’t exactly on my bucket list. Especially while six months pregnant. The one holding me loosened his grip on my neck when he noticed my belly, but he continued pulling me along with him.

      At the center of the reservation village was a large open area where the rest of the pack stood. They were talking amongst themselves, turning when we were brought before them. Arthur was thrown onto the ground and held with his face to the dirt. My captor pushed me down to my knees and pulled my arm at an angle that hurt.

      “Oww!” I complained, trying to get free. The Lycan backhanded me on the face. This trip was going so well.

      Surprisingly, Arthur fought his captors when he saw the Lycan slap me, and several more came to hold him down but he still managed to get to his feet. “You touch her again and I’ll rip your limbs off,” he growled out, grunting from the effort to break free.

      The group of humans and Lycans parted, and their Alpha stepped towards us. I caught his scent and recognized it. This was the pack of the pup I’d spared, and this was his Alpha, the very same that gave me his bracelet full of vampire teeth from his various kills, the bracelet that had kept me alive.

      “So,” the Alpha said, his voice full of authority, watching Arthur straining against the Lycans. “Two vampires caught on my territory. Are you here because you wish to die? It is my right to kill you.” Arthur’s struggling against the Lycans holding him down had almost gotten him free, but they had a firm hold on him and refused to budge.

      “It is also our right to kill Lycans in our borders,” I stated, hoping the Alpha would remember me and what I’d done for his pack. The Alpha stepped forward and grabbed me, pulling me up until I was standing. He looked at my face and I could tell he hadn’t noticed who I was until that moment.

      “You,” he said in revelation. What passed on his face wasn’t anger or dismissal. It was respect. “Let them go,” he ordered. His pack looked confused, but they obeyed. Arthur wiped dirt from his face when he got up. He looked pissed, his chest heaving, and he stepped closer to me.

      “I’m a Hunter.” Arthur showed his tattoo off again in an offended huff. “Your pack should’ve granted us safe passage.”

      The Alpha shrugged. “You’re not broken.” He turned back to me and lifted my arms to inspect my wrists. “You are not wearing my bracelet.”

      “I lost it,” I said regretfully. “I’m sorry.”

      “No need to be sorry.” He let me go. “I hope it protected you.” I nodded. His gift had done much more than that. He flicked his wrist at the pack and they moved away. “We will talk.”

      The Alpha, whose name was Alexander, as I came to find, led us into his home. It was a simple, rustic structure that looked like he’d built it himself from nearby trees. I appreciated the unpolished style of the handmade wooden table and chairs he motioned for us to sit at. They were comfortable. I considered asking him to make me some for my new rooms, but that would probably never happen.

      “So,” he said once we’d both sat down, with Arthur insisting on sitting between me and Alexander. “What brings you to pack territory?” He offered us each a bottle of water before joining us at the head of the table. Arthur took a long swig of his, so Alexander turned his focus to me.

      Now that I was here, I found it hard to form my words into a proper sentence. How would I put it? Well, I’m here to find out if my werewolf boyfriend is dead or not so I can stop feeling guilty that I cheated on him. Too much?

      “I’m trying to find out some information on the whereabouts of a friend of mine.” There, that was neutral enough.

      Alexander raised his eyebrows. “You risked your life to ask me where your vampire friend is? Don’t you keep track of your own kind.”

      “He’s not a vampire,” Arthur chimed in. He sounded insulted, like of course we’d never consult Lycans about anything that wasn’t Lycan related. And maybe then, even not.

      “Your friend is a Lycan,” Alexander surmised.

      “A werewolf,” I clarified.

      That made his eyebrows go even higher. “One of the Marked. I heard they found one, but I didn’t believe it. And you know him? He is your friend?”

      “Friend is a relative term,” Arthur said sarcastically.

      I turned to glare at him. “I didn’t bring you here for commentary, Arthur. Shut up and drink your damn water.” Arthur grunted and I rolled my eyes in exasperation, glancing back at Alexander. A light of understanding had passed over his face.

      “The werewolf is your mate,” he said. There wasn’t judgment in his voice, surprisingly, but I caught him glancing at my belly. “His?”

      “No,” I affirmed. It was silly to even ask. Even if he and I had gone beyond dry humping, I’d never heard of a Lycan/vampire child. Were-pire. That sounded good. No. I’d never heard of a were-pire. What would my child with Balthazar be? Vam-cubus. Incu-pire? Neither option sounded trendy.

      Alexander sighed and folded his hands on the table in front of him. “I can find out his status for you.” He hesitated, absently picking at a knot in the table. “They will not allow him to live,” he added gently, repeating almost verbatim what everyone else had said to me. I was grateful he was trying to spare my feelings, but I was beyond that now. He glanced up at me to see if I was upset, and I stared back unblinking.

      “I’m aware.” He relaxed with the knowledge I wasn’t about to get weepy on him. “I still need to know.”

      He nodded and stood up. “Very well. I will do this for you. But I am afraid this is the only boon I can give you. As much as I want to protect you because of what you did for Simon, you have lost my bracelet, and without it, my pack will not be compliant about sparing you.”

      Yeah, rub it in that I lost the one thing that would ensure I could enter pack territory safely to find out about Knight myself.

      “I understand, and I appreciate you helping me even though I don’t have it anymore,” I told him sincerely.

      He pushed his chair in and motioned for us to follow him out the back door. His backyard was open to the forest, and on the edge of it was a group of children playing. I instantly recognized Simon to be among them. He looked happy, kicking an old soccer ball around with his friends. He was taller now, and his hair had an extra year of growth on it. He was starting to look like a shaggy pre-teen.

      “You risked death to save him,” Alexander said thoughtfully, watching the children. “Even if we cannot continue to protect you, we can never repay what you did for us.”

      “And that’s why you’re helping me, isn’t it? To repay me?” I didn’t want to ask a favor of him if it was because of that. He might put himself at unnecessary risk out of duty.

      He shook his head. “No. Information is not the same as sparing a life. One day, I hope we can make it even. And that day may come sooner than we think.”

      Arthur stopped staring at a crack in the window and looked up sharply. “What does that mean?”

      Alexander looked like it was obvious, whatever he knew, and shocked that we were unaware of it. “There are whispers among the packs. Some of the wolves overseas have seen the vampires there acting strangely.” So they had a party line about our business but not about Knight. Maybe he was kept a dirty little secret.

      “Strange how?” I asked Alexander.

      He shrugged. “I don’t know much more than that. But if even Lycans notice something…”

      “Then there’s something wrong,” Arthur finished. “Thank you, Alexander.” He looked at me. “We have to go.”

      I turned back to Alexander who nodded and said, “I’ll send a messenger when we know something about your mate. A human messenger,” he added. Yes. Wouldn’t want a repeat of last time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            12. Confirmation of fears
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      Arthur went straight to Othello’s office after he escorted me home. I was mentally exhausted and went to my rooms to rest. What I really wanted was extra blood. In rare moments, like this one, I was angry at the restrictions on my blood intake. One extra mouthful wouldn’t hurt me. I felt like an addict. I missed being able to drink whenever I wanted. I had total freedom outside of the Order, and now I was back to rules, and standards, and ugh.

      Then I remembered Knight’s face when I almost drained him, that moment forever burned into my perfect memory. His skin had gone pale, and his eyes almost lost their glow. I’d never been so scared in all four hundred plus years of my life. And even being so close to death, he still chose to comfort me when I started crying like a baby.

      Benjamin broke through my memories when he came in through the front door of my suite, carrying a half-eaten loaf of French bread. He took several nibbles of it before he noticed me sitting in my new rocking chair by the birdcage.

      “Are you alright?” he asked me. I was used to him being kind to me, more so than Alfred, but his expression made me realize I had tears on my face. I sniffed, stood up, and wiped my face with my hands.

      “Yes. I’m fine,” I told him. I placed a hand on my belly, feeling a kick from my baby. She didn’t like it when I was sad.

      Benjamin was about to shut his bedroom door when he remembered something. “Oh, I almost forgot. They need you in Othello’s office.” He closed his door and that was that.
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        * * *

      

      Marie gave me the death glare as I walked past her to Othello’s office. I considered flipping her off, but being petty wasn’t my style, so I ignored her and went straight through the enormous double doors. I expected to see Othello and Arthur in a deep discussion, but instead, there was a group of about ten vampires, all of them the oldest in the Order, Olivier included. The decision makers.

      Othello looked up from his desk and stood when he saw me. “Good. You’re here. Arthur insisted you rest before coming in.” God, this Hunter was babying me. It was the opposite of cute, no matter what his face looked like. We might’ve been building rapport, somehow, but I didn’t like him treating me like I was made of glass.

      “I don’t recall hiring him to be my goddamn nanny,” I said tartly.

      “Not important,” Olivier said before Othello or Arthur could respond. “Clue her in.”

      Othello made his way to in front of his giant desk. “We looked into what the Lycan told you and Arthur.” Fast work. I expected no less from them.

      “And?” I asked, my stomach churning with anticipation.

      “Apparently, the other Orders have been having issues with the turned. They chose to not say anything because each one thought it was only in their ranks, and it prevented us from knowing about it.”

      That was troubling, but it could easily be contained.

      “They were told about the execution here, correct?” I asked him. That would cause unrest. It should also spark fear in them.

      “Yes,” Othello affirmed. “We made sure everyone was informed. And that could’ve started it. Especially if they were vague on the details.”

      “We’re starting an investigation to make sure the turned are contained within each Order,” Olivier told me. “But it will take time until we can safely say it’s over.”

      “The Hunters are going to split up, a few to each Order. We’ll do what we can,” Arthur said, and I tried not to look at him.

      “Your job, Lisbeth,” Othello addressed, coming closer to me. “Olivier and yourself will need to monitor the turned here. They cannot be told what’s happening in the other Orders, nor can any of the other turned. That is paramount to this working correctly.”

      And then I sensed an undertone he wasn’t saying out loud. That this could become serious, if it hadn’t already. He saw me giving him a look of understanding, so I stayed after everyone else had been sent on their way.

      “You’ve guessed it,” he said wearily.

      “Shiiiit,” I swore, drawing the word out. “This isn’t just the turned grumbling, is it.”

      “No. It is not.” He scrubbed a hand down his face. “I don’t understand it. We give them life. We choose them to become immortal. And this is how they repay us. Ungrateful. That’s what they are.”

      “I’ll do my best here,” I promised. He patted my arm and walked back around his desk to sit down in his chair. I left him there to work on what could become the worst problem in our history.
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        * * *

      

      Olivier was waiting for me outside Othello’s office. She had on her serious face and was ready for anything.

      “Game plan?” she asked me. I continued walking with her following behind me.

      “Don’t know yet,” I admitted, chewing my lip. “We need to talk to Cameron and Renard.” Keeping silent did not apply to them. Othello would’ve agreed. If I told him, that is.

      “Agreed.”

      I texted Cameron to find Renard and meet us in the smaller drawing-room. They came a few minutes later, just as Olivier was finished pulling the heavy red drapes together to block the last few rays of sunlight before the sun went down.

      Cameron looked from my face to Olivier’s. “Something happened?”

      Olivier jumped straight into it. “The turned are starting to rebel in the other Orders.” While neither man looked surprised, they still looked upset.

      “We don’t know why yet, but we’re trying to find out,” I said.

      Renard’s gaze fell to me, and he looked grave. “We know why.”

      I looked away. “Those executions were necessary.”

      “Non. Not that. Though it did not help. You are the reason, Lisbeth.”

      That threw me. Me? What had I done? Okay, I admit, I liked throwing Randall into the sunlight and watching him burn up into a worthless pile of ash. It was heavenly. But that wasn’t enough of a reason to blame me for this because he totally broke the law and deserved it.

      “Why her?” Olivier asked him. I met his eyes again as he continued.

      “You broke the law, and you were spared. Randall broke the law, and he was executed.”

      “He killed someone,” I said, flabbergasted so hard I almost stuttered. “He killed Arabella. That is not the same thing as what I did.”

      Renard was struggling to stop tears from escaping his eyes at the sound of his niece’s name. “Je sais savoir, I fucking know,” he spat firmly. He let out a breath, never breaking from my gaze. “But they are not me. They do not see it that way. Technically killing a human is not against the law. The law is preserving human life as much as possible. It does not say no killing. The law you broke is vastly more specific. And the turned are outraged.” He lost his control over his emotions and turned away slightly, rubbing his hand over his chin to try to hide the turmoil going on inside him.

      I focused on Cameron. “And you? What do you think?”

      Cameron was clearly affected, but in control of himself. “I think we all agree that Randall’s crime deserved death and yours didn’t. But,” he added. “I also think that the other turned had these thoughts long before Randall, or even you, broke any laws.”

      “She’s a scapegoat,” Olivier deduced. Cameron pointed a finger at her in confirmation. At least the turned here weren’t in contact with the turned from the other Orders. That would be a bigger nightmare.

      Cameron continued. “They’re enraged that her life was considered more precious than his. Not just because she’s older. Because she’s Born, and Randall was turned. They believe they are being treated as inferior.”

      “Damn it. That’s not true,” I said weakly.

      He shrugged. “Just repeating.”

      “Any ideas how we can calm them down?” Olivier asked him.

      He sighed and shrugged again. “I don’t know. Honestly. They’re upset. And every time they meet to talk about it, they get even more upset. It’s getting bigger and bigger.”

      Renard had recovered enough to turn back to us. “The point of no return is near,” he said, his voice scratchy. He was right. If this wasn’t contained soon, it never would be.
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      I tried hard to think of how I could talk to the turned and steer them off this path. If we did that with all the turned in all the Orders, they’d stop causing trouble and things would go back to normal.

      I hoped.

      Olivier followed me down to the turned dormitory, but it was empty. Rows of coffins with not a soul in the room. I pushed my senses out to examine every coffin, and even the bathrooms at the end of the long chamber, but there were no vampires to be had.

      I made quick work down the walkway until I got to the companion dormitory. The humans were in their living room area, watching tv and playing cards. They all stood and straightened when Olivier and I came into the room.

      “Where are they?” I demanded, trying to keep my tone less harsh than I was feeling. I wasn’t about to hurt the humans, but they might try to lie about where the turned were, and I wasn’t in the mood for it. “I will not tolerate lying, so tell us where they are.”

      An older woman looked terrified, but she spoke up. “They went for a walk.”

      “A walk?” Olivier questioned, like that was a ridiculous idea, going for a walk. The human’s heart rate sped up.

      “All of them?” I asked the woman. “That seems improbable.”

      Another human took the woman’s hand for comfort. Her heartbeat slowed down just enough where it didn’t sound like a racehorse at full speed. “They do it a lot right at sunset,” said the human male holding the woman’s hand. “They just go for a walk together. They come back a few hours later.”

      “All of them?” I repeated.

      He shrugged and gulped. “Not usually all of them.”

      Olivier grasped my elbow to turn me away from the humans. “Why are they so afraid of us?”

      I glanced back at them. They did look scared. “Because I just yelled at them?”

      She shook her head. “No. They looked that way before you even spoke.” I scanned the humans with my senses this time, and I saw marks and bruises on their bodies. The ultimate sign of mistreatment by their masters, for only we could make marks like the ones I was seeing. I put my hand over my mouth, trying to keep the shock hidden.

      Fucking Christ, what was happening?

      “How,” I asked her between my fingers. “How could we not have seen this? Damn it.”

      She sighed heavily and scrubbed a hand down her face. “Because we weren’t looking. We expected obedience.”

      “We’ve been fools.” I stepped away from her. “Pack up your things,” I told the humans. “Your contracts are over. Once you’re packed, I will take you to Othello’s secretary to get your contract payout. Transportation into town will be provided for you.”

      The humans got to action, but their masters returned before they were finished packing. Olivier and I stood in the doorway, a barrier between the turned and the humans.

      “Have a nice walk?” Olivier said sarcastically when the turned reached us.

      It was clear that they had a new leader now, the man standing at the head of the group, looking at me like I was something he’d stepped in. He appeared as cold-hearted as Randall, though sadly more volatile. I searched my memory for his name and came up with Wyatt.

      “Are we not allowed to leave the premises?” he answered, with just as much sarcasm as Olivier had offered. He tried to glance over my shoulder and saw the humans packing their things. His eyes narrowed but he managed to maintain his composure. “Did you tell our companions they could do that?”

      “They’ve been dismissed,” I informed him, moving to block his view. “You breached the contract by harming them.”

      He grinned in an innocent fashion. “Harm them? We did no such thing.”

      I took a step out of the doorway to get closer to him. “What, are you going to tell me those bruises happened on their own? That the humans are running their own little fight club down here?” I poked a finger to his chest. “I’m not stupid. And you’ve crossed the line. Your companion privileges are revoked indefinitely.”

      He grinned down at me with full confidence, even though I still had a finger against his chest. “You don’t have the authority to dismiss our companions.”

      “Actually, I do.”

      “Right,” he said with humor. “Because you’re Born, and I’m turned. Is that it? Any Born can dismiss our companions, but I can’t dismiss yours, even if you’re beating it black and blue. Isn’t that true?”

      He had me there. He was correct.

      “That’s irrelevant,” I said firmly, but I’d already lost my control over the situation. He twisted back to his fellow vampires and gave them a knowing look.

      “Like always,” he said with a practiced air. “The rules only apply to us, but not them. Never them.”

      I felt Olivier grab my elbow again and push me gently out of the doorway. The humans followed her, and the turned moved out of the way for them to pass.

      “No response?” Wyatt said, grinning in his triumph. I gave him a long look before I followed Olivier out of the dormitory.
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        * * *

      

      “This is so bad,” Olivier whispered as we made our way through the castle. “Companions mistreated and we didn’t even notice.” Her shame matched my own. I was supposed to protect the humans here. I was failing at everything.

      “They mistreated them on purpose. The turned wanted us to dismiss their companions to make a point, damn them.”

      “And we walked right into it,” she grumbled. We explained the situation to Marie, who promptly wrote every human a check double the amount originally promised and called someone to bring a bus for them. This one time, she didn’t look at me with contempt, rather that she and I were on the same level. It comforted me until the humans were all gone and she glared at me so I’d go away.

      Othello was shocked when we relayed what had happened, but he informed us to all go to bed and try to salvage the situation the next day.

      As Cameron and Renard had not done anything wrong, their companions had not been dismissed, and we brought them upstairs with us. I’d been decorating one for a nursery, and one for guests, in case Balthazar came back after our daughter was born, so everyone had a bed to sleep in.

      I wasn’t in the mood for sleep. I sat outside the massive birdcage in my living room and watched my cardinal and lovebird play together. Kanoa and Blythe. They were always happy. The horrible way my life was going didn’t affect them.

      Would that I were a bird, where my joy in life was sitting on the same branch as my only friend. I knew exactly who that friend would be. The one I would never see again. He wasn’t my only friend if I was being honest, but he was the only one I wanted by my side.

      With my eyes closed, I consciously tried to conjure my delusion of him next to me on the plush, fawn colored carpet. What would he say about all of this?

      “It’s all going to shit, isn’t it?”

      Knight was suddenly sitting next to me on the floor. He smiled at me and I wanted to reach out and touch him, to hold him to me, but I didn’t for fear it would break the fantasy. His eyes went down to my round stomach and I put my hand over it as if that would hide it from him.

      “You got fat,” he remarked. I wanted to smack him on the arm, but I just laughed in happiness that I could hear him be insulting again. Both times I’d seen him before I hadn’t really talked to pretend Knight.

      “Are you dead?” I asked him, a stupid question, but I didn’t care.

      He shrugged and smiled. “Am I even real?”

      “Fair point,” I said with a grin. My mouth curled downward and it trembled a bit as I looked him over. His hair was longer and starting to curl past his neck. Thick black shanks of it fell forward in front of his eyes, and I wanted to smooth them back. His skin looked a shade darker from being in the sun. He was wearing a faded brown and white plaid shirt with blue jeans, clothes I’d never seen him in before. His feet were bare and his toenails were caked with mud. I couldn’t smell the mud or his scent, or anything of the man sitting next to me.

      I wanted to tell him how much I missed him. How much I was dying inside without him. How the only thing keeping me above water was my child, but I couldn’t mention her around him, even if he was just a mirage. I was still ashamed, and I couldn’t bear for his eyes to no longer look at me with love. I wanted to tell him how much I needed him, how much it was destroying me inside not knowing if he was dead or not. How hard it was to live with myself after the choices I’d made.

      “I’m a failure,” I said finally, letting out a big breath.

      “I doubt that,” he replied.

      “No. No, I am. I’ve failed the other vampires. The Born counted on me to keep the turned in line, but I failed. They’re rising up everywhere. I failed the humans. I failed to protect them. And I failed…” I tightened my hand around my stomach. “I failed you.”

      “Are you still trying?” I looked over at him. He’d straightened up and was facing me, his gaze stern but gentle. “Have you given up?”

      “No.”

      He gave me a small smile. “Then you haven’t failed me. You promised to stay strong. That means never giving up.” His optimism saddened me, and I felt even worse than I had before I’d started dreaming him up beside me. I looked away and felt tears come to my eyes.

      “You’re not real. You’re gone.”

      I felt his hot breath in my ear as he planted a very real kiss, on my cheek, and for the slightest moment I could smell his scent beside me. “I’m not.”

      A knock on my door brought me out of the fantasy, and the warmth on my cheek faded, as did Knight’s image. I got up, wiped my cheeks, and answered the door. It was Olivier.

      “Get everyone up. Othello’s been taken.”
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      The news that Othello had been abducted was shocking. More than shocking. Unheard of. Like hearing that Christmas wasn’t a thing anymore, or aliens had arrived on the planet. My brain simply could not process the information.

      Othello was gone.

      I stood in the bigger drawing-room with its hunter green walls and velvet curtains as the rest of the Born were roused from their sleep and came down for the news.

      They didn’t take it well.

      First, we had to tell everyone he’d been abducted. Then Olivier had to describe over their shouting and talking that the turned had taken him and they were also gone. It was a two for one night.

      The shouting got louder. My senses became clogged with their fear, anxiety, anger, and shock. I could barely breathe for the emotions around me. I felt Arthur’s hand on my arm to steady me, and I heaved in several big breaths. My baby’s little feet came into play, kicking upwards at me to get my attention. Both helped me calm down enough to hear what everyone was saying.

      “We have to get the Council back here now.”

      “What could they do? They’re not in charge of our Order. They can’t bring him back.”

      “We should question the humans in town. See what they know.”

      “Maybe someone here knows something.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous, no one here would willingly participate in the abduction of a vampire leader.”

      “But the fact remains, we are leaderless.”

      Olivier got a word in, enough to say, “In the event of a Head being unable to do his or her job, the leadership goes to the next oldest vampire.”

      And that’s when everyone turned to stare at me.

      Oh fucking hell. Yep. That’s right. I was the next oldest vampire. Even Olivier was a few decades my junior. It was hard to believe that I was older than Arthur as well, but I had him beat by at least a century.

      “Surely,” one of them huffed, “Othello had a say in who took over his position?” Maybe Othello had appointed someone else? Please say he appointed someone else.

      I thought Olivier showed great restraint in keeping her fingers off that vampire’s neck. Instead, she took a deep, dignified breath, and stared him down.

      “Othello’s opinion on the matter is unfortunately irrelevant. Lisbeth is the next oldest of us.” I deflated in disappointment. Defeated by age. I didn’t want his job. I couldn’t even do my own job.

      The question of ‘do I have to?’ almost passed my lips, but I glanced at everyone’s faces around me and knew how to slip into the position of authority, even if I didn’t want to. Reassurance.

      I stood up, one hand on my belly and the other clenched into a fist at my side. Without me even asking, Arthur boosted me onto one of the green leather ottomans and helped me balance with my hand gripped tightly in his own. The room quieted just enough for me to speak.

      “Tonight is a difficult night. I know you’re all upset, and I know you’re anxious for this to be resolved. We will do everything we can to find Othello and bring him back as soon as possible. And if he is lost for good, I hope…” I swallowed and noticed a quickly fading image of Knight in the back of the room. When had I conjured him back? “I hope that I can lead you with the same dedication that he did.” They waited for more, but as pep talks went, that was my limit. “The Hunters will be on guard, so please go back to your rooms and get some sleep. We’ll start fresh tomorrow.”

      All of the civilians left, leaving me standing on the ottoman feeling like a fool, still holding onto Arthur’s hand in a room full of vampire Hunters. Arthur helped me down, gripping my thickened waist gently and setting my feet onto the carpet before taking a step back.

      “Olivier, I need all hands on deck. We have to find Othello,” I told her once I’d steadied myself. “I want every Hunter we can spare out and looking.” She nodded and left with the group to delegate their task, but Arthur stayed behind, waiting for his orders. I wished I was holding his hand again.

      “How am I supposed to lead them when I caused this?” I asked him, staring off in a haze at the green carpet.

      “I wouldn’t go that far,” he commented, his tone dropping like he regretted mouthing off to me. “You didn’t do anything. None of this was your fault.”

      Feeling weary, from more than just that night’s events, I started leaving the room with him right behind me. “If I want your platitudes, I’ll ask for them.”

      “You’re assuming I care about your feelings. I have no reason to butter you up.”

      Stopping at the door, I turned slightly to smile up at him. “You forget, I’m your boss now. Butter away, soldier.”

      His mouth twitched with the effort to keep his face straight. “Fair enough.”
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        * * *

      

      I did not want Othello’s job, as I said. I knew how to manage the turned, or I used to until they decided to go psycho and kidnap him, but I also knew enough about the Born to know that managing them, compared to the turned, was the difference between raising a pig and raising a cat. The turned being pigs that are usually docile, and the Born being cats that are preening divas. Plus, the Born liked the idea of being managed by their leader, but it didn’t mean that they liked someone else making their decisions, or telling them to do things they weren’t on board with. And I now had the authority to do so. I could literally tell anyone in the Order to do anything and they would have to do it. A manicure, killing someone, making me biscuits, having a tweet war with Anna Kendrick. I was the master now.

      The master of the Order was lying in her bed, rubbing her ever-growing belly and staring at the embossed ceiling when there was a knock at her door. I had barely slept the night before, my mind too consumed with the knowledge that I could no longer be lazy and I’d have to actually work again. I’d have to learn how to do a job I had no experience in, and be an authority figure over people I either barely knew or disliked. Or they disliked me.

      “Open the door, Lisbeth, or I’ll use the master key,” Olivier said from the hallway. I got up and put a robe on over my pajamas, passing Cameron on the couch still muttering Japanese swear words in his sleep, and opened the door to Olivier with a hand on her hip looking at me like I was late to my own party.

      “I’m the boss now,” I reminded her in a sarcastic tone. “You can’t barge into my room.”

      “Technically, you’ve always been my boss, and I get your job if you’re abducted too, so…” She shrugged with an excited grin so I flicked her arm with my finger. After I changed my clothes, I followed her downstairs to my new destiny.

      Marie was there to greet us when we reached the business hallway that contained Othello’s old office, now my office. She was blocking the way, as if I was surprised, clutching a blue folder to her chest like I was going to take it from her.

      “Madam Lisbeth,” Marie said respectfully. She tipped her head and did a short little curtsey bow, then she gave my simple black dress a disapproving once-over.

      “I’m Madam now?” I asked her, genuinely curious since I’d never called Othello ‘Master Othello.’

      “Othello never preferred the prefix, but it is standard protocol for a leader.” Her fingers were gripping the blue folder so tightly I could see her starting to rip it on accident.

      “I prefer to not have it either if that’s acceptable,” I said.

      She tipped her head at me again. “I was hoping…” she said quietly, her eyes darting around so she wouldn’t have to look at me. “I was hoping that I could keep my position as the leader’s assistant. I know that we aren’t exactly close, but I’ve been the assistant for two hundred years, and well… I don’t really know anything else.”

      “Ummm…” I said awkwardly. “I mean, I wasn’t aware that I had the right to reassign the position?” Her silent glance was enough to say that I did. I shrugged. “I don’t want anyone else. I’m not familiar with this job. One of us should know what they’re doing. Might as well be you.”

      She smiled in relief and loosened her grip on the folder before it could be truly torn. “Arthur has requested a meeting with you as soon as you’re ready.”

      I glanced around the small waiting area, but he wasn’t there. “Can’t he just come find me?”

      Marie gave me a superior look, and I could tell she was making an effort to be nice since I’d saved her job. “Your schedule doesn’t work like that anymore.”

      Fuck me.

      Olivier left me to get acquainted with my new office. A quick scan of it said I would need some serious redecorating if I was, in fact, going to keep this position, which I very much so hoped not.

      Marie led me up to my desk where she placed the blue folder and adjusted it until it was perfectly straight, minus the deep finger marks she’d made on one corner. “Othello left this for his successor, in case someone ever became the leader without him here.”

      I eyed the folder with more scrutiny than I’d had when I was staring at the finger marks. “He knew this would happen?”

      “No,” she said with a mournful giggle. “He was very thorough. He wanted to make sure everything would be taken care of for any scenario.” She bobbed low to the carpet and twirled around before exiting my office.

      I picked up the folder, opening it to find a handwritten note from Othello addressed to me.
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        * * *

      

      Dear Lisbeth,

      I am aware that the requirement behind writing this letter is to address it to my successor. I have no way of knowing if that will be you, however, I remain hopeful that you’re the one reading this. Especially since most of what I say will not make sense to anyone else.

      Change is coming to our people, whether we want it to or not. In a way, I’m glad you’ll be there to guide them through it, because if any of us can, it’s you. You can expertly navigate through the waters of the masses until they have all sided with you, and trust you to bring them to a safe harbor. They don’t need to know whether or not you know what you’re doing. All they need to know is that you believe you can come out the other side into a better world.

      We are an old race. We don’t like to change, even if it means our destruction. Any resistance you find should be met with confidence. If someone tells you ‘we don’t do it like that,’ tell them, ‘we do now.’
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        * * *

      

      The letter was written on old, aged paper with a quill and ink, even though the wording suggested he had written it recently. Othello was nothing if not old fashioned. His words were deep and meaningful, and I didn’t deserve them, but I would try my best to earn them. I opened the top drawer to my left and slipped the letter into it.

      Marie burst in unannounced with Arthur right behind her. She sashayed up to me and dropped an envelope on my desk.

      “Arthur is here to see you,” she said smartly before turning around and going back out.

      “Arthur,” I said with a respectful nod to him, noting he’d gone for a more casual look with a black t-shirt that revealed the top of his Hunter tattoo.

      He looked as if meeting me in Othello’s office was completely normal. “I wish to remain at the Order and become your personal bodyguard.”

      I blinked and shook my head a few times, making sure my ears hadn’t heard wrong. “You what? You hate it here. And I know you don’t exactly like me either, Miss Rule Breaker and all.”

      He folded his hands in front of his toned body in a military business-like manner. I tried not to stare at his massive arms that were exposed with his short sleeves. “Those days are past. Your position is not safe with Othello having been abducted like that under our noses. I know how to guard someone properly, as you’ve seen.”

      He certainly did.

      “Will I be on house arrest again?” I said, only half serious. The tension inside me gave just a little, knowing he would be here when I needed him. Sure, he was still a total ass, but I would need him in my corner now.

      He almost smiled back at me. “No. But I will escort you to and from your office, as well as when you leave the castle. We’ll set up a security pad on your office door so that only authorized people can get in, same with your rooms.”

      “I give you permission to do whatever you deem necessary to protect everyone here, not just me. And I accept your request to be my bodyguard.”

      He relaxed, as if he’d been afraid I would refuse his offer. “I’ll bring you an itemized report of all the changes I’ll be implementing.”

      “Good.” I fiddled with my fingers and glanced down at the envelope Marie had brought. I didn’t recognize the handwriting.

      “Marie should be opening your mail from now on,” Arthur commented when he noticed the letter.

      “I’m not the president, for fuck’s sake,” I murmured. I picked up the envelope, a plain design like one buys in packs of 100 at the supermarket. I grabbed a fancy knife letter opener and slit it at the top, then pulled out the letter. The letter was nice paper with no letterhead, but embossed edges so it was definitely expensive. I opened it and a 2-dollar bill slid into my lap. The paper had four things written on it.

      “Congratulations on your new job.

      You’re not seeing things.

      Where does that door lead to?

      Signed, Sara the Amazing.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            15. Something hidden
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      At first, I was surprised she hadn’t mentioned my treatment of her, but she’d always seemed the forgiving type. Then I started giggling, going back and forth between the letter and the random 2-dollar bill. I kept laughing, getting louder by the second with tears pouring down my cheeks until I noticed Olivier standing next to Arthur. I’d laughed so loud I didn’t hear her coming in. I set the letter and the 2-dollar bill down on my desk and wiped my cheeks clean.

      “Yes?” I asked her calmly, a few giggles trying to escape.

      She raised a curved eyebrow at me so I’d know exactly how weird I was acting. “I’ve put out feelers for the nearby rogue vampires, in case anyone has seen the turned or Othello.”

      “And?”

      Her gaze turned dark with irritation. “And nothing. They haven’t seen anything. No one has seen anything. Not the humans, not the rogues, not anyone. The turned disappeared into thin air.”

      I leaned back in the enormous desk chair and thought it over for a few minutes. “What about the packs?”

      Olivier and Arthur both gave me shocked looks, that I would even consider involving the Lycans in our problems. You’d think I’d just stripped naked for their horror.

      I rolled my eyes at them and sighed. “Fine. Let’s ignore a completely legitimate alternative to finding Othello. Who knows? Maybe one day we’ll find his corpse at the bottom of the Grand Canyon.”

      Olivier frowned at me. “With all due respect, Madam Lisbeth, I would rather tear off my own head than side with the Lycans.”

      “We mean this with complete reverence for your position, but your opinion on this matter is biased,” Arthur added, though with less venom than Olivier.

      And there it was, my new life laid out so finely before me. People would no longer be willing to speak informally to me. It would be ‘with respect’ this, and ‘Madam Lisbeth’ that. I wanted to curse Othello’s name under the burning sun for being kidnapped, and then curse myself for being the next oldest. Damn it.

      I slumped further into my giant chair and sighed again. My stomach jumped a few times as if the child inside was checking to make sure I was okay. I rubbed near where the kicking was going on to reassure her, and she calmed down.

      “We apologize,” Arthur said with a more even tone, his eyes going to my belly as his expression tightened. “We are causing distress to your child.”

      My ironic laugh shook my stomach. “This entire job is causing distress to both of us.” And magically, they both relaxed, the formal tone leaving the room. I rubbed my belly in thanks. “Look,” I started. “I don’t want you two acting like that around me. No ‘Madam Lisbeth’, or ‘with respect.’ Not when we’re alone. You’re both my friends.” I glanced over at Arthur’s stoic iciness. “Sort of,” I added. “Let me pose the question again. The Lycans could help us.”

      “Hell no,” Olivier said with a firm shake of her head. “We don’t need them. We’ll never need them. We can find Othello and the turned on our own.”

      “And if you can’t?” I asked her.

      Arthur crossed his hands over his chest. “Have faith in our skills.”

      “Fine,” I answered in defeat.
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        * * *

      

      The best description of my attitude about their decision was pouting. I was pouting. I couldn’t say why, but I wanted relations between the vampires and Lycans to improve. Okay, fine. I could say why. Because maybe if our two species weren’t so against each other, maybe Knight would still be with me. I couldn’t salvage what I had had with him, but I could fix the animosity between our people in memory of it. In theory, anyway. Asking for it so soon after becoming their leader was probably not a wise choice. I was prepared to wait. I’d wait any amount of time for it to happen. As long as it did.

      After a week had passed and the Hunters still hadn’t found Othello. I was beginning to wonder if we ever would, since I doubted his survival was high on the turned’s list of priorities. Still, no matter the odds of him returning, I was unwilling to move into his suite, which would’ve involved evicting Marie, nor was I going to redecorate his office just yet. The only new things in it were two letters I kept in the top drawer of my desk. The one from Othello stayed in the envelope. The one from Sara I took out every day to re-read and try to figure out what she was thinking when she wrote such a cryptic thing.

      ‘You’re not seeing things.’

      Right. Of course I wasn’t. Because everyone sees their dead boyfriend chilling in their room when they get really sad. Why didn’t I think of that? Oh, right, because he only appeared when I wanted him to, which meant I was definitely delusional and needed therapy, or just stiffer alcohol, but that might make me see other things that weren’t there, like can-can dancers, or Thomas Jefferson.

      Even so, it wasn’t that line of her letter that was baffling me. It was the third line.

      ‘Where does that door lead to?’

      Door? What door? Unless there was a magic door that leads to Narnia and only opened on the second Tuesday of every month, I had no idea what door she was talking about, but that was Sara for you. Half of what she said made no sense, and the other half was worth paying attention to. I figured the thing about me seeing things was the no sense part, and the door was important. That meant I had to figure it out.

      So. Door. Hmm. I glanced around the room, but there was still the same number of doors are there had been the day before. Two. The double door entrance, and the one to the bathroom. No other doors. I had considered it might be a hidden door, but the wording in the note didn’t suggest that. Though, taking it at face value could be a mistake.

      I stood up, balanced my heavy belly with a hand over it, and walked over to the wall on my left. My fingers found no hidden switches or buttons. I continued down the wall, stopping at the large marble fireplace to rest.

      I rubbed my tummy. “Little one,” I said to it. “You’re making me out of breath. It’s embarrassing.” She kicked my hand in response. I couldn’t tell if she was being sassy or just liked kicking me when I talked to her. I slumped down into one of the fancy chairs by the fireplace and studied everything absently.

      Othello had fancy taste, more so than I used to. The trinkets on the fireplace ranged from Hercules to butterflies, but they were all made by very famous artisans. Their appeal was who made them, not what they looked like.

      There was one with rough edges in the shape of ‘The Thinker.’ It didn’t look expensive, in fact, it was made quite cheaply. I stood up and walked over to it. While the other trinkets were made from precious metals or stone, ‘The Thinker’ was made from plastic. I picked it up and expected a door to open in the wall or a hidden passage behind the fireplace.

      Nothing happened.

      I glared at the cheap statue in disappointment and shook my finger at it as punishment. How dare you get my hopes up, you hunk of plastic? I took it with me back to my desk and set it on the wooden surface before leaning back into my chair with a huff. Stupid statue pretending to be a clue. Now I’d never find the door.

      I stood up and pushed at the desk hard enough to move it, but it didn’t budge. That was weird. Why would Othello bolt down his desk? There was no reason to. I studied it for a clue and noticed there were two squares on the top of the desk. They looked like decorations, just part of the desk design, but one was sunken in with a lamp on top of it.

      The squares were the same size as the statue.

      I picked up the model and swiped away the pile of papers blocking the square. When I placed the statue onto the square, it sunk in and made a heavy clicking sound.

      This was so fucking awesome!!

      A panel on the left wall I’d just examined clicked and popped out. The seam was hidden with a line of wooden trim, and would never have been noticed since the rest of the room had the trim. Very clever, Othello.

      So. The big question.

      Where does that door lead to?
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      As soon as the panel popped out, I ran over and locked my office door. It’d probably be better to not be disturbed if I was dealing with secrets. Safe for now, I went back and opened the panel wider, finding behind it an actual door. And it was locked. Like, even if you found the hidden door in the first place, you still couldn’t get in.

      Astounding logic, Othello. Not.

      I fingered the lock and considered picking it, but since Othello had gone to this much trouble, I figured it wouldn’t be that simple. With that in mind, I went back to the desk and examined the statue and then the lamp in turn, which produced no key.

      If I were a key, where would I be?

      It would have to be a place no one would look, but easily accessible to Othello. I thought back to every time someone other than me had been in this room since my appointment as head of the Order.

      The one place no one dared touch was my chair.

      I found the key in between the top part and the seat cushion, and I had to applaud Othello for his thinking skills. No one would ever look in the chair for a secret key.

      I put the key in the lock and stopped. What was Othello hiding in here? Was it a slave? Was it his secret dirty magazine collection? Was it even important? Well, time to find out.

      The key was turned and the door opened before me. I stepped inside, waiting for a few seconds for my eyes to adjust before closing the door behind me. I could see the room well enough to see a cord hanging from the ceiling, so I pulled it. The secret room was a very tiny space with volumes of books on the narrow walls, a lamp table with no lamp, and a dusty armchair

      Books.

      He was hiding books.

      I had to pee, and I seriously was not digging this secret room of books. There were no books worth hiding like this. So why had he? Othello wasn’t secretive. He was open about everything he did. This made zero sense.

      Once again, I slumped down into a chair and stared around in confusion. There was a book on the lamp table, and I picked it up, flipping it over in my hands. What had Othello been reading? The book was very old and the writing smudged in several places where water had stained it.
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        * * *

      

      ‘Herein lies the account of the destruction wrought by the Born vampire, Anastasia Bathory.

      There was a time when the children of the Bicus lived in harmony with one another. Lycan and vampire considered ourselves brothers. We did not fight amongst each other, or with our brothers the Lycans. There was peace, one that was not won by war. It simply was.

      That all changed when Anastasia came to power.

      She was merely a fledgling, but she possessed a maturity that one would normally develop with age. She was a first-generation Born vampire, a rarity among us as the Bicus had been less and less involved in the lives of humans. Because of her heritage, her powers were beyond that of a normal Born vampire. She was empathic, and knew what you were feeling before you knew yourself. Her strength was unparalleled, and her beauty a poison that she wielded like a weapon.

      Before she was even thirty years old, something occurred in her life that twisted her mind. Whatever happened to her was known to the Council, but not to he that writes this account. I know not what changed inside her, but from that moment on, she became different. Terrifying.

      Eventually, she amassed an army of Lycans and overtook the vampire Orders. They slaughtered everyone they found, turned and Born alike. And when the vampires were dealt with, she turned on the Lycans and destroyed them as well.

      After that, she disappeared.

      We gathered together, Lycan and vampire alike, our alliance shattered by one insane female. Their numbers were down to maybe fifty, and ours even less. We tried to repair the peace, but Lycans had been betrayed by one of our kind, and because of this, they declared they would execute any vampire caught within their territory. We threatened the same, and almost started another war then and there.

      The Bicus appeared beside us before any more damage could be done. They announced that because of what had happened, they were finished with humans. Creating new vampires or werewolves would be banned among their kind. After the Bicus left us, we separated. The Lycans went one way, and we went another. We would never again share a home in brotherhood, and our lives were darker for it.

      Every vampire that survived Anastasia’s wrath was sworn to secrecy, on pain of death, about what had occurred. If another vampire ever had the inkling to do what she had done, the knowledge that it had been done before and sent us running with our tails between our legs would be enough to seal our coffin again. It was too risky.

      Not only that, anyone and everyone that had ever been on her side, friends and allies alike, were executed so that they couldn’t continue her reign of blood in her stead. Suffice it to say that many who had even a small inkling of feeling toward her, myself included, turned on her without blinking an eye in order to spare ourselves the pain of execution. It was not enough for some, and our numbers were reduced once more to eliminate traitors.

      I have thought long and hard about what happened to Anastasia. What drove her to madness? I had known other first-generation Born vampires, and none had ever behaved as she had. I replayed every memory, and I spoke to everyone who had survived, in secret of course. It turned up nothing, so I went further.

      Anastasia’s human mother, the Countess of Bathory, was as infamous as her child. Anastasia was born when her mother was married to another man. As soon as the baby vampire took her first breath, one of us was there to pick up the child and take it back to our castle. The vampire that had been at the birthing was dead, but some of the human witnesses were not. I found them, and I used mind control to find out what happened when Anastasia was born.

      The witnesses had only seen part of the birth, but they all agreed that something abnormal had happened. Something about Anastasia’s birth was different than a regular Born vampire birth. And so, I reasoned that perhaps Anastasia was not a normal vampire. We had all seen her powers, her beauty, and her cruelty.

      I found out nothing else about her, and though I searched the world a dozen times over, I could never find her again. Her bewitching smile and her destructive nature were lost forever. I found myself both relieved and broken to know I would never see her again.

      This book is the only written account of what happened when Anastasia Bathory destroyed us. I am breaking my vow of secrecy and risking death as the result, but I have never believed in keeping it a secret. Our kind should know what happened. Everyone should know about the wrath of Anastasia Bathory.

      Written by the faithful hand of James, a Born vampire.’
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        * * *

      

      I don’t know how long I sat there looking at the book in my hands, but it was well after I had finished reading it. The signature and seal at the bottom of the page confirmed that the book had been written by the James I knew, and not another less insane James that I wouldn’t mind asking about it.

      My memory recalled his conversation with me on the first day I’d been his slave.

      “Have you ever wondered why there are so few older Born?” he’d asked me.

      “Sometimes,” I’d answered.

      Then he’d said, “I’ve often thought about it. No one really knows for sure why. There are so many rumors surrounding the topic that one can hardly discern any actual facts.” Now I was confused. Why had he said that? Maybe in his insanity he’d forgotten about her? Or maybe it was his oath. But why bring it up in the first place?

      And Anastasia Bathory. I knew the name, knew even more so the story of her mother, the Countess of Bathory, a supposed serial killer of young maidens. Her daughter, it seemed, was just as ruthless.

      The mysterious circumstances of Anastasia’s birth stuck with me. James had penned in how different she was from other vampires. Could it be that she was the product of an Incubus and a vampire? Her mother certainly had had a lust for blood, though by all accounts she had been human. I knew well enough how much history had been altered over the centuries, it stood to reason her story had been as well.

      I had too many questions, and the only person who could answer them was James. Fuck me. That was perfect. I had to not only see the man that bit and controlled me for weeks, I had to personally invite him over. I rubbed a hand over my belly and tried to convince myself it would be worth it.

      Stiff from sitting for so long, I got up, stretched enough to feel some bones pop in my neck, and put the contraband book back on the lamp table. I walked over to the door and prepared to turn the handle before I heard shouting outside it.

      “Lisbeth? Lisbeth, answer this damn door before I break it down!” Arthur was shouting outside my office. I remembered I’d locked the office door, and I had no idea how long I’d been in the hidden room. Quickly, I pulled the light string and left the dark room. The panel clicked closed behind me when I pushed on it. I hurried over to the office door and swung it open after flipping the lock.

      “You woke me up!” I shouted at Arthur. Olivier was beside him trying to stop him from denting the door, but he already had. My beautiful doors were marred with giant knuckle holes dotted in red.

      “You were sleeping?” Olivier asked in utter disbelief. “We’ve been out here for half an hour. No one sleeps that hard.”

      I shrugged, looking at Arthur’s bloodied fists with a frown. Why had he freaked out like that? “I do. Sometimes. Especially while pregnant. Also, you ruined my doors.”

      He dropped his hands to his sides in defeat. Some emotion passed across his face, and if I had to put a name to it, it was relief. “We thought you’d been taken.” I almost felt bad, since he looked so uncharacteristically upset.

      “I’m fine,” I assured him gently. “In fact, I’m going to go back to my nap now. Did you need anything else?”

      Across the hall, Marie gasped, drawing my attention to her standing next to her desk. She had her desk phone pressed to her ear, and whatever she was hearing was causing her great distress. Had they found Othello? If they had, her face said he was dead. She calmly hung up the phone with as little movement as necessary, and stood silent for a few moments, just staring off into space.

      “Marie?” I asked her as calmly as I could. “Who was on the phone?”

      She was very composed, in a way that was completely abnormal for her. I felt like she was about to burst into pieces. Since she hadn’t answered me yet, Arthur and Olivier turned to her and were equally wary of her behavior.

      “Tha…” She faltered and swallowed to clear her throat. “That was the Order Qiángdù. They had news about the Order Gennadi.”

      “Don and Faith are there,” Olivier said, naming the Hunters Arthur had dispatched to that Order. “What happened?”

      Marie finally met my eyes. “The turned attacked all of the Born there and executed them.”

      We were all frozen in horror.

      “What about the Hunters we sent?” Olivier asked quietly.

      Swallowing again, Marie met her eyes too. “There were no survivors.”
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      It seemed that every horrible event that had happened to me during that year was steadily getting worse so that each time it progressed up the scale of suck, I was at least a little prepared. Except that I wasn’t prepared for this news.

      An entire Order of Born vampires slaughtered.

      The turned had even filmed the affair and sent it to every Order as a message which very clearly indicated that this was what they had planned for all of us.

      We were in deep shit. And that was an understatement.

      I paced my office trying to figure out our next move. I was tired from my pregnancy, not to mention it was well past midnight. Even though I was the head of the Order and could technically make all the decisions by myself, I still needed to pretend that the other Born had a say-so. And that meant I had to patronize their constant arguing about what we were going to do.

      “We have to contact the other Orders,” one commanded.

      Arthur watched my pacing, wiping the blood off his hands with some tissues from my desk. “Any number of them could be compromised by now,” he countered. “We have no way of knowing if the turned have overthrown more of the Orders.”

      “Olivier,” I interrupted. “Each Order still has Hunters there, right?” She nodded. “Let’s contact them. They’re loyal to us, and the turned will be hard pressed to overpower them. They can help get the Born to safety.”

      “On it,” Olivier said, whipping her phone out.

      “So, all the Born are going to come here?” someone asked.

      “This is the safest Order right now,” I told him. “The turned are gone.”

      “Not all of them,” he said back. Olivier froze, and I felt everyone give me a meaningful glance, indicating they had all been thinking this but hadn’t vocalized it until that moment.

      “No,” I argued wearily. “Not them. Cameron and Renard live here.” That was one thing I couldn’t bear.

      “No one will feel safe with them here. Not after Gennadi.” What he really meant was WE don’t feel safe.

      Olivier looked up from her phone to scowl at the people around her. “So you’re going to pin the deeds of the turned on them? They had nothing to do with anything that’s happened, and all of you know it.” I glanced at Arthur for his opinion on the matter.

      “Cameron and Renard are on our side,” he admitted, tossing the tissues away. “But…”

      “But?” Olivier interrupted in a huff, whirling on him. “But??”

      “If they don’t feel safe, they won’t come here. And then they’ll be in danger,” Arthur finished.

      Olivier looked like she wanted to make a phone shaped dent in his skull. “And that means you’ll throw out my mate just to make the other Born happy?”

      “No,” I repeated to him. “Cameron and Renard are non-negotiable. They stay.”

      I thought that my word would be final, but of course, it could never be that simple. Before I’d even sat down to rest, one of the other vampires said one phrase that summed up my future.

      “It seems as if you would put your personal feelings before your position as our leader?” Bitch what?

      Laid out very neatly in front of me were my options.

      Option 1. Evict Renard and Cameron

      Option 2. Evict Cameron and Renard

      Once again, I had to put Cameron and Renard second, and the needs of the Order first. This really did feel like an ‘us or them’ thing, which was exactly what had started the turned rebellion in the first place.

      Olivier finished texting the Hunters without a word or glance at me, but several meaningful scowls at Arthur. “Five of them haven’t answered,” she grumbled after a few minutes. “The other seven got the message. They’re gathering the Born and will escape as soon as possible.” She pocketed her phone and left the room without another word.

      The others didn’t notice her departure, or didn’t care since we’d already stabbed her in the heart, me included. I was a turncoat now, so I could add that to my list of fuckups. As if I needed more things to feel guilty about, now I had to throw out my friends.

      I dismissed the other Born until it was only Arthur and myself in the room. He stood silently by, waiting for an order, or for me to leave so he could follow me. Standing up, I braced myself with one hand on my desk and the other on my belly. Had my belly grown heavier since I’d sat down? I rubbed it and felt a responding nudge from my baby.

      Now would’ve been the perfect time for a vision of Knight to appear and comfort me. Try as I might, he didn’t appear, and I felt like a wilted rose, leaning against my desk.

      “I guess this is the price I have to pay to keep my people safe.” The words left my lungs like acid, burning all the way up my throat. Knight, please come. I need you. My eyes closed to stave off tears and despair, but suddenly someone was there, holding me in their arms. My heart leaped for an instant before I realized it was… Arthur.

      “This never happened,” he declared gently, his large hands splayed across my back. He was so warm, despite his constant frosty attitude, and I snuggled into him, trying not to think about who I was hugging. The precious few seconds in his arms was enough to put the pieces of myself back together.

      I brought a hand up to rest over the sword tattoo on his chest, covered by his black t-shirt. A feeling deep inside me was welling up, a feeling of safety and strength, one I’d only ever felt in Knight’s arms, and it was making me feel something for the icy man I’d held in contempt for so long. That brought me out of his embrace and a few steps back. I cleared my throat, unwilling to meet his eyes.

      “Arthur,” I said with a low voice, though no one could overhear us. “I need you to do something for me when they’re gone.”

      He responded without a single moment of hesitation. “As long as it’s not illegal.” Anyone else would’ve said that with cheek, but Arthur had no sense of humor.

      I relayed what I wanted, and he approved it before we left my office, as if the hug had never happened. He followed me down the long hallway, past the kitchen, and into the entryway of the castle. Olivier had apparently gathered Cameron and Renard already, and they stood next to her amidst the other castle residents. The strength of everyone’s fear, and the absolution of their glares directed at Cameron and Renard, erased any hope I’d harbored that I could somehow talk my fellow vampires out of this. Gennadi was etched into their minds forever, and their mistrust of the turned was fortified. I doubted they would ever trust the turned again.

      Renard looked forlorn. His home was betraying him after all he’d done in service for us. Cameron’s face was determined, and he met my eyes without sadness, only a nod of understanding for my position on the matter. It should’ve made me feel better, but it didn’t.

      I tried to speak and my voice refused to comply. My vocal cords had already given into my sorrow even if my brain did not. With a deep breath and a quick throat clear, I managed to say something.

      “I regret to…” No. That sounded too formal. They were my friends. “I’m sorry, but…” Shit, that was wrong too. How could I possibly say that I was sorry when I was the one carrying this out? No one spoke up for me to finish what I had to say. I was alone. “You all know what happened at Gennadi. The massacre of Born vampires at the hands of the turned has poisoned any affection that we…” The words rose like bile that I swallowed down firmly. “…that we feel for those that would slaughter the innocent. And even though we know that the two turned housed here had nothing to do with it, the Born do not feel safe anymore. Not around the turned.” I clenched my hands at my sides until I felt my nails pierce the skin. “As such, your companions have been dismissed, and you will quit this house immediately with no possessions and no financial assistance.” On cue, the large double entrance doors were opened. “There’s the door. You are no longer welcome here.”

      My eyes would no longer focus, and I couldn’t see past the tears flowing down my cheeks. The sound of two pairs of shoes exiting my home echoed in my ears, and I could bear it no longer.

      I wanted to yell at everyone who stood there beside me. I wanted to ask if they felt better now. If throwing out my family somehow increased their safety, but I was tired. I was tired of this year, tired of the pain, and I wanted it to be over already. Instead of unloading all of that in front of everyone, I turned and trudged slowly up the stairs until I couldn’t see their faces anymore.
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      I didn’t want to see anyone. Losing Cameron in such a fashion had broken me. I had no strength to face anything now. If I spent the rest of my pregnancy in bed alone, I’d be fine with it. I’d bring back the custom of the confinement before birth. I was more than familiar with solitude.

      The next morning, I wasn’t surprised when I heard my bedroom door open, even though I’d locked it. Who had come in, though, I had little doubt it was anyone except my former captor.

      I snuggled further under the covers. “Fuck off,” I informed the intruder. I smelled scones with cherry jam and a pot of vanilla tea. Arthur set a tray down on my nightstand, and he retreated from my bed, sitting down in the wicker reading chair I’d put next to the built-in bookcases. He glanced at the book I’d been reading, one about Djinn and weather controllers, and picked it up to read the jacket. He put it back down when he realized it was chick lit. “Get out,” I ordered him.

      “Eat,” he countered, pointing to the tray. I reached a defiant hand out from the covers and took one of the scones, dipped it in the cherry jam, and took a large bite. It was good. Damn him. He sat in the wicker chair while I ate, saying nothing.

      Eventually, I had to sit up so I could drink the tea. I dragged myself out of the tangle of blankets and pulled my long curls back into a ponytail. The tea was warm and soothing, but alas, it didn’t help soothe me. Talking probably would, but it wouldn’t make it better. I studied the simple white china and ran my fingernail along the bottom of it in thought.

      “Did you regret it?” I asked Arthur. He looked up at me, still silent. “Did you regret killing your mate and child?”

      “She broke the law,” was his answer.

      I took another sip. “Not what I asked.” I scraped at the teacup again and set it back on the tray. “I just evicted my family. A man who means more to me than anyone here, even Olivier. And why?” I scoffed with a sigh. “I don’t even have the excuse of following the law. It was because of fear. And don’t think I’m not taking what the turned are doing seriously, because I am. But Cameron never betrayed us. He and Renard were loyal in their service, and still. Still. They were turned out like criminals. As if I needed more reasons to hate myself.”

      I slumped back against my pillows and rubbed my hands over my belly to comfort myself. Everything inside me was wishing Arthur would take me in his arms again, and the mere idea of me wanting that was putting me at unease. I’d just started closing my eyes again when I heard Arthur speak.

      “Yes.” My eyes popped open in shock. He was standing at the windows on the other side of the room so I couldn’t see his face. “I regretted it.” Was he crying? I would’ve thought it ridiculous, but this felt like a vulnerable moment for him. He’d seen me exposed emotionally, maybe I’d see him like that too. “Her blood frenzy could’ve been avoided.”

      “So you blame yourself?”

      “No. Blame, no blame, it doesn’t reverse what happened. But it could’ve been prevented. And I hated myself for betraying her for a long time. It changed who I am inside. I have no line between guilty and slightly less guilty. There’s only innocent and lawbreaking. That’s why Olivier left the Hunters. She couldn’t follow someone who wasn’t lenient.” He scrubbed a hand down his jaw. “I’m not the type of person to hate who they are, but it’s been a long time since I could say I liked myself. Lately though, I think I’ve been changing. And I’m not saying I’m completely different now, because I’m not. But I will say this. No matter how necessary it was, and I do believe it was necessary, Cameron and Renard did not deserve to be cast out like that. They were trustworthy. And I know you feel guilty about having to carry out the other vampires’ wishes, but it wasn’t your fault. They were in the wrong, not you.”

      “Thank you,” I said quietly. He stiffened but he didn’t turn around. “You are unabashedly honest, and while it might be one of your annoying qualities, I do admire it.” I studied the curves and planes of his back, wondering what they would feel like under my hands. “I’m sorry about your mate. Causing the death of a loved one is something I can identify with.”

      “I’m…” he started and stopped, probably regretting what he was about to say. “I’m sorry I let the Lycans take your wolf in. I didn’t know he was harmless. You can blame his death on me too. There’s no need for you to carry that burden. It was me.” I swung my legs over the side of the bed, intending to get up and stand beside him, or behind him, anything to be closer to that safe feeling he’d brought me. “Stay,” he ordered when he heard me moving. “Stay over there.” Was he so compromised that he didn’t want comfort? Or maybe he didn’t need comfort in the same way I did.

      I hesitated, staying beside my bed, away from him. “I’m going to say something, and if you try and hold it against me later, I will lie my ass off.” That made him turn his head slightly, enough where I could see the scar that ran down his rugged cheek. “You were doing your job. I won’t blame you for it, so stop trying to be noble. It doesn’t suit you.”

      “I did what you asked. There’s something on the tray for you,” he said, as if I hadn’t spoken.

      I noticed a small folded paper in the little flower vase. I picked it up and unfolded it to see Cameron’s handwriting.
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      ‘Lisbeth,

      I can’t say I wasn’t expecting this to happen, so don’t blame yourself. In fact, I’ve been anticipating it for months. I knew that eventually, things would come to a head, and the Order would turn us away.

      I couldn’t prevent this, no matter how hard I tried, but that doesn’t mean I won’t stop trying. There’s only one thing I can do to help, and that’s infiltrating the turned ranks. I know it’s dangerous. Regardless, I must do this. If this war is to happen, I’ll do my part to help end it.

      I’ll be careful. I know we’ll meet again in more peaceful days. I love you.

      Cameron’
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        * * *

      

      Cameron was gone. He was off risking his life trying to fix the mess others like me had made. My optimism regarding his survival was not high.

      Olivier was gone. Her official reason was a more in-depth search for Othello, but I knew the real reason. She was angry at me for throwing her lover out. She hadn’t said so, and perhaps it was my guilty conscience convincing me of her anger, but nevertheless, she had still left.

      I was gone. With my spirit broken, I wandered around the castle day after day, feeling as if I was watching my life from a distance. I was alone now. With no friends, no family, no lover, no father-figure, or whatever Othello had been. I was utterly on my own.

      Arthur was the only constant now, and we were riding that line where I wasn’t sure if we were friends or if we were something else, but we had more respect for each other than we used to, and I had a feeling respect translated to something different in his mind.

      My only escape was the hidden library in my office. I spent most of my free time there, reading almost every book on every shelf, and though the room was small, it had plenty of both. Some weren’t in English, but I spoke many languages, and those that I didn’t were easy enough to learn.

      The content of said books was largely disappointing, though not dull in content. They were simply chronicles of vampires that had come before me. Tales of vampires who had built the pyramids, influenced cultures to be born, razed Rome to the ground, and many other things in history that did not surprise me in the least that vampires were behind them.

      Pompeii? Vampires.

      War of the roses? Vampires.

      Library of Alexandria? Vampires. (Yeah, thanks for that, fuck ups.)

      It seemed my kind left destruction in our wake wherever we went. Maybe that’s why Anastasia Bathory had done what she did. Karma? It was sufficiently ironic.

      The volume about Anastasia’s treachery was the only book in the room that was probably forbidden. I read and re-read it dozens of times, and every time I did, I became more convinced that Anastasia had been a half-Bicus half-vampire. Bi-pire. And I needed to know if that was the fate that awaited my child, a life of violence and terror.

      There were two things that prevented me learning anything about her that wasn’t written in the volume.

      1. Anastasia had disappeared, and since I’d never heard her story in my 400+ years, I had little doubt she was still missing, or dead.

      2. James was the only vampire who knew anything about her, as far as I knew, and the only one who wouldn’t be upset by me asking.

      Therein lay my problem. If I wanted to learn more, I would have to break two rules. I’d have to consort, again, with a vampire that disobeyed the blood limit law, not to mention biting vampires to control them, which was a horrible thing to do even if there wasn’t a law about it, and I’d have to ask him to talk about a vampire of whom information regarding her was banned on pain of death.

      The only way this could be accomplished was if my only ally helped me. And lucky me, that ally was a rule junkie. A rule junkie that was knocking on my door.

      I set the Anastasia book back onto the lamp table and left the room quickly. It clicked shut behind me just as Arthur entered the office. He bowed in his short military manner and flicked his eyes behind me to the secret door. Had he seen it move?

      “Another group has arrived,” he informed me. Since Gennadi, Born vampires had been coming in slowly from all over, seeking refuge in our home. With every larger group came a member of the Council, on which I now held a seat. “Castilla was with them.”

      I breathed a sigh of relief that she was unharmed. “Set her up on the top floor with the rest of the Council.” Space was becoming a precious commodity now, and we had to put safety over privacy. Arthur had given up his rooms and was now bunking on my couch. Even the Council had to share their rooms with each other. It was a necessary sacrifice, but some of them acted like it was completely intolerable. I told them in the most polite way to stick it up their ass.

      “Olivier sent word,” Arthur said once I’d waddled over to my chair. I was hopeful and scared all at once. Was it bad news? Did she tell me to go suck blood and die? “She hasn’t found Othello yet, but she thinks she has a lead. She’ll update us soon.” Looking away, I fiddled with my fancy feather pen. “And also, I know about the secret room with the contraband book.”

      I’d never been good at faking things, so my surprised, “What secret room?” had about as much effect as a 1.0 on the Richter scale. Arthur gave me the most apathetic look I’d ever seen on his blank face. He didn’t even bother looking skeptical. “Okay, fine. I’m shit at lying.”

      “Yes, you are.”

      I narrowed my eyes at him and imagined how it would feel to strangle him. “So?”

      “So?” he repeated, raising an eyebrow at me.

      “Are you going to turn me into the authorities?” I asked with a gulp.

      He crossed his arms over his broad chest. “It might surprise you to discover this, but you are the authorities. I answer to you.”

      “You’re the puppy of the Council. I’m not the Council.”

      “No, but you’re on the Council. And I signed paperwork that means my allegiance to you is surmount to any other loyalty. Including the Council,” he added.

      Oh. “That was in the paperwork?”

      “You didn’t read it,” he stated, not the least bit surprised.

      “There was a huge stack that day. I didn’t want to read all of them,” I said defensively. He let out a breath that was almost a sigh, which in Arthur speak meant he was rolling his eyes internally. I was less annoyed with his annoyance at me and more excited by the fact that he had just solved one of my problems. I leaned forward and put my elbows on my desk, then I nestled my chin in my hands and smiled at him. “So…”

      His mouth twitched, the ice of his eyes about to turn me into an icicle. “Don’t look at me with that face ever again.”

      I scowled at him and dropped my folded hands onto my desk. “Fine. I need you to do something for me. And it involves breaking the rules.”

      “Does in involve killing another vampire, killing a human, or not killing a Lycan?”

      “Nope.”

      “Then done.”

      I hadn’t expected him to be so chill with it. Now I couldn’t use the argument I’d thought up to convince him to help me. It was really good too. I’d even thought up a show tune to go along with it, though that part was just for me because he wouldn’t have appreciated it.

      I leaned back in my chair. “I need you to contact a vampire for me and have him brought here. Secretly. He’s a lawbreaker. He indulges in blood intake, and he…” I swallowed and gripped my belly with one hand. I felt my baby’s tiny hand reach out to me to give me comfort. “He bites other vampires to control them.” Arthur took in a sharp breath, but remained silent. “He has information I need about… someone… and that information is forbidden to be spoken about to all who know about it, and you can be assured that there are others here that do.”

      When others would protest, question motives, or report you to the Council, Arthur simply nodded his head and asked, “What’s his name and where do I find him?”
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      The smallest amount of stress was off my shoulders now that Arthur knew some of my secrets and had agreed to not only keep them, but assist me in my plans. He assured me my message to James would be sent and the vampire’s arrival here would be kept secret, so now all I had to worry about was being in the same room with James at some point. I wasn’t sure if that would bring me to tears, or end with my fingers around his throat. Either way, I was dreading it.

      Almost every Born around the globe had taken refuge at our castle. We numbered over 500, in a fortress that was made to house maybe 100. Not every human companion had made the journey with them, so we had the problem of too many vampires and not enough blood to go around. It was for that problem and many others that we had gathered for the first Council meeting since my trial, and the first where I had a seat at the ridiculous half circle desk that had magically reappeared in the bigger drawing-room.

      Sitting at it as I now was, I saw that each seat had its own little area on the desk. There was a pitcher of water with a crystal glass, a little black pen cup filled with designer pens that cost more than a liver transplant, a stack of monogrammed paper (the monogram was BV for Born vampires, because pretentiousness started this entire mess so we might as well rub it in), and a vase with a single hand etched flower made of glass. Why? Because money. Ignoring all that expensiveness, the chair I was sitting in was worth any amount of money. It was like heaven under my butt. I was stealing this chair. Arthur could suck it.

      Out of the other eleven Council members, nine had survived and were at the meeting. Only two had met their end at the hands of the turned.

      “Lisbeth, it is good to see you again.” Castilla sat in the seat next to me and shook my hand. She was smiling, but she had less of a glow to her than the last time I’d seen her. Then again, so did I. “Su niña,” she cooed, and put a hand to my belly before I could stop her. Some of her weariness melted away and she removed her hand with a smile. “Beautiful baby. She is worried about you. She feels your fear.”

      Great. Didn’t anyone care about keeping a baby’s gender secret anymore? If this baby was born a boy, I was going to ride that boat of irony for centuries.

      “The Council will come to order,” Arthur shouted over the noise of people talking. He stood with his hands crossed in front of him and waited for the room to quiet before he continued. “We have come here to discuss the current situation, and how we will proceed from here.”

      The Council members offered up suggestions one by one. They ranged from do nothing (who invited you?) to bargaining with the turned. Bargaining. With traitors. That would work well.

      “I propose,” Castilla said when it was her turn, “a full-scale assault on the turned. We find out where they are and we attack.”

      The smallest giggle escaped my mouth, and of course everyone heard it. I half expected Arthur to come and smack me on the face again.

      “You find this amusing?” Castilla asked me, slightly insulted.

      “Kind of,” was my answer.

      “These meetings must be taken seriously,” one of the other members reproached, giving me look like I was a five year old who had stolen his juice box.

      “Oh, I am taking it seriously, believe me. But you’re suggesting attacking an enemy that has double, if not triple our numbers. And triple is being generous. We turn dozens of vampires every year. And how often do we procreate? On average, once every fifteen years. We have maybe five hundred at best in this castle right now. They have thousands. Thousands.” I slammed my finger onto the desk to emphasize my point. “We fight them as we are and we perish.”

      Castilla sat down and took a drink of her water in the expensive chalice. “You make a good argument. What is your proposal then?”

      They all waited for me to wow them with my idea, which I can assure you I definitely had one, but it wasn’t the awe-inspiring one they were waiting for.

      “I propose an alliance with the Lycans.”

      The room went so silent, I could hear a rabbit running in the field outside. The sound of Castilla putting her glass down was deafening.

      “You’re joking, right? Having a laugh?” a Council member asked in disbelief.

      “I can assure you, I’m not. They have the numbers. If they become our allies, we’ll be able to defeat the turned.”

      “You’re assuming they’ll agree to it,” Castilla pointed out. “Which they will not.”

      I shrugged. “They might. The turned threaten our safety, and in turn, the safety of the packs. If humans find out about us, it won’t matter who helped who. But if we want to stay secret, we’ll need them.”

      “This is insanity,” another member declared while rubbing his forehead like it would remove this idea from his head. “Aligning with the Lycans. I know you’re new here, but that’s not how we do things.”

      Othello’s letter came back to me, and I smiled.

      If someone tells you ‘we don’t do it like that,’ tell them, ‘we do now.’

      “Maybe it should be.” I sat back and folded my hands over my belly. “But hey, we could just do nothing and be slaughtered. There’s always that option.” Silence around the desk, and I glanced at Arthur to see him staring at me with a look that sent shivers up my spine. I tucked some of my curls behind my ear and looked away before a flush came to my cheeks. “We’ll put it to a vote. That’s how things get done here, right? All in favor of surviving this with our lives by making an alliance with the Lycans before any attacks take place, raise your hands. And all those in favor for committing hara-kiri by attacking the turned with ridiculous odds, don’t raise your hands.” I raised my hand and felt my belly stretch with the hand of my baby. She wasn’t even born and I could feel how sarcastic she was going to be.

      Mentioning death and hara-kiri must’ve sparked something in the other members because six of them had their hands up.

      I won.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The only other order of business was the issue of our human population. Still brimming with the success of my Lycan alliance, I suggested we bring back past companions that we trusted, who would never turn against us. It was unorthodox since the companion contract was binding, and had more than a few words about our non-involvement in their lives after they left us, but desperate times and all that jazz. We had more than enough money to make up for bending the rules, and now was not the time to be caring about social issues.

      After the meeting ended, messengers were dispatched to the Lycans, and the dismissed companions we chose were contacted. I was officially breaking two codes of conduct while still being an unofficial leader. Or maybe I was official now? Was there a waiting period for being official when you get the job from a kidnapping? Was it like a human marriage where the person has to be missing for seven years before you can get married again? No one had said anything, so maybe I was officially official until Othello came back.

      If. If Othello came back.

      A week after the Council meeting, Arthur knocked on the doorway of the secret room, preventing me from nodding off in the dusty chair. I glared at him and thumped the Anastasia book onto the end table before reaching a hand out for him to take. He crossed from the doorway to where I sat and helped me out of the chair. My belly had greatly increased in size, and even though it pained my dignity, getting in and out of chairs now required Arthur’s assistance. I didn’t thank him for helping because that meant every other phrase coming out of my mouth would be ‘thank you’, and he didn’t require gratitude to continue doing so.

      “God, my feet hurt,” I groaned out. “Any chance being my underling involves foot rubs?” I waddled out of the hidden room and heard Arthur close the door behind us. He followed me to one of the chairs by the fireplace and helped me sit down before sitting in front of me. What was he doing?

      “Now,” I said when I’d finally found a position in the chair that was mildly comfortable. “Why did you pull me out of my hideaway? I was about to take a nap. I’m pregnant. I like naps.”

      “Several things require your attention, I’m afraid. You’ll have to nap later,” he said with a hint of sarcasm. I shut my eyes, still feeling a bit sleepy, and then Arthur’s hands were on my feet, slowly removing my slip-on shoes.

      “What are you–” His hands pressed into the swollen skin of my left foot and I moaned loudly in relief. He hit the right spots, massaging away all the aches until I was putty beneath his fingers. “Would it be presumptuous to ask you to massage every inch of my body?” The words slipped out before I realized what’d I’d said, and damn it, my cheeks reddened in response. “I mean. Not… fuck, you knew what I meant.” His hands moved to my ankles, then up my calves, and I was worried he was going to start massaging… everywhere.

      “Hands.” I popped one eye open to see him kneeling between my knees, and the sight wasn’t unpleasant. I lifted my hands from the armrests and slid them into his rough palms, and he started massaging them too. I moaned again and leaned my head onto the back of the chair. “You’d be surprised how much tension people carry in their hands,” he said while his fingers worked over my palm.

      “Please tell me you’re not giving me a hand massage just so I can sign a bunch of papers.”

      He made a noise that was almost a chuckle. “No. I do have papers for you to sign, but that’s not why I’m doing this.”

      I sighed comically. “Do I have to get up?”

      “Not yet.”

      I let out another mewl when he pressed onto my thumb pad. “Awesome.” He finished with my hands and he bent over me, picking me up from the chair. “The hell are you doing?” He walked me over to a couch on the other side of the room and set me on it before sitting behind me.

      “This’ll be better if you stop complaining,” he snarked as his fingers pressed into my spine. Delicious, relaxing sensations went up my back, and he hit all the right spots there too.

      “I think you’ve been holding out on me,” I moaned out, leaning into his hands.

      His warm breath was on my shoulder. “Maybe I wasn’t sure you would let me massage you without you thinking I was trying to get into your pants.”

      Another moan escaped my lips. “Even if you were, I’d let you.” Shit. Why did I say that? Curse you Arthur and your magic fingers! His hands stilled from my words, making me turn to look at him. “I didn’t mean–”

      Without wasting another moment, Arthur brought one hand to my neck and pulled me to him, kissing me delicately on the lips like I was a piece of fine china he didn’t want to shatter. With me unable to process this, he kissed me again and I stared up into his icy blue eyes.

      “I love Knight,” I said feebly. And I meant it. Dead or alive, he would always be my mate. Would there be room in my heart for another?

      “I know,” Arthur said, and he pressed a tender kiss to my forehead. “If he is alive, I will fade into the background and we’ll never speak of this again.” He kissed my cheek. “And if we discover he’s truly gone…” As used to the idea as I was, it still brought a single tear down my cheek. “Maybe things can change between us.”

      I sniffed and he swiped the tear away. “But you hate me.”

      A small smile curled up on his face and my heart skipped a beat at the sight of it. “I did. But then I learned to respect you. And now…” His thumb ran up my jawline. “You are infuriatingly amazing.”

      “Thanks?” He smiled again and I wanted to kiss those lips one more time, but he let me go and stood up.

      “Let’s go,” he said, and he held out his hand to me.

      I stared at his palm and was suddenly nervous for whatever he had planned. “Go where?”

      His lips pursed and he wiggled his fingers. “Do you want me to kiss you again?” I immediately stuck my hand out to take his and he helped me off the couch so fast I fell against him. A flush came over my cheeks and Arthur quickly bent down to kiss it away. “Say no and I’ll stop,” he whispered, hovering an inch above my lips.

      I stared down at his mouth, moist from my kiss. “I used to hate you. I don’t know when that changed, but I only know it has.” I stood up on my tiptoes and kissed him in a flurry of passion I would’ve never expected to have for him. “You stop and I’ll slap you again.”

      Taking that as the okay, he picked me up and carried me back to the secret room, shutting the door behind us and setting me in the armchair, kissing me while he stood over my body.

      “We could’ve stayed in there,” I noted against his lips.

      “Stop talking or your mouth is going to get you in trouble,” he warned, sending a shiver up my spine. “You were the first woman not afraid to get under my skin and put me in my place. Almost everyone is afraid of me, but not you.”

      I traced the scar up his cheek and grinned at him. “You rough housed that out of me.”

      He turned mournful and leaned in for another kiss. “I’m so sorry I did that to you. There was no excuse for my behavior, I won’t pretend there was. In fact…” he cut off and grinned at me devilishly. “Let me make amends.”

      I raised my eyebrows at him. “I’m eight months pregnant.”

      He pressed a finger to my lips. “Stop talking.” I glared at him, because he was such a bossy asshole, no matter how he felt about me. He leaned in for another kiss, and then his mouth kissed a path down my neck, down my chest, across my dress covered belly, and he disappeared behind it, still kissing. I couldn’t see him anymore and the anticipation was killing me. His fingers lifted up my dress and slowly pulled my panties down, his lips kissing a path along my hips as he went. When my panties were on the floor, he parted my knees slowly until I was fully exposed to him, and the thought had my legs shaking under his hands. “Nervous?” he asked from behind my belly, a hint of teasing in his voice.

      “Don’t tease me,” I complained, but his tone was only serving to make me even more turned on.

      “Ssssh,” he whispered, the action blowing air right onto my exposed clit, and I fell back into the chair with a loud moan. He gripped my hips and pulled me forward until my ass was almost hanging off the chair. “I haven’t even touched you yet and you’re dripping wet.”

      “The fuck did I just say-” He cut me off with one long lick on my clit, removing my ability to speak. His tongue lapped at me like a dog drinking water, like my clit held the sustenance he needed to live. When he suckled it into his mouth, I bucked my hips in pleasure, and he held me in place with his large hands.

      “You’re not going anywhere,” he warned between licks.

      “Shit, you’re such an ass,” I said, moaning louder as his tongue sped up.

      “Judging by how wet your pussy is, I don’t think you mind it.” Such an ass. A delicious, sexy ass. One of his hands left my hip and I felt him rub against the opening of my pussy before he pushed two fingers inside. He curled them up at just the right angle where I felt an intense pressure, coupled with his mouth sucking against my clit, I was in heaven. Those two fingers started moving in and out, fucking me in time with the licks, making my moans heat up and I gripped at the arm rests, almost lifting off the chair.

      “Oh my god,” I groaned in ecstasy. “Fuck me, Arthur. Shit.” My hands moved to wipe off the sweat on my forehead and I grabbed the back of the chair in wild abandon. I was rising closer and closer to a mind-blowing climax under Arthur’s tongue.

      He pulled his mouth away and I complained with a noisy moan. “Come for me, Lisbeth. Come on my face.” Every thrust of his fingers was making me come apart at the seams, but he didn’t continue licking me and I wanted it badly. I was almost there, so close, my fingers ripped at the chair, and just before I felt that moment between pleasure and climax, Arthur’s tongue returned for a blinding suck and I was gone. My pussy clamped onto Arthur’s fingers over and over and I screamed so loudly, my throat went hoarse. His tongue didn’t slow on my clit until my body went limp and I stopped twitching.

      “Shit. Christ. Fuck.” I couldn’t form a complete sentence with the pleasure still rolling over me. Arthur withdrew from me and appeared on top of my belly, his chin glistening with my fluids. He’d never looked sexier. I roughly took his shirt and pulled him up for a kiss. When he’d been sufficiently cleaned up from my tongue, he leaned his forehead against mine and I noticed he was breathing as raggedly as I was. I couldn’t reach his pants area with my belly in the way, but I attempted it.

      “I’m fine,” he said with a kiss. I raised my eyebrows at him, and he grinned sheepishly. Sheepishly. “I climaxed when you did.”

      “Both of your hands were on me.” He grinned again and I smashed my lips against his. “God, that’s hot. Do it again.”

      “No,” he said gently, making me pout. “This is all I can give you until we find out about Knight. And I was serious before. If he’s alive, this never happened. I’m not saying that to hurt you, so please don’t think that.” I shook my head, because I understood, and he relented, leaning over me. “One more kiss, and then I have to slip back to my role beside you. For now.”

      The kiss he gave me was endless, tender, and made my broken heart feel a little less shattered.
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        * * *

      

      The next day, Arthur arrived in my office, and with one look I knew he had indeed slipped back into being my underling. I won’t pretend I wasn’t sad about it, but I can’t say I was eager to learn of Knight’s demise, just so I could be in Arthur’s arms again. There was no choice between the two. Not even a little. I’d choose Knight every time, and Arthur knew it.

      “Paperwork?” I asked him with a smile. Nodding, he handed me a stack of papers to sign, and its thickness was causing phantom pains in my wrist just looking at it.

      “These are the temporary companion contracts made for the returning companions.”

      “That was fast,” I commented in surprise while lifting up the first one. I scanned it and found it very well thought out with very in-depth legal language. “Do we… Is there a group of vampire lawyers here that write these?”

      Arthur rolled his eyes at me in the exact fashion Olivier always did, like I was the stupid cousin he had to babysit all the time. “For a smart person, you are very short sighted.” This coming from the man who had made me orgasm against his lips only a day before.

      I stuck my tongue out at him. “There’s a difference between being smart and not paying attention.”

      “Yes, I’m sure you’re very adept at making that distinction.” I threw a paperweight at him, which he caught insultingly with little effort. “I noticed you didn’t contact any of your past companions.”

      “Well, Cameron is a vampire now, one runs his own vineyard, and the rest have lives and obligations like humans are supposed to. I wanted the best for them, and that’s what they did. They got the best. That means they’re too busy to help us, which makes me very happy.”

      “And the one with the vineyard?”

      “He would come if I asked, which is why I won’t do it. I won’t bring him back here to see us in shambles. I couldn’t bear it.”

      “Speaking of which,” Arthur murmured. I glanced up at him, hoping he might reconsider about the no kissing thing, but he merely added another signed contract to the stack on my right. “He’s here.”

      He? He who? Cameron? Othello? …Knight?

      I felt my pulse begin to race and my hope lifted that it might be Knight, stupid as it was. Maybe Alexander had found him and simply sent him to me to cut out the middleman.

      Arthur saw the look on my face and shook his head slightly, making me wilt into my chair. “I’m afraid it’s a guest you’re not looking forward to seeing. James is here.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            20. A familiar face
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      My feet struggled to move forward on the plush red carpet that led to the bigger drawing-room. I stopped at the door, my hands clutching the Anastasia book in a sweaty mess. I reached out for the door handle. My hand shook every second until it landed on the cold metal. I gripped it tightly and stood there, hoping the door would open by itself so I wouldn’t have to do it.

      “He bit you,” Arthur stated. He knew. He’d known this entire time, even when I mentioned James liked doing that to other vampires, and he never said anything.

      “You questioned him when you were hunting me?”

      “Yes and no. Yes, I questioned him. No, he didn’t tell me about it. I figured it out. Your behavior, certain things you’ve said, and as if I didn’t need confirmation, you’re scared to death to open that door because he’s behind it.” I dropped my hand and felt my cheeks redden. The shame of being bitten was still there, as if I felt somehow that it happened because I didn’t stop him or didn’t try. Like it was my fault. “You’re safe.” I looked up at him, his gaze steadfast as always. Slowly, he leaned in and kissed my forehead, steadying me just enough. “I won’t let him bite you.” He stepped back and I nodded to him, pushing the doors open.

      My gaze immediately found James amongst the three people that stood in the middle of the hunter green room. With his back turned, he was admiring one of the large paintings on the wall and pointing at it while saying something to the woman next to him. The woman was Sara, with her pink-tipped hair that was longer now and in stylish waves. She wore a golden dress that looked like it belonged to an Egyptian goddess, emphasizing her generous curves. The third person was James’s son, Drake, whom I was not expecting to see. His presence still confused me with his human not-human smell. He saw me first and pat James on the arm to get his attention.

      My breath left my lungs as James turned to me with a weak smile. His pallor was diminished and his eyes had sunken in so badly he looked like a drug addict. More importantly than that, that implacable air of superiority I had come to know was no longer in his eyes. This was not the James that had bitten me. This was the James that had written the book in my hands. The one before his binge filled madness, before his insanity, and before his cruelty.

      “Hello, Lisbeth,” he said softly.

      The sound of his voice sparked fear inside me again, just barely lessened by the fact that his voice was thin and broken. I couldn’t find words to respond because I hardly knew where to begin. Sara still had her back turned, and my guilty conscience wondered if she hated me now, after how I’d treated her. I hadn’t even bothered to feel bad about it at the time because I hadn’t realized what I’d done until much later. I tried to call her name, but my voice faltered so I ended up squeaking in her direction.

      “What’d you use the 2-dollar bill on?” she asked finally.

      I laughed and sobbed all at once. “Pencils.”

      She turned and raised an eyebrow at me. “Seriously? Pencils? They’d better be badass pencils.” I tried to convey my despair over what I’d done to her with only the look on my face, because if I started apologizing, James might try apologizing too, and I didn’t know what I’d do if he did. Yell? Probably.

      It went quiet again and I stole a glance at James’s pale face. I couldn’t stop my stomach from twisting into a knot when he met my gaze.

      “I assume we’re here because of that.” He gestured to the book I had in my hands.

      I found my voice finally, saying, “I need information on Anastasia.”

      “That information is forbidden,” he said, sliding his eyes to Arthur in a challenge, but the warrior was silent. “How do I know you won’t have him arrest me if I even speak one word about her?”

      “If this was a trick, you wouldn’t have come,” I told him. “Sara would’ve told you.”

      “Maybe,” she said with a grin. “Or maybe I’d get him locked up so he’d behave himself.” James grinned back at her and took her hand in his.

      Oh.

      The shock at the sight of their intertwined hands froze me. A human and a vampire. I mean, Olivier and Renard had been in love for thirty years prior to his being turned, but they kept it strictly platonic. I had a feeling these two had no such qualms. Me loving a werewolf was high on the ick factor. Human plus vampire was not on the ick factor. It was on the ‘you have disgraced your family and your cow’ factor.

      “I’ll tell you everything I know, on one condition,” James said. He kissed Sara’s hand and let it go, stepping closer to me. “If you forgive me for what I did to you.”

      No. That was too much, far too much.

      “No. There will be no forgiveness,” I said firmly, every step of his shoes forming a cold terror inside me, and I felt a slight pain in my belly.

      “Please, Lisbeth. I’ve treated many people badly in my lifetime, but I’ve never treated anyone as horribly as I did you.” I couldn’t breathe. The more he spoke, the more he sounded like the old James, and the more he spoke about what he’d done, the more my mind conjured up the memories. The agony, the torture, and all the enjoyment he’d gotten from it.

      Trying to catch my breath, I ground my teeth together. “I said no, James. Respect when someone says no, for once in your life.”

      “Lisbeth,” James pleaded, just before he reached out and put his hand on my arm.

      I screamed in white-hot agony that burned through me like the surface of the sun. With his hand on my arm, I could feel remnants of the connection his bite had made, even though it had long been destroyed. I felt sick and frightened all at once, recoiling as something splashed against my legs. Arthur was there to stop me from falling, and he picked me up, rushing me out of the room.

      My ear against his chest, I felt the rapid beating of his heart as adrenaline rushed through his system. “No, I need…” Pain ripped across my stomach and he almost faltered in his path across our home. “I need to ask him about Anastasia.”

      He went up the stairs, taking them three at a time, my head bouncing against him. “Your water broke. You’ve gone in labor.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            21. I was wrong
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      I was too early. My baby wasn’t due for another month.

      “It’s too soon,” I protested weakly from Arthur’s arms. “We’re supposed to meet with the Lycans today, I can’t miss the summit.” He kicked the door open to the waiting room in the clinic wing, and the nurse hopped up from her desk, coming over to close the door behind us. “It’s too soon,” I repeated to her. Arthur refused to set me down as she guided us to the delivery room.

      “Vampire babies come early. Nothing to worry about,” she comforted, looking back at me.

      “That wasn’t in the baby books,” I joked with a wince. My stomach was tightening up and it did not feel pleasant. “My stomach. Oww.” I pointed to it. The nurse had the nerve to chuckle at me as she helped Arthur place me onto the bed in the delivery room. Haha, look at the cute vampire that’s having a contraction. I will fucking cut you.

      “It’s just a contraction,” Arthur informed me, like a twit. He helped situate my pillows so I could lean back.

      “Shouldn’t the father be here?” the nurse asked as she put a few pulse monitors on my belly.

      I laughed dryly at her, wincing. “He’s not exactly the showing up kind of person.”

      “I’ll get the doctor,” the nurse said when she was halfway out the door.

      The pain subsided and I focused on breathing evenly, coming out of it to find I was holding Arthur’s hand. He leaned in and kissed my sweaty forehead, but the moment was ruined because as if on cue, a highly potent scent of lilacs washed over me, and I almost barfed all over Balthazar when he appeared next to me.

      “Am I late? Is she here?” he asked, looking around for the baby.

      “You!” I shouted at him in a rage. “You weasel-faced giant-eared moron –owww– how dare you just show up at the last minute –owww!” I grabbed his hand to combat another contraction and squeezed it extra hard to make sure he knew how pissed off I was. When it passed, I slapped his arms several times in punishment while he tried to fend me off.

      “I’m sorry, Lisbeth! I really did try to get here before now. Time moves differently in my homeland.” I continued my assault on his arms. “One hour there could mean a month here. And vice versa. It’s unpredictable.”

      “Don’t you make excuses, you walking pheromone factory! You’ve been gone for months, you asshole! I’ve been by myself. I’ve been alone.” I broke out into a sob.

      “I won’t leave you again,” he promised. “I swear, you won’t raise our baby alone.”

      The doctor chose that moment to come in, just as another contraction hit me. Behind him was Benjamin and Alfred, who took a seat on the plastic couch opposite the bed.

      “Lisbeth, how lovely to see you again,” the doctor said pleasantly, like I wasn’t in labor. I tried to smile at him through the pain, but it turned out more like a grimace. “Ah, your Incubus friend is here.” He nodded to Balthazar in respect.

      “How long do you –oww– think I’ll be in labor? I kind of have things to –oww– do. The summit is this afternoon.”

      He chuckled at me too, because I was just so super adorable in my pain. I will cut you as well. “Vampire labor is unpredictable. It’s not like human births, but vampire babies still come out at their own schedule. It could be an hour, it could be five hours.”

      After his comforting words, the nurse helped me change into a hospital robe. With the five men in the room facing the other way for it, I realized all of them would be there when I had to start pushing.

      “There are way too many men in this room,” I grumbled. The doctor wheeled in two metal stands with IV lines hanging off them, and the nurse brought in an electric cooler with blood which she plugged into the wall.

      “For them,” the doctor explained, pointing to Benjamin and Alfred. As soon as my baby was born, I would need to feed to replenish my blood supply and repair my body, and it would require a lot more blood than I normally needed. As per the contract they’d signed, that would be the last time I was allowed to feed from them. There was also a clause about me potentially drinking too much, which could kill them.

      The nurse hooked me up to some machines and studied the read-out for several minutes until declaring we still had a long way to go, which was confirmed by a pelvic check that I made the men turn away for.

      Only one to five hours to go.
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        * * *

      

      I was tired. I was starving. I was more excited at the prospect of a cheeseburger than seeing my baby for the first time. I jest. I would happily hold my daughter in my arms while eating a cheeseburger.

      Funnily, even though I was in pain every few minutes, that wasn’t the worst part of it. No, the worst part was Marie, and every other vampire that barged in unannounced like I was simply knitting a blanket or cooking dinner, and all they had to tell me was that this had happened, and that needed my signature, as if this entire Order couldn’t function without my presence.

      After I cut the nurse, doctor, and everyone else who strolled into this room, I was going to kill Othello for being kidnapped like a sap and sticking me with this crap job.

      Balthazar dutifully mopped my forehead of sweat and planted a kiss on my clammy skin. “You’re doing good, sweetheart.”

      “Madam Lisbeth,” Marie said from the doorway.

      “I swear to god, get the hell out of here, Marie! If you interrupt us one more time, you’re fired!” I clawed at Balthazar’s hand to get through another contraction.

      “What is it?” Arthur asked her before she could leave.

      “Well, ummm…” She hesitated under my glare. “The Alphas have arrived.”

      “The what?” I panted in confusion.

      “The Lycans,” Arthur explained, squeezing my hand in his. “The summit is about to start.” Of course, I knew exactly what he was talking about, but my brain was addled with pain.

      I whimpered, exhausted, and wishing this would all be over already. “I can’t miss the summit, Arthur. I can’t…” Everything inside me felt weak, defeated, vulnerable. Arthur knelt beside my bed and brushed the wet strands of my hair from my forehead. “I have to bring the Lycans back to our side. For him. For Knight. No one else can win them over, no one else cares like I do.”

      “Then you only have one option,” he said, leaning in for one last kiss to my forehead.

      “Push that baby out right now so we don’t keep them waiting?” I joked with a wince. He made a face like, sure that works for me.

      It was time to focus. This baby was coming out right now whether she liked it or not, because I wasn’t going to miss the meeting that would change the fate of my world for anything. I closed my eyes and breathed deeply, conjuring up the powers I had during the blood binge. It was difficult without the extra blood to support it, but I managed to connect with the baby inside me. I saw glimpses of her tiny body inside my womb and felt her coo to herself from the feeling of me connecting to her.

      “Baby,” I said out loud, speaking to her directly. “It’s time to come out.” I felt her respond with a wiggle, and then the pain intensified, pushing me out of her energy and back into mine. It was safe to say that what I’d done had worked. Within minutes, I was standing on the cold tile with Arthur and Balthazar’s hands holding me upright, and the doctor kneeling in front of me.

      Push. Push.

      The more I pushed, the more my hunger grew. The smell of human blood flowing through Benjamin and Alfred’s veins started to override everything else.

      “Focus, Lisbeth,” Arthur said as he gripped my hand. “Focus on the baby. Don’t let yourself go into a frenzy.” His words made me realize how close I was to it. My fangs dropped and I felt the tendrils of a frenzy begin to grab me.

      The doctor slapped my thigh a few times because I’d stopped pushing. It wasn’t enough to hurt, but it brought me back to my task. “Push,” he ordered in a shout.

      I pushed the blood hunger away with memories of the ultrasounds, her tiny little hands and feet that she liked to stick into her mouth. I held onto those moments when the pain rose in waves until there was nothing but my screams to keep me from going mad.

      And then…

      A different scream entered the room. A high-pitched wail came from beneath me, and the pressure subsided, making me weak at the knees. The doctor wrapped up what he held in his hands and handed it to the nurse. I couldn’t focus on that little lusty cry that got further and further away. I couldn’t even remember what I was doing or where I was.

      “Hold her,” the man in front of me said. I felt two arms intertwine with mine until I couldn’t lift them. The man took a bag of blood out of a white cooler, stuck a straw in it, and held it to my lips. “Drink.” I recoiled from the smell. I didn’t want bagged blood. I wanted to drink from a human. He forced the straw past my lips and squeezed the bag enough so some of the blood entered my mouth. At the taste of it, I didn’t care that it was gross. I sucked on the straw until it made that annoying noise that meant the bag was empty. The man took the bag away and threw it in a bin. He turned back to me and inspected my eyes, then nodded to whoever was holding my arms. They loosened their grip enough to where I could move.

      With the blood seeping into my system, I remembered the doctor and the two men holding my arms. Everything came back slowly, including the little cries I could still hear. I tried to get away so I could find her, but the doctor and the hands on my arms stopped me.

      “You have to feed first,” he told me.

      Alfred and Benjamin were standing next to the plastic couch, waiting for me to feed from them for the last time. The doctor took one last look at my eyes, and with another nod, Arthur and Balthazar let me go.

      The doctor had explained to me along the way that a blood frenzy could happen from the loss of blood and the damage to my body, and I’d foolishly thought it wouldn’t happen to me. I was almost embarrassed, but the doctor’s face showed no judgments. He knew it could happen, and he had been prepared.

      I fed from Alfred first. My fangs sunk into his deep, chocolate skin, and with every sip, I felt less weary. The pain below my waist got duller but didn’t disappear before the doctor put his hand on my arm to stop me. Benjamin was next, and he hugged me with a smile before I sunk my teeth into his soft neck. Any pain I felt was gone long before the doctor stopped me again.

      Alfred and Benjamin left after giving their farewells, and the doctor stayed to clean the room while I took the quickest shower ever down the hall and put on a simple black dress and jacket. Balthazar gripped my hand with a smile when I came out of the bathroom. The doctor had finished cleaning and was standing with Arthur next to an open door on the other side of the hallway. I could hear soft cries coming out of that room, and I almost let go of Balthazar’s hand in my haste to go through the doorway.

      The nurse stood in the middle of the nursery room holding a little white bundle of blankets. The room had two cribs on one end, and a counter with a baby scale and changing station on the other. The blankets started to wiggle in the nurse’s arms, making fitful cries of frustration. I walked closer until the bundle of blankets revealed a tiny, pink head covered in black curls.

      The nurse turned to me and smiled. “Meet your daughter, Lisbeth.”

      Daughter. My daughter. She was finally here.

      My daughter looked up at me and stopped fussing when she saw my face. I took her from the nurse and held her close to my chest. She was so warm and so tiny.

      “Here,” the nurse said as she handed me a bottle full of blood. “Maybe you can get her to drink.” I pushed the bottle close to my baby’s face, causing her to start crying again. I tried several more times with the same result, and the nurse motioned for the doctor to come closer. “She should be feeding. She’s turning the bottle away.”

      My natural response to the doctor bending over my baby’s head was to pull her closer to my body and move away from him. All of my fears came bubbling up, andI cast a worried glance at Balthazar and Arthur. My bi-pire baby wasn’t normal. Would they take her away from me? Would she be destroyed out of fear?

      “We need to examine her, Lisbeth,” the doctor soothed, holding his hands out for my baby.

      That’s when my daughter bit into my chest.
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        * * *

      

      My initial cry of pain didn’t register in the doctor’s plan to take her from me until the blanket slipped and he saw her fang deep in my breast. From his reaction, you’d think I was holding a nuclear bomb instead of a baby.

      “She’s… she’s drinking vampire blood,” the nurse exclaimed in horror.

      “What is she?” The doctor was staying a safe distance away, in case the newborn baby decided to attack him.

      Balthazar stepped in front of us, Arthur coming beside me to put a hand on my shoulder, both of them ready to protect us. “She’s my daughter,” Balthazar warned with a tone that made even me a little frightened. “I promise you, if you harm her, you won’t enjoy what I will do to you.”

      “You had a child with an Incubus?” the doctor asked in disbelief and shock. “We thought she was Othello’s.” Fucking Christ, was everyone stupid?

      My baby finished drinking, pulling away from my breast, and I caught the drop of blood on her lip and wiped it on the blanket, then hoisted her to my shoulder for a burp, which she provided obligingly.

      “It seems bi-pires drink vampire blood. It doesn’t mean she’ll attack us. She’s a baby,” Arthur pointed out. I almost laughed that he’d also come up with the word bi-pire. It didn’t comfort the doctor and nurse, but they moved closer from the other side of the room, edging towards the unknown baby.

      I looked down at her again and found her studying me. She had a little stubby nose and chubby cheeks. Her swollen eyes were open as wide as they could go. They were blue on the outside and purple on the inside, a perfect mix of her parents’ eye colors.

      She was perfect.

      “Madam Lisbeth,” Marie’s voice burst into the doorway.

      I stopped myself from yelling at her so I wouldn’t startle the baby. “Yes?” I hissed in a whisper.

      “The summit is starting.” She looked at the baby in my arms. “Congratulations, by the way.”

      “She’s not Othello’s,” I told her, putting my baby against my shoulder.

      Marie smiled at me. “I know.”

      I thanked the doctor and nurse, and Balthazar gave them warning looks with a protective hand on my back. “Down, boy,” I warned him when we left the clinic wing.

      “They’re all going to react that way. You might need us to threaten everyone’s lives again,” Arthur pointed out.

      “I won’t let them hurt her,” Balthazar promised. I held her closer to me and felt her tiny warm breath on my chest.

      “You’re mistaken,” I told them as we walked down the hall. “If anyone hurts her, they won’t have to worry about either of you. I’ll kill them before their next breath leaves their lungs.” I adjusted my baby in my arms and squared my shoulders, giving Arthur a smile. The warmth that built in my chest at the sight of his face gave me hope. Hope that maybe someday the pain of losing Knight wouldn’t overwhelm my every thought, and I’d find a way to live again. I wasn’t sure how Arthur fit into that, or how I felt about him, but maybe it would work itself out with time. Especially if there was more kissing involved.

      “Let’s form the Lycan alliance, gentlemen.” They followed me down the hallway until we reached the bigger drawing-room.

      I stopped suddenly. Something was invading my nose, and I couldn’t put my finger on what it was, but my body certainly knew it was worth alerting me. I shook it off and kept walking.

      The closer I got to the bigger drawing-room, the more alarms were going off in my head. Balthazar took the baby from my hands when we got to the doors, and Arthur opened them for me.

      The hunter green room was filled to the brim with vampires and Lycans. The scents of both canceled themselves out in my senses so that I barely smelled anyone in the room, but I still felt that something was off. It was clear that I was late when everyone turned to me and stopped talking.

      I saw James, Sara, and Drake in the corner of my eye, and Sara waved to me, then pointed to somewhere in the crowd. She was gesturing to the group of Alphas standing in the area surrounding the half circle desk. I recognized Alexander and Jesse from their ranks.

      Castilla came up to me and kissed me on both cheeks, but I couldn’t take my eyes off the group of Alphas. “Felicitaciones,” Castilla said. “Congratulations on your little niña. I’m so sorry we had to pull you away from her so soon.”

      “It’s fine,” I said in auto-response. Jesse waved to me and motioned behind him.

      Someone came from deep in the group of Alphas, and they all parted to let him pass.

      My heart stopped when I saw a face emerge among them that I thought was lost to me forever, and the truth of the moment came crashing down on me like an atomic bomb, destroying my reality in one fell swoop.

      Knight was alive.
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      There’s an experience I was certain would never happen to me. When I was a child, I never fantasized about it. I never even dreamed about it. It was something I had put from my mind, stored away, to never be thought or spoken of. I was content with that, except having ignored it as a possibility made the actuality that much more unsettling when that moment finally arrived.

      It came in the ruins of Čachtice Castle, a castle in Slovakia, no longer the nation of Transylvania. The structure was crumbling around me, every tower and wall suffering from age and the constant battering of the elements. Over time, it had become a tourist attraction, with humans constantly in and out of the ruins. There were none around just then, all gone home for the evening as the sun started to set.

      Staring at the ancient castle walls, I could feel something stir inside me, a memory that I couldn’t quite catch hold of. Something about the way the stones looked, or the beautiful, rare plants it was known for, though I wasn’t sure how I knew about them. The memory was old. I focused more on it, and I realized the castle in my memory wasn’t crumbling in ruins. I’d been here before, but when? I had a perfect vampiric memory. The broken whispers confused me.

      “This way,” Clara said. She stood in front of me, smiling, her purple eyes the same as mine. It was still jarring, even though I’d been staring at them for over an hour as we’d trekked up to the castle on foot from the nearby town.

      “Sorry,” I apologized, and continued following her up a crumbling staircase that led to the only tower still standing. Though most of the walls were intact, one side of the circular room was missing a good portion, casting a fading ray of sunlight across the floor.

      “Careful,” Clara cautioned as we entered the tower. The floor was missing a few bits of stone, exposing the room underneath. I watched Clara’s steps and made sure to copy every movement she made. We eventually made it to the window, and there was a person sitting next to it, staring out the window at the vast countryside below. Her hair was black and in tangles. She wore a black dress that looked ancient, both because of the style and the fact that it was dirty and torn in several places. Her bare feet were caked with mud.

      “Ana,” Clara whispered to the woman sitting at the window, but she didn’t respond, with words or her body. She was comatose, just staring out into space.

      I realized then that a small part of me had somehow formed preconceptions about this moment, and this filthy, lethargic creature was not what I had expected or wished for. Was I disappointed? No. But I felt something fade away inside me, something I hadn’t known was there. If I could have put a name to it, I would’ve called it a girlish hope.

      “Ana, I’ve brought someone to see you,” Clara tried again, so gentle and tender as if she was used to the other woman lashing out at her. But she loved her. That much was evident.

      Clara took stock of the other woman’s state like I had, and her face drooped wearily. “I apologize for her appearance,” Clara said to me. “This is what happens when she runs away.” She bent down in front of the other woman and carefully took her hands. “Ana, there’s someone here for you.” Clara helped the other woman turn towards me. Her purple eyes were blank. They saw nothing in front of her, though there was nothing wrong with her sight. Clara looked up at me and smiled warmly.

      “Lisbeth, this is your mother, Anastasia Bathory.”
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      Life is full of irrefutable truths. Truths that you can’t ignore. Truths that you can’t escape. And the truth is the greatest weapon life has to offer.

      There were many truths in my life up to that point, and many that would follow thereafter, but none were as painful as the truth I now knew.

      Knight was alive.

      I’d gone for an entire year believing that the Lycans executed him, but not knowing for sure if they had. I’d moved on as much as a vampire possibly could from losing their mate. The evidence of me trying to forget him was currently cuddled in her father’s arms.

      My newborn vampire-Incubus hybrid.

      She looked like a vampire in every way possible, and if it hadn’t already spread around the entire Order what she was, they could’ve easily been convinced she was an ordinary Born vampire baby. Except that she wasn’t. Unlike regular vampire babies, my daughter drank vampire blood.

      Fresh from giving birth not even an hour before, I don’t know how I got through that summit with the Lycan Alphas.

      Balthazar held the tiny bundle our newborn daughter was wrapped in, and I had to resist turning towards her when she made even the smallest sound. They were standing on my right from my seat at the Council half circle desk. In front of me stood the Alphas from all the North American packs. Knight stood on the left of their ranks. I was making painstaking efforts to not look in his direction, but I could feel his eyes on me.

      I knew Knight hated me. How could he not? I betrayed him. Since he was torn from my arms, I’d been intimate with two other men, one that resulted in the conception of my daughter.

      It wasn’t Balthazar I was worried about as I felt Knight’s presence like a beacon, it was Arthur. He told me if Knight was alive that all we had shared would be as if it never happened. Could Arthur and I go back to the way it was before? I wouldn’t have said yes until I saw Knight’s face in the crowd, stopping my heart in its tracks.

      My brief glimpse of the werewolf when I entered the room had been sufficient to at least see how he was doing. His hair was longer, starting to curl past his neck, and he was wearing the exact outfit I’d conjured for him in my delusions several weeks before: a faded brown and white plaid shirt with blue jeans, though he wasn’t barefoot like he had been in my fantasy, he had a pair of black boots on. I tried not to think about how accurate I’d been in his appearance. It was probably just a coincidence.

      “The summit will come to order,” Castilla said suddenly, making me jump in my seat. Shit. How long had I been sitting there staring at the desk in front of me? I almost looked at Knight in my confusion but stopped myself at the last second.

      One of the council members, Estinien, if I remembered correctly, and of course I did, stood up. He looked older, like Othello had, with thin, aged skin and wrinkles to emphasize his frown. He was also one of the three Council members that hadn’t voted in favor of this meeting. Prick. “I want it known that I do not condone this meeting. Lycans are our enemies.”

      “The vote to bring them here passed, Estinien,” Castilla pointed out smoothly in a look that clearly meant, ‘shut your bitch mouth.’

      “That’s because she,” he pointed his long, gnarled finger in my direction, “said we would die without their help. Bullshit.”

      Defending myself would have gotten me nowhere. It was clear that some of them would gladly turn on me in my inexperience. However, the desire to flip him off and tell him he was a loser was very powerful.

      One of the other old dudes, Thaddeus, spoke up. “Have you forgotten what happened at Gennadi?” His accented voice was shaky, his appearance older than anyone else there. Knowing what I knew about what Anastasia had done, however, he couldn’t have been much older than the rest of the Council, he just looked it.

      Everyone sobered under Thaddeus’s gaze as they remembered the slaughter our brethren had endured at the hands of our enemies. No one else objected after that, so Thaddeus nodded in my direction for me to begin.

      Wait, me leading? Since when was I spearheading this thing? I’d just had a baby, for fuck’s sake. I glanced at Castilla and she confirmed it with a nod and a smile. Fucking perfect. Of all the meetings I had to oversee, it had to be the one with my ex-boyfriend in the room. Ex. Was he my ex? We were never officially a couple. Could he still be my ex if we hadn’t been official?

      God damn it.

      I stood up and buttoned the button on my jacket in an official manner meant to make me look cooler and more business-like. I felt like old Lisbeth, the one who had never met Knight and only cared about objects and looking pretty. Maybe it was the fact that I was dressing like her again, in designer dresses and kitten heels.

      “Welcome, our esteemed guests,” I started in a bright, clear voice that made me feel like an absolute fraud. “We appreciate you honoring our truce and taking the time to come here to discuss terms of an alliance between our two species.”

      Don’t look at Knight. Don’t look at Knight.

      A short gangly Alpha wearing an unbuttoned black vest spoke first, his scowl proof that both sides had reluctant participants. “We wouldn’t have come if Alexander and Jesse hadn’t spoken for you.” He glanced to the side of the group I wasn’t going to look at. “And that one too.”

      Meaning Knight.

      I brushed off his attitude, and the reference to my ex. “This circumstance goes beyond personal feelings, and I’m glad that everyone understands that.” Mr. Black Vest didn’t look quite as agreeable as I was making him out to be, but he stopped complaining at least. “I trust you were all briefed on the situation?”

      “We have some questions,” Jesse said with a respectful nod to me that I met with a smile.

      “Of course. Feel free to ask anything you need to know.”

      Please ask something easy, like how many vampires were left, did the kitchen have a Keurig, or what our strategy was. We had a strategy, right?

      “How did this happen?”

      Well, shit.

      I rolled it around in my head, all the diplomatic answers that I would be expected to say so the situation didn’t seem as bad as it actually was, except the Lycans were, or had been, our enemies. If we lied to them, they wouldn’t trust us, and the alliance would be over before it began.

      Sighing, I just barely caught Arthur’s gaze, making me turn my eyes down to the floor as my stomach fluttered so hard I felt nauseous. No place in the room was safe for me to look at. “I’ll be honest. This happened because turned vampires felt like they were being treated as inferiors to Born vampires.” The whispers that followed indicated my fellow Council members were not pleased I was being so candid.

      “What sparked the dissension?” Jesse probed. This was the Spanish Inquisition all over again.

      “We held an execution for some turned vampires who killed one of our companions. Our laws about killing humans are slightly lax, so naturally, they were outraged. And to answer your next question, it’s because I broke a different law that I wasn’t executed for, and that law is vastly more specific than the one about killing humans.”

      “This war started because of what you did for Simon,” Alexander said, his face falling. “Your people were slaughtered.” Though I expected some comments from others at the desk around me, blaming me for it all, they were silent. “Do you blame us?” Alexander asked the rest of the Council. “Or her?”

      “No,” Castilla spoke up for me. “This was never about her. From what we’ve learned, the turned have been planning this for a very long time. Lisbeth was simply in the line of fire.”

      “And now, you want to align yourselves with your enemies, to save yourself from an army that you created,” said the vest Lycan, sneering at me.

      I took a deep, measured breath, and tried not to scowl at those we were trying to convince to be our allies. “The turned will destroy us. They have thousands in their ranks, and they hate Lycans as much as they hate Born vampires. When they’re finished with us, they might turn on you too.”

      “Might,” the vest Lycan pointed out. My jaw clenched and I felt myself losing my patience with everything. Would no one ever listen to me?

      “Are you willing to take that chance?” Alexander asked him quickly, with a small nod in my direction.

      “Even if we weren’t facing annihilation at their hands, the turned have no respect for humans,” Castilla continued. “They took our companions as their slaves, and I promise you those humans will beg for death before their new masters are finished with them.” From the reactions around the table, I could tell she’d kept this a secret, as even I hadn’t known. “We couldn’t protect them.” She was on the verge of weeping and took a drink of water to hide it. “The turned are not interested in staying secret from humans or treating them with respect and civility. They will raze the human world to the ground if they have no one to stop them, and we are all that stands in their way.”

      “You said they had thousands,” Knight said, finally speaking, his clear, deep voice sparking a shiver up my spine and sprouted tears in my eyes. Don’t look, don’t look. “The packs in North America don’t have nearly enough wolves for that.”

      “There are packs all over the world. If we align with as many as we can, we will have the numbers,” Castilla answered confidently.

      My daughter squealed and I couldn’t stop myself from looking to make sure she was okay, only Balthazar had moved, and when I turned in the direction the noise had come from, I was staring straight into Knight’s deep, unending brown eyes.

      Balthazar, I hate you.
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      The summit was over, but we were far from finished with the alliance talks. It was nice to see Lycans and vampires banding together. I was surprised the wolves hadn’t been more difficult about joining their enemies. I suspected the three Alphas I had a connection to had argued our case for us, and we owed this complicity to them. Or maybe I was just super convincing.

      As soon as the summit ended, I grabbed my daughter from Balthazar and ran out of the bigger drawing-room. I almost brushed Knight’s sleeve, I think. It smelled like him. That made me run faster, down the hallway and up the stairs, until I was safe inside my suite. Slamming the door startled my birds, and they fluttered around in their cage, trying to calm down.

      I placed my baby inside her crib in her perfect little nursery, where she instantly fell asleep. Then I found the nearest corner in my living room and stood in it with my nose pressed to the wall.

      Knight wasn’t dead. He was still alive and breathing, and being the perfection that was him. He wasn’t cold and pale inside the ground, forever a scar in my heart, one that would never be healed. Yes, even with him alive we’d never be together, but knowing he wasn’t dead would be worth the pain. I could burn a candle for him forever providing he was still alive and happy.

      I was wet and boogery when Arthur came into the room, and I sobbed a few more times before I turned around. My eyes were so wet with tears that I couldn’t see who it was, but his scent gave him away. He walked closer and handed me a box of tissues, which I used liberally on my face.

      “He’s in the hallway,” Arthur told me gently, setting off a fresh stream of tears. “Stop crying, I won’t let him in unless you tell me to.”

      My fingers ached to reach out for Arthur’s blurry form. He’d been my rock through all of the shit I’d endured since Knight and I parted, and now I couldn’t look him in the face. Every time I closed my eyes, I could see Arthur’s hands on me, feel the way he’d brought me to orgasm under his tongue.

      “Stop,” Arthur said firm and clear. I opened my eyes and looked up at him towering over me through a curtain of tears, much closer than he’d been before, so close my skin prickled with life. “That’s over. I will remain by your side, only as your right hand, as I promised. Now stop blubbering or I’m going to let him inside here.” He turned to leave, and I scowled at his back.

      “Why are you being such an asshole?”

      Arthur whirled on me, his icy blues aflame with wrath, his chest heaving with short, angry breaths. “Because you belong with him. I saw you when you lost him, you were broken. You think you’d ever feel that way if you lost me? You wouldn’t. Love like that shouldn’t be tossed away like it doesn’t matter. If you leave him for me, I will never speak to you again.”

      That silenced me, like a lace tied around my tongue. When I found my voice again, I let out an ironic laugh and sniffed. “He won’t want me again.”

      Arthur’s hand clenched into a fist and he lifted his chin with a look in his eye I recognized well, the look he’d given me just before our first kiss. “He’d be a fool not to.”

      “I wouldn’t forgive me.”

      The fist he made slowly raised towards me, and then lowered quickly. “You’re not him.”
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      Twenty-one hours after I gave birth to my daughter, I was standing under a tree in the woods behind our castle with Olivier.

      “Ready?” Olivier asked me. She had rushed back home after hearing I’d gone into labor, and just barely managed to miss the summit, which I knew was on purpose. She still had her reservations about the ordeal.

      On my orders, all but one of the Alphas had gone to stay with Alexander’s pack and would return as needed. The one still there was, of course, Knight. I’d been avoiding him as much as possible, but I knew it wouldn’t last. I’d have to talk to him eventually, and I wasn’t looking forward to it.

      ‘Oh, you said you loved me and then you got knocked up before making out with your bodyguard? Laters, fang lady.’

      Knight would totally say fang lady. Or something offensive, if he was feeling cranky. When he finally cornered me, I had no doubt he would throw every swear word in the book at my face.

      Balthazar was already gone again, leaving me to care for our daughter by myself. I couldn’t say that I was surprised, but I was more than a little disappointed. I hoped one day he would stop leaving me and stay nearby forever, mostly because I could use some friendship right about now, what with my not-dead ex-boyfriend here.

      Now wasn’t the time to think about either of them. Bundled in my arms, dressed in a long white dress, was my daughter. Her wispy black curls waved playfully, and she twisted in my arms as she slept. She was exactly twenty-one hours old, and it was time for her vampire christening, where I would promise to raise her to uphold vampiric law and announce to everyone what her name would be.

      I’d already delayed leaving our secluded spot for as long as possible, changing my daughter’s diaper twice when she wasn’t dirty, and then feeding her, burping her, trying to make her fall asleep again. After ten minutes, Olivier stopped pretending to check her phone and slipped it into her pocket.

      “You have to face him sometime,” she said quietly.

      No, I didn’t have to, and even if Knight was using the alliance meetings as an excuse to stay here, eventually this thing with the turned would end and he would have to leave, and then my life would continue. He’ll go off and become a fruit picker and marry… the thought of him marrying someone else left a bad taste in my mouth. Okay, fine. He’ll marry some chick who loves his jokes and would never cheat on him, like his loser ex-girlfriend. He’ll lie awake at night thinking about how much he hates me while his arm is wrapped around a curvy girl who drinks kale shakes. Nah. He’d never marry someone who couldn’t appreciate a good cheeseburger.

      The important part is he’ll move on and find someone better than me. I jest, there’s no one better than me, so he’ll find the second-best girl for him. And he’ll be happy. Just like I’ll be happy, raising my daughter alone. Even without Knight in my life, Arthur would never touch me again, so I didn’t even have that to look forward to.

      Huffing out a sigh, Olivier checked her wristwatch for the third time in the past minute. “We can’t be late. The ceremony is very time specific.”

      I adjusted my daughter’s blanket, kissed her pale little head, and set her diaper bag underneath the tree. “Let’s go.”

      Vampire christenings used to be incredibly superstitious. Every part of the ceremony involved exposing the baby vampire to everything that supposedly hurt or killed vampires, in an attempt to appease whatever forces gave us immunity to all of them, so we could continue to see our reflections in mirrors and use wooden furniture. We liked to change with the times while still honoring past traditions, so the christenings we practiced now were more symbolic.

      The ceremony starts with the parents, or parent in this case, and godparent carrying the baby over a bridge above running water, and our property had one such place that was close by. Then, a holy man or woman, which in this case was Castilla, who was apparently a holy woman in Spain, says some pretty words before placing three things over the baby’s wrapped body.

      A wooden cross.

      A silver rattle.

      An amulet filled with the blood of their parents.

      After that, the parents promise to instruct their child in the vampiric laws and customs, and then their Order promises the same. The godparent promises to care for the child like their own in the event its parents are no longer there.

      I couldn’t help but wonder, as I held my daughter in my arms, who my godparent had been at my ceremony. Had I even had a ceremony? I certainly didn’t have the blood amulet, or the cross and silver rattle, because all three are supposed to be in the child’s room as it grows up. Maybe I hadn’t been christened. What did that mean though? Am I not… sanctioned? Am I even allowed to be their leader if I’m not christened? Othello would probably know if I had been. Maybe. It could be an orphan thing. Maybe orphans weren’t christened, and it was fine because they didn’t have parents to raise them. I still felt sad, like there was an elite club I’d never been a member of.

      After all the pomp and circumstance, the parents would speak the baby’s name out loud for the first time, forever welcoming their baby to the world.

      Katherine. My daughter’s name was Katherine. Kitty for short. We were a family with nicknames.

      Kitty woke up mid-ceremony and wailed aloud in surprise. Olivier grabbed the ceremony objects so I could hold Kitty to my shoulder. I pat her back and she stopped crying. Some of the crowd cooed and made baby noises of appreciation for her cuteness, while the others stared at her like at any moment she was going to jump on them and drain them dry. To the naked eye, all they saw was the first baby they’d seen in fifteen years, and she was pretty damn cute if I do say so myself, except this adorbs baby would probably bite them if she got hungry.

      The only person not cooing at or freaking out over Kitty was standing away from the crowd, giving us a very mournful look that had a puppy-esque feel to it. Damn it, Knight. I’m sure you have better things to do than look pathetic. He was adorable when he looked pathetic, and I wanted to hate him for it, but I couldn’t.

      With my mind wandering in a million directions, I stared at the werewolf for too long, and he took it as encouragement to walk over. Not everyone had come to the ceremony, so Arthur had stayed behind to watch over the other members of the Council, wisely putting distance between us, but I wished he’d been there because the closer Knight came, the more my body shook, the more I felt like I couldn’t take a breath. Olivier was in charge of my safety with Arthur not there, and she stepped in front of me when Knight got within spitting distance, so close I could smell the scent of his hair, feel every exhale of his lungs.

      Did my hair look okay? Fuck. Shut up, brain.

      “Back it up, partner,” Olivier ordered, flicking her finger in the opposite direction. I couldn’t look him in the face, and I knew my cheeks were flushed bright scarlet. I focused on the plaid pattern of his shirt, the one he’d worn in my delusions, trying desperately to control my rapidly beating heart.

      “I just want to talk to her,” he told Olivier. His voice sent a line of tingles up my spine, and a responding shot of guilt turned my stomach over so hard I thought I might throw up.

      Olivier stepped closer to him and flicked her hands out to extend her claws. “She doesn’t want to talk to you, mutt.”

      Her words made me bristle with anger, and I wanted to defend him, but he probably didn’t want me to. He didn’t say anything either, he just stood there with that puppy face of his, staring at me. Taking a few steps and falling into his sturdy, warm arms would’ve been the greatest pleasure in the world, but I didn’t deserve that anymore.

      “Olivier, back,” I ordered with authority, and she stepped away from him, relaxing her battle stance but still pinning him down with her glare. Finally, I met Knight’s deep brown eyes, and my inner turmoil rose to insurmountable heights at the sight of them. Even as I felt like my lungs were devoid of air, it was nice to see his face. Like a painting you hang on the wall and admire, but never touch.

      When I could barely stand it, Kitty fussed in my arms. It took little effort to comfort her, but Knight had reacted to her cry and come close enough to touch me. Before I could stop myself, I recoiled away from him and Olivier took her place between us with her claws out again.

      The despondent look on his face ripped a hole into me so deeply, if I hadn’t already been broken inside, the despair would’ve burst me into a thousand pieces that no one, not even Arthur, could put back together.

      “Let’s go,” I mumbled to Olivier, and we left Knight standing beside the babbling river.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      A week passed, and I was still rattled at having Knight nearby. He spent most of his time at the reservation, but found any and every opportunity to come to the castle. He’d be gone soon, I had to keep reminding myself. He’d leave, and then I could continue my life. My empty, lonely life where the only drop of sunshine was my tiny Kitty. I’d never be happy, not really, but at least I’d have her.

      Arthur was now all business, truly as if nothing had happened between us, so much so I had to remind myself it had actually happened, and I hadn’t imagined it. And if I wasn’t mistaken, he was only spending as much time with me as he had to, maybe because every time we were alone I longed to be in his arms, just to feel safe for only a moment.

      There was also the work. I had plenty of that to keep me company as my heart was in constant pain. Arthur entered the room not five minutes after I’d come in, carrying another stack of papers, this one thankfully much thinner than usual. I tried to ignore my reaction to him, this was business as usual. No funny stuff. Silent, he set the stack in front of me and automatically glanced over to where Kitty slept in her bassinet by my desk.

      “More legal things?” I asked him, flipping over the first page and inspecting it. My eyes lifted as well to peek out at him from the paper. His face was blank, as it had been for days. Damn him.

      He moved easily into business talk, like nothing had been going through his mind during the silence, but I noted he was avoiding looking at my face. “The legal department is working on terms of the alliance. This is the first draft. We’ll present it at the next summit.” Next. Meaning there’d be more after that one. Negotiating was so much fun. “This one will be at the reservation.”

      I couldn’t help raising my eyebrows at him even though he wasn’t looking at me. “That sounds risky. What will the security be like?”

      “I’ll be there to protect the delegate. The werewolf has also volunteered.” That must’ve been a hard sell with Arthur, but it did make me pause. There would be only one reason why Knight would volunteer to protect a delegate.

      “Whom did they choose?” I asked cautiously, very certain of the answer.

      “Page 5,” he said with a gesture to the papers, his eyes still cast down. I flipped to the proper page and scanned it to find my name amongst all the legal jargon.

      “They do realize I just had a baby, right? Literally last week. Me. Baby. Had.”

      He shrugged apathetically in the typical Arthur fashion, and god, I wanted to slap him so hard. “You’re the only one who can make sure this happens. And even if I don’t believe that this is the best course of action–” He finally looked up at me and I glared at him, still contemplating that slap. “–it’s still a viable solution if executed properly.”

      God, I can’t believe I let him eat my pussy.

      “Assuming I don’t wind up as Lycan breakfast,” I muttered, my mood decidedly ruined.

      “The werewolf won’t let that happen,” Arthur said, and I raised my eyebrows in disbelief.

      “I’m surprised you’re suddenly trusting a werewolf enough to say something like that, no matter what he means to me.”

      “I don’t trust anyone,” he stated plainly, making my heart sink. “I’m merely stating that he, like you, clearly values this alliance. It won’t happen if you’re dead.” He had a point, but fuck, he was so cold sometimes. “Plus, he’s still carrying around a torch for you, no matter what you think. That helps too. Only regarding your safety, mind you.”

      My eyes bugged out of my skull and I stood up so fast Arthur almost flinched. “Oh my god, we’re not a thing. You are banned from discussing my love life, Arthur, since I hardly believe you can be impartial given the fact that you made out with me right over there.” I pointed to the couch, daring Arthur to pretend he was still apathetic, but he was a giant disappointment with a quick twitch of his lips being the only indication he’d heard me. My stare at him quickly became a blinking contest, and I was firm in being the winner, to the point my eyes were stinging when he dropped his eyes and looked away.

      “You’d be surprised how impartial I can be,” he said so quietly I almost didn’t hear it, and I signed the papers quickly so he would leave in the awkward silence that followed.

      Slumping down into my chair, I leaned back and took a deep measured breath. I had several problems to deal with. The alliance, the turned, my ex-boyfriend, my ex-whatever Arthur was, a newborn baby, James (the guy who tortured me) was in my house, absent baby daddy, but it only seemed fair to add something new to the mix. I didn’t have a companion anymore, and especially with the double loss of blood with Kitty drinking from me, I was in dire need of one. For the moment, I was drinking bagged blood, like old times. It wouldn’t last, and I would need a solution soon.

      I glanced over at Kitty and there was a timid knock at the door. After being given permission to enter, Sara walked in.
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      The Sara that stood before me was different. She wasn’t sporting that edge of eccentric I’d come to love. Her makeup had always been either subdued or over the top, and now she had smoky eyes and deep rouged lips. Her clothes were fashionable and attractive, no more haphazard robes or kitten patterned pants. Her smile was also different when it was directed at me, as if she knew exactly how bad I felt towards her. I quite expected her to have a grudge against me, which would’ve been perfectly acceptable given the circumstances.

      “I don’t hate you,” she opened, still in the doorway. Was she trying to spare my feelings?

      I swallowed and focused on one of the various paintings on the wall. Some rich dude with a foxhound and a codpiece over his gross medieval dick. “You should,” I said back. “I betrayed everything I believe in when I mistreated you.” My eyes fell to the dark green carpet around her shoes. “I’ve been lashing out at anyone who dared misuse a human because I dishonored you. And I didn’t even bother feeling bad about it, even after I was gone. I was too caught up in my own crap to remember, oh hey, that human that was nice to you? You made her a slave.” I wiped a trembling hand over my cheeks. “Shit. I’m no better than James.”

      She laughed at me. Loudly, in a very ironic fashion. “You? As bad as that manipulative egotistical fuck head?” She snorted several times behind her hand.

      “Isn’t he your boyfriend?” I pointed out, not that I cared about hurting her boyfriend’s feelings.

      She snorted again. “He’s still a manipulative egotistical fuck head. Me dating him won’t change that.”

      “You and him, that’s kind of…” I wiggled my hand around and she put her hands on her hips, smiling reproachfully.

      “You’re dating a werewolf. Knowing vampires as I do, they find that miles more repulsive than human and vampire relations.”

      “We’re not dating,” I told her quickly, but she appeared only mildly surprised, as if she was further on in my story than I was and didn’t realize I hadn’t caught up to her yet. “You came here for something?” I asked before she could be the third person to lecture me about Knight before lunch. The first one being myself.

      “I just wanted to make sure we were okay, and James is ready at any time to continue talking about the book you have. I know you’re busy with other things, so don’t feel rushed. We have rooms, we’ll stay as long as we need to.”

      Of course, James’s status meant he could live here if he wanted to, especially since he wasn’t blood bingeing anymore. I shuddered to think of how it would be if he decided to stay. Seeing his face every day, this time in my home, his crystal grey eyes would haunt me everywhere I went. Even worse, Drake had the same eyes as his father, so I’d be doubly haunted.

      “I promise we’re not staying,” Sara said softly. She was suddenly close enough to put her hand on my arm. “James understands you’re still dealing with the trauma, and believe me, he wishes he could take it all back.”

      Looking down, I tried with everything I had to not relive the horror I’d suffered at James’s hands, and I was shaking with the effort. “It won’t make it go away,” I told her.

      “No,” she agreed. “But you’re stronger now. You have Kitty to protect. There’s nothing that makes a woman stronger than being a mom.”
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        * * *

      

      I was used to the illusion of a sleepless infant, wailing at all hours of the day and night, constant spit-ups and refusal to be comforted. In the few short weeks of her life, Kitty only cried if I pulled away before she was finished drinking my blood. Anything else was a quick howl until I noticed her distress of a wet diaper or wanting to be held.

      She sucked her thumb as she slept in her crib, the epitome of a sleeping angel. I loved her and wanted to stay by her side all day every day, but I was hungry from feeding her again. Grabbing the baby monitor, I switched both units on and closed her door behind me.

      Olivier sat on the couch in my living room reading a book. With me working during the day, it was her job to protect Kitty. Everyone was still wary around her, and Olivier was the only one I trusted with my daughter’s safety. I left her on the couch and went downstairs.

      After grabbing a bag of blood from the kitchen, I made my way to my office. Marie sat at her desk writing on a notepad, but she stood up when I walked into the hallway.

      “Lisbeth, you have a visitor. I showed them into your office,” she told me. I scowled at her, busting a small hole in the bag with my finger and putting a straw into it to put against my lips. I took a long, gross sip. God, I needed a companion, and soon.

      “Marie, you’re not supposed to let people into my office if I’m not present. Arthur made the security protocols very clear about that.”

      “Well,” she said, biting her lip. “He’s there too. He brought the visitor.”

      I marched into my office expecting an intervention, or something involving Knight. The last thing I expected was Arthur leaning against my desk and James standing next to him playing with my dagger letter opener. They both straightened up and looked like guilty children under the pointed edge of my scowl. I shut the door on Marie and locked it.

      “Arthur,” I said as calmly as I could, feeling both wrath at Arthur doing whatever he wanted and anxiety at being this close to James.

      “Yes,” Arthur responded, feeling no guilt whatsoever for this.

      “Why is James here? In my office. Playing with my fucking letter opener.” James set the knife down carefully when he noticed my scowl directed at him.

      “I want him out of this castle,” Arthur explained with enough frost to re-freeze the polar ice caps.

      “No offense taken,” James offered happily.

      Arthur curled his lip, gritting his teeth as he retorted, “All the offense.” James made an ‘okay’ motion with his hands. “I don’t want him here any longer. He’s a blood binger.”

      “Former,” James quipped, because he clearly didn’t value his life.

      I thought Arthur’s tendons would pop from the fist he was making where James couldn’t see. “I only allowed him here because you asked me to overlook his crimes,” he ground out. “I request you finish your business with him and allow me to remove him from the house.”

      “Again, not offended.” James smiled at me in a way that reminded me of my previous encounters with him. I felt my spine start crawling and my stomach churned against my will. “Lovely to see you again, Lisbeth. You’re looking well. Sticking to the black and white color scheme still, I see. I quite preferred you in purple, if you do recall.”

      Before my feelings of revulsion could escalate further, the smallest sound came from the baby monitor in my hand, and I remembered what Sara said about my daughter giving me strength.

      Raising my head, I looked at James with a deadpan look. “James, stick it up your ass. This isn’t a party, and I’m not your subordinate anymore. I am the highest-ranking vampire in this Order, and you will be respectful.” He raised his eyebrows but stayed silent. “And as for you, Arthur. You will cease to make decisions for me immediately. I know James is awful, but I will choose when to speak to someone.”

      “I hate to interject,” James slid in. I doubted that. “I’m sure Arthur would be more than happy to oblige you if hating me were his only motive in this meeting.”

      “Pardon?”

      He glanced in Arthur’s direction and Arthur wouldn’t meet his eyes. “Tell her.” Arthur worked his jaw for a few seconds, James seeing that as an opportunity to take over. “You see, my liege, you might be the highest-ranking vampire in our Order, but you are not the oldest.” Oh fuck me backwards. “You assumed power when Othello was taken simply because I was not here, and should anything happen to you while I am at the Order…” He flipped his hand out towards me with a smile, and I had a sudden urge to put his face to a cheese grater.

      “You would take over the Order,” I finished, grinding my teeth. Arthur met my eyes finally, trying to silently tell me just how much he absolutely did not want to take orders from James. Not that I blamed him. “Could you take my place, James? If you demanded it?”

      “No,” he admitted with a rueful smile. “It doesn’t work like that, the vampires who made the rules saw to it. They had no wish for power grabs or assassinations. You keep your position until you are either dead, missing, or the previous leader is fit to lead again. It’s just as well, because you have nothing to fear from me. I have no desire to rule our kind. I feel those days are behind me.”

      “I’d still like the possibility removed,” Arthur added, giving me a look that was almost secretive, like we were alone instead of with James watching everything we did.

      I nodded to him, showing a blank face that I didn’t feel with him looking at me like that. “I retract my comments about putting you in the stocks for insubordination.”

      “You never said that.”

      “Really? Hmm. Could’ve sworn I did.” I walked around my desk and unlocked the drawer with Anastasia’s journal. “Arthur, you may leave us. Don’t talk back. Out, please.”

      His fist curled up again, but he nodded and left the room. With him gone, I felt vulnerable and exposed. Taking a deep breath, I squared my shoulders and stared James down.

      He turned to me and smiled. “Well, Lisbeth. We are alone.”

      “If you touch me, I will fucking murder you right here on this disgusting green carpet.”

      His lips pursed, not expecting my reaction. “Not before you’ve gotten the information you need.”

      “Fucking. Murder.”

      “My hands will not touch you, my liege,” he said with a slight bow.

      Tapping my fingers on my desk, I enjoyed seeing him being submissive for once. “I preferred your attitude when you first arrived. Quiet. Repentant. Serious. Mostly quiet.”

      “Yes, I recall. And I shall endeavor to be all three.” I slipped the book out from the drawer and stood it up on my desk. His face brightened at the sight of it, like it held a hidden twinkie bar. “Ahh, my journal. My recount of the wrath of Anastasia. The forbidden words forever–”

      “Yes. It’s your journal, stop being so dramatic.” He pursed his lips at me again, almost amused at me now, the surprise wearing off. “The conversation we are about to have is confidential and private to the utmost extreme. You speak of this to any living soul, and I will execute you on the spot.”

      He went from a smile to serious rather quickly, and I’d rarely seen such a look on him. “You’ve changed quite a bit, my liege. I understand the need for secrecy. No one will hear your words from me, I swear on my life’s blood.”

      I relaxed against my chair, my fingers splayed over my now empty belly. “‘Have you ever wondered why there are so few older Born?’ That’s what you asked me in one of our first conversations. Then you preceded to tell me that no one really knew why that is, and what I thought on the matter, all before I told you it was something my Order had taught me not to discuss. Do you recall this conversation?”

      “Of course I do, don’t insult me.”

      Raising an eyebrow, I continued. “And yet, I find you’ve written the only account of what really happened to vampires, and why there are so few of us left.”

      Pointing to the book, he defended himself rather loudly. “You also read that I was sworn to secrecy. I was curious what you knew, and that meant being very careful about what I said to you.”

      “Fair enough,” I conceded, holding my hand out to calm him down, because if he went off the lid, I didn’t know how I would react. “Your account of Anastasia’s life was most interesting to me. Not for the reason one might think, as I have no significant curiosity for the history of our kind, at least not to the degree of needing your input.” I stood up and took the journal with me. “I discovered your journal when I was expecting my daughter. I had some… reservations about her.”

      “The vampire child who drinks vampire blood,” he said thoughtfully, rubbing at his chin. “Everyone is afraid of her. Of what she will become.”

      “And none more so than me.” My fingernail tapped against the book, and I felt on the level with him for once. “My daughter is only part vampire. The other half is Incubus.”

      “You fucked an Incubus?” James looked shocked, but more like I’d made friends with a unicorn than simply shared a night with my oldest friend. “And that is why your daughter drinks vampire blood. Such a thing is… unheard of.”

      “You had a child with a human,” I reminded him frostily. “I’d never heard of a living dhampir before. I mean, there’s human lore of it, to be sure, but it’s never been seen among us. I didn’t even think it was possible.”

      “Fair, but while there might be a history of dhampirs, there is no lore about a vampire and Incubus child. Not to my knowledge.”

      I shook my head wearily. “Nor mine. That’s why your book intrigued me. You mentioned in your account that Anastasia was different from other vampires. She had power over her peers that you couldn’t explain, and there were mysterious circumstances surrounding her birth. Did you ever see her drinking another vampire’s blood like my daughter does?” I waited for his answer with all my hope on the line, that all my fears had no foundation, that I had been worried for nothing.

      He debated for several moments, pulling back his old memories of a time long passed. When he looked up to meet my eyes, I saw the answer he’d found, and it was not the one I wanted. “Yes. I saw her drink vampire blood many times.”

      Hell in a hand basket. Was I unbelievably fucked? Unaware of my internal panic, he went back into his mind to search for more memories, his blue eyes flicking from side to side like he was watching a movie fast forwarding on a television screen. “Now that I am presented with the option, I cannot in all honesty discount the possibility that she was not fully vampire.”

      My legs started to shake so hard I had to steady myself against my desk. “My daughter could end up like her. She could be the next destruction of our species if the turned vampires don’t finish us off first.”

      James reached out, seeing my body on the verge of going into shock, making me recoil away faster than Barry Allen changing clothes. Dropping his hand, he took a step back and tried again. “You don’t know what she was. I said I couldn’t discount the possibility, I didn’t say I was positive she was part Incubus. And even if she was, there is no way to prove it now. She’s been gone for four hundred years.”

      “Is she dead?” I probed, brushing black curls from my face and feeling sweat forming on my forehead. “Did you see her body? Was there chanting in the streets in celebration of her passing?”

      “She was presumed dead, but it was never confirmed. I tried for decades to find her again, I swear this to you. If she is alive, and I mean if. Finding her will be next to impossible.”

      “No, I won’t accept that answer. There has to be something, someone, who has seen her.” I hoisted my hip onto my desk to think. I would not give up on my daughter. She was all I had left.

      “There…” James started. He stopped himself and pressed his lips together, but my hopes had already risen.

      “Say it. Please?” My mouth turned acrid from the word, but it seemed to unbind James’s tongue.

      “There is only one thing we can do. Hand me the journal, please.” He took it from me and immediately ripped the binding off. I dove to protect the book, but he held out his hand to stop me. Hidden inside the cloth outer layer and the hard, inner layer of the binding was a folded piece of paper. He handed the journal and its destroyed cover back to me.

      “I hope that was worth it,” I complained, trying to piece them back together but failing at it. The paper in James’s hands unfolded to reveal a small piece of blood-stained cloth. “What is that?”

      “This,” he said with a wicked smile. “Is stained with the blood of the only vampire who ever mattered to Anastasia Bathory.”

      “A blood-stained cloth.”

      “Yes.”

      “And that will help us find Anastasia? And by ‘us’ I mean me, don’t get ideas.”

      “Yes,” James repeated insistently, like I was stupid. “Presuming he is not dead. But finding him requires an extra component.”

      Glaring, I held up a warning finger to him. “Do not say magic. Or the light of a full moon. I will slap the piss out of you.”

      He rolled his eyes at me. “No, don’t be ridiculous. This requires something I didn’t have when I was trying to find the vampire the blood belongs to. I tried doing it on my own, it’s how I started blood bingeing. I figured enough human blood in my system would allow me the power to track any scent of blood. Sadly, I had no idea that that wasn’t something a blood binge would give me, and by the time I figured that out, I was too far into the binge to even care. I left Europe and I never searched for Anastasia again.” So he hadn’t started his trip to crazy town because he was just a psychopath who liked torturing people. It didn’t make me like him more, though.

      “Is the component a dhampir? Is that why you had a child with a human?”

      He narrowed his eyes at me, his mouth pinched together. “Believe it or not, I had a child with Sara because I love her. I know that sounds contradictory, considering our history, but it’s the truth.”

      “Just tell me what the thing is, I’m not incredibly interested in your love life.”

      He glared harder, but his smile came back on cue. “The component is a werewolf. Your lover should suffice.”

      “He’s not my lover.”

      “Details,” James said with a wave of his hand. I contemplated smashing his head into my desk. “A Lycan cannot track blood older than a few years. Werewolves, on the other hand, can track any scent of any age. Your lover is the last of his kind, and I suspect there will never be another. If he dies, you will never be able to track the vampire you need.”

      “Then I’ll make sure he doesn’t die,” I assured James. Not that I was planning on Knight dying or anything. Quite the opposite.

      “Then I suggest you do this before any kind of battle with the turned takes place. I can assure you, no matter what you might say about the werewolf, if there is a choice between your life and his, he will choose you, and the battle to come will not be without casualties.”

      “I can’t exactly run off to Zanzibar right now.”

      He continued as if I hadn’t spoken, a behavior I was well acquainted with from our time together. “The vampire’s last recorded residence was in Italy. You can start from there. His name is Lucas.”

      “Lucas?” I asked.

      James handed me the cloth wrapped in its paper sleeve again. “Lucas.”
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      Lucas. That was the name of the vampire I needed to find, the only being on the planet that knew where Anastasia Bathory was. I didn’t make the mistake of believing finding either of them would be simple. First, I had to come up with an excuse to go to Europe without Arthur, because let’s face it, there had to be more than a few lines he wouldn’t cross when it came to Anastasia Bathory, and in order to actually find Lucas, I had to make sure Knight went with me while also keeping it secret as to why he had to come along.

      Cameron would’ve helped me. He would’ve taken care of Kitty for me, even let her feed off him without hesitation. I missed him more than words could say, but I had to believe he’d be back one day after all of this had blown over, but a small part of me was afraid for him. He was undercover in the turned army now. If they caught him, they’d be sending him back to me in a pile of ash.

      On that day, I would rain a raging fire over their worthless bodies in such a way that would make Anastasia Bathory’s deeds look like child’s play. I hoped for the turned’s sake they never made such a careless mistake.

      The first part of my plan would be another meeting with the Council. I’d fiddled with the alliance draft until it more suited my needs, while still achieving the overall goal. To pull this off meant making it look like I had to go to Europe to help negotiations. My stubbornness was well-known, and my position of authority meant if I said I wanted things a certain way, getting it done would be fairly simple. Since the Council was letting me spearhead it, I knew everything would fall into place. Eventually.

      It took little effort to gather the Council together after a few days of planning. As this was an informal meeting, I had instructed Arthur to direct everyone towards the smaller drawing-room. By the time I arrived, everyone had found a seat or a place to stand. Castilla was perched on one of the antique sofas, so close to the edge that I was afraid she might slide off.

      “Council members,” I said as I walked in. Sending everyone a respectful nod, I noticed Estinien standing in a corner of the small room with his arms crossed over his chest. I nodded to him as well.

      Thaddeus sat in one of the armchairs, his hands propped up on an old cane. “Lisbeth, we eagerly await the purpose for this meeting. It is your right to call us together whenever you wish, as the leader of the oldest vampire Order.” His tone had more than a hint of annoyance, though I’d thought he was one of my allies. Had I interrupted his goddamn nap? He noticed my mood shift and smiled warmly at me. “Forgive my tone, dear one. Estinien has been very vocal these past few minutes before you arrived.”

      “Flaunting her power all over the place. Disgraceful,” Estinien spat. “Othello would be ashamed to see his successor consorting with Lycans, sleeping with a werewolf, giving birth to a monstrosity, and now forcing us to attend meetings whenever the desire suits her just to flaunt her power. This is a disgrace to the Council, make no mistake.”

      Bitch, say that again. I dare you.

      Giving him the most venomous look I could muster, I opened my folder without breaking eye contact. “I’ve brought you here for the next phase of Lycan negotiations.” Estinien scoffed and rolled his eyes.

      “The Council will be silent,” Castilla declared. “Lisbeth has the floor and our respect.” She glared at Estinien until he relaxed his stance and looked away. In that brief moment, I sensed something coming from her, but it disappeared before I could process it, and she turned back to me with a smile. “What are you proposing, Lisbeth?” Arthur handed her the papers and she flipped through them. “Diplomatic parties to each foreign Lycan pack. One vampire, four Lycans.”

      Thaddeus motioned to be given the contract next. “That’s suicide,” he said as he scanned the words. “This is extremely dangerous. They wouldn’t attack a group of us, but Lycans could, and will, turn on one vulnerable vampire. And if their guardian Lycans don’t, the foreign packs will. This is suicide,” he repeated, sounding it out for me.

      “This is war,” I told him firmly. “We don’t have options. This is the best way to negotiate with the foreign packs. I’ve thought out every detail. The vampires chosen as diplomats will be protected from their guardians, and from the packs overseas.”

      “Not everyone has the luxury of being friends with the Lycans,” Estinien quipped. “There’s nothing that will keep our diplomats safe. Your blind trust will get more of us killed.”

      It said something for my patience that he wasn’t writhing on the floor in pain.

      I continued as if he hadn’t spoken. “There’s something we can do that will ensure absolute protection, but we need permission from the Lycans to get it.”

      “Hostages?” someone asked hopefully.

      “Not quite,” I answered with a smile. “It’s something the Alphas have, a bracelet that protects the wearer from harm.”

      “What, does it have a magic spell?” Estinien said with another scoff.

      “Better. A law in the Lycan culture. Whoever wears the bracelet will be protected, no matter who the human, or vampire, is. I had one when I was with the werewolf. It’s why he swore fealty to me.”

      “I’m sure that wasn’t the reason,” Castilla said under her breath and my mouth curled at her in annoyance. Was everyone shipping us? For fuck’s sake, this wasn’t an episode of the Bachelor.

      It took every ounce of effort for me to not roll my eyes. “There’s only one problem.”

      “Beyond getting their permission to use these bracelets?” Thaddeus asked.

      Knowing exactly how they would react, I hesitated to explain, chewing on my lip to quell my anxiety. “They’re decorated with vampire teeth.”

      The room erupted with outrage, which was what I’d expected from them. It took several minutes, and Arthur’s constant ordering of everyone to be quiet, before the room became silent again.

      “I will not order my kinsmen to wear a bracelet with spoils of slaughter on it,” Estinien declared, his clenched fists pumping at his sides.

      It wasn’t as if I couldn’t see the opposite side of this. I was asking them to pretend like it didn’t matter that the teeth on those bracelets belonged to our kind, vampires that were loved and missed by us. It didn’t matter that we had no idea who the teeth belonged to. They belonged to a vampire, and that was just as important as knowing the owners.

      On the other side was Kitty, my precious girl, whose future depended on these negotiations. I swallowed any guilt over what I was about to say and felt my stomach churn in response. God help me.

      “I...” The room spun slightly. I was low on blood again. Keep it together, Lisbeth. Kitty needs you. “I understand. I really do. This is too much to ask, believe me, I know. I could say that the Alphas here have only killed vampires from my domain, but the foreign Alphas will also have bracelets, with teeth from your brothers too.” I glanced at Castilla. She was always on my side, no matter what I did because she saw the wisdom in my choices. Instead of looking at me with an encouraging smile, she was staring at the carpet near my feet looking like she’d just licked a salty lemon. I tried someone else. “Thaddeus. How many Lycans have you killed?”

      His fingers curled and uncurled around the hilt of his cane, and his mouth worked in thought. “Eighty-three.”

      “Estinien.”

      He looked like he was going to giggle before he answered. “Three hundred and twelve.” Damn, son. Someone needed a new hobby.

      “Castilla.”

      She finally glanced up from her study of the carpet, her eyes cloudy. “Two.”

      “Raise your hand if you’ve never killed a Lycan.” Everyone in the room, Arthur included, didn’t raise their hand, except for me. The only one of my kind to never kill our enemies. I was a unicorn amongst horses. “You’ve all slaughtered their kind. They’ve slaughtered ours. I’m not asking you to forget. I’m not even asking you to forgive. I’m asking you to move on. We are not better than them in crimes of war. The only difference is they choose to wear their kills like a badge of honor while we pretend it’s not the same thing when we kill their kind.”

      My stomach churned again. I couldn’t believe I’d just said that. They would surely shut me down now. Expunge me from my seat. Kick me out. Worse, feed me to the dogs. Except the Lycans liked me. Maybe they’d show mercy. Or they’d fry me up with potatoes.

      Thaddeus leaned heavily on his cane and stood up from the tartan armchair he was sitting in. “As much as it pains me to admit…”

      Lisbeth is a psycho and deserves to die? No, that wouldn’t be painful to admit. It’d be super easy to admit. Burn the witch!

      “Lisbeth is right.”

      Oh. My God. “There have been many deaths on both sides of the Lycan and vampire feud. Perhaps with this alliance, all of that will change. I’m not saying we’ll be friends–” Thaddeus gave me a loaded stare like I’d suggested we get mani-pedis with the Lycans and braid their hair while watching chick flicks. “–but maybe less bloodshed. I’d be honored to volunteer one of my subordinates to be a diplomat.”

      Not to be outdone, the rest of the Council members quickly did the same. I left the meeting with a list of names, far more than we needed for the mission, and another success under my belt.
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      Early on the appointed day, I stood over Kitty’s bed, watching her sleep. She’d grown so much in the past weeks. I could’ve spent hours over her crib, just looking at her pink cheeks and her tiny toes, and I had done so many times when the work was finished for the day. In order for my plan to work, I’d have to leave her side briefly, and it was the hardest thing I’d ever contemplated doing. It needed to be done. In the moments when I missed her, I could go back to this memory of watching her little belly go up and down with each breath.

      One last kiss on her cheek, I grabbed the baby monitor and left my room in the quiet of sunrise. The house was empty at this early hour. With the castle as crowded as it was, it was slightly nice to walk down the staircase to an empty foyer. I hadn’t been truly alone in weeks, even in the time before Kitty had been born. Relishing it, I smiled and pushed the swing door of the kitchen open, only to walk in on Knight eating a bowl of cereal.

      Fucking Christ, what was he doing here?

      He looked as shocked as I was, but he managed to not drop his bowl while the baby monitor slipped from my hands. I caught it before it hit the floor.

      “Sorry,” he said, putting his bowl on the counter. “I didn’t know… I got hungry, so I thought…”

      “It’s fine,” I told him quickly, staring at anything except his face. Be cool, be cool. Above all, no crying. “All of the Lycans are welcome to use the kitchen whenever they want.”

      He sat down on one of the bar stools and ran a nervous hand through his thick, black hair. He’d tied it back, but a few unruly strands had escaped. “Right. I just don’t want to, you know… tick anyone off. Tensions have been pretty high.”

      I set the baby monitor onto the counter and glanced at it before walking over to the special fridge in the corner. “I’m the leader of this house now, and I’m the one who said it was okay. You’re free to eat whenever you need to.” The entire room smelled like him and fuck, his scent was close to turning me on. I wanted to bathe in it and rub it all over me like bar of soap.

      The special fridge had bags of blood, my new companions. I grabbed two of them and tossed them onto the counter by the baby monitor before rooting in the cabinets for a tumbler. Knight munched on his cereal, watching me unscrew the tumbler lid and pour the blood inside. Avoiding looking at him, I screwed the lid back on and took a long sip through the straw.

      Fucking hell. It was so disgusting. I would’ve preferred drinking from a diseased human over drinking another tumbler of bagged blood. After living off the stuff for weeks, I’d hoped to gain a taste for it, like humans with coffee, but alas no. I swallowed and tried not to contort my face too much.

      “I heard you were in charge now,” Knight said while he chewed. “Congrats on the promotion.” Taking another sip, I had to turn my face so he wouldn’t see me gagging on it. “What happened to the creepy guy? You know, the one you said was always hitting on you?”

      That made me smile, tapping my thermos and turning just a little towards him. “He was kidnapped by the turned. Their parting gift, in fact.”

      He chuckled around a mouthful of cereal. “Who’d have thought they could be so thoughtful,” he mused. With anyone else, I would’ve thought they were being disrespectful, or making light of Othello being taken, but I knew Knight well enough to know when he wasn’t taking things seriously. He confirmed that when he met my eyes and said, “I’m sorry, Lis.”

      The very essence of my soul had frozen over from all the pain I’d endured in the past year, and just one look from his deep and steady eyes was enough to melt it all away.

      I looked back down at the baby monitor before my inner glacier could submit to global warming. Kitty hiccuped in her sleep and went back to her little baby snores. I expected Knight to ask about her. Who was her dad? Who had I replaced him with? Was my new beau as pretty as him? And most importantly, did he also have awesome hair? Instead, Knight just sat there eating his cereal like it was the most important thing he could possibly be doing.

      “So,” I said finally with a sip of gross blood to steady me. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but, why are you here exactly? The meeting today is on the reservation.”

      He finished his cereal and stood up, coming close to me so he could rinse his bowl off in the sink. “Arthur asked me to help escort you there.” That better have been all he’d said to Knight. “He uhh…” Knight scrubbed at his neck and I wondered what was going through his head. “Are you with him?”

      Arthur was dead. D-e-d, dead.

      Knight felt the need to continue when I didn’t answer, further sealing the nails in Arthur’s coffin. “The way he looks at you…”

      “That’s over,” I said quickly. “We’re not together. Anymore. Never were.”

      Knight didn’t look skeptical so much as… hurt? “Does he know that?”

      “Decidedly so,” I affirmed with another sip of blood.

      He leaned back and tapped his fingers on the counter. “He dumped you.”

      “He didn’t…” I stopped and looked away. “You can’t dump someone you weren’t dating in the first place.”

      “Do you love him?” The words left Knight’s lips and hung in the air like a slowly swinging noose.

      What I’d felt for Arthur couldn’t be love, because it was nothing like what I felt for Knight, but I couldn’t deny the pain I still felt after losing what we’d had.

      “I don’t know how to answer that,” I said simply, staring at the countertop.

      “It’s a simple yes or no answer, Lis.”

      “It’s not a simple yes or no,” I bit back as I looked up at him. “My feelings, or lack of feelings, don’t matter. To him. To me. I said we were over.”

      The werewolf nodded, took another bite of cereal, and seemed satisfied with my answer.

      Finishing my blood, I fumed inwardly at Arthur’s obvious lack of social awareness, meaning he had no problem lumping me with my ex-whatever-he-is, so long as it meant I was safer, no matter what it did to me internally. Guess who wasn’t ever getting a pay raise?

      I checked the clock on my phone and slipped it back into my jacket pocket. “We should get going.” Eyes down, I went to the sink and bumped against Knight when he moved at the same moment. He was so warm, just as I’d remembered. I felt cold all over, as if Arthur’s icy attitude had transferred over to me. I blinked several times and stepped far away from the sink, mumbling an apology to him.

      I hurriedly left the room, and with Knight right behind me, it almost felt like he was chasing me. My pulse quickened and I felt… turned on? Fuck, what was wrong with me?

      We reached the outside doors to my office’s waiting room and Knight’s hand shot out to open the door for me, startling me enough where I bumped into the other door with my back. My cheeks flushed and I ran inside my waiting room, past Marie, and into my office. Arthur had left me a stack of copies he made of the alliance draft so I could pass it out to any Lycan that wanted to read it. Trying hard to stop flushing, I swished over to my desk to grab the papers, and when I turned around, Knight’s gaze went from my ass to something rolling across the carpet in front of him. It was a Roomba, with a little blonde wig, a princess crown, and a big pink label that said, ‘Glenda.’

      Knight grinned as it passed him. “Present from Sara?”

      It must’ve been, since I’d never ordered it, and it seemed like something she would do, especially with the costume on top of it. Glenda. My Roomba’s name was Glenda.

      “Carry on, Glenda,” I said to it before opening the door. It whirred around a chair leg in response.
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        * * *

      

      I recalled the last, and only, time I’d been at the Mohawk reservation. Heavily pregnant, I’d risked life and limb with Arthur to ask the Lycan Alpha if he could find where Knight was, which as it happens had been a pointless venture since he showed up at the summit before Alexander could get word to me. One thing was still the same this time, sadly. It still stunk of dog piss. Knight had his shirt pulled up over his nose in disgust.

      “Fucking hell, don’t they have a toilet here?” he complained under his shirt. “Just one toilet? Any toilet. An outhouse. A shithole. Somewhere not here. God, I can’t even smell anything now, my nose is broken.”

      “Packs that live near vampires are extra cautious,” Arthur explained evenly. He wasn’t being helpful, he just wanted Knight to shut up.

      We stood there for several minutes outside the gate. We weren’t allowed to just walk in like normal visitors, we had to wait for a special escort, and apparently that escort either slept in or didn’t care about being punctual. Arthur started pulling out several knives on his person and running them over a little band he had on his wrist, which I assumed was sharpening them somehow.

      God, this was the most awkward moment of my life. Knight on one side, probably staring at me like ‘look at that slutty vampire who fucked other men’ and Arthur like ‘I bet she liked his fingers better than mine.’

      Unbidden, the memories of Knight and I together popped up like a tv screen, and I was on that bed again with him, riding up and down his cloth covered cock because we couldn’t actually have sex without James finding out. I’d gotten closer and closer to an orgasm before he rolled me over and rubbed his cock against my clit until we both were breathless and shaking with a climax that rivaled almost all of the others I’d ever had. All without him ever sinking his cock into me.

      “Ahem,” Arthur cleared his throat, bringing me out of it with a snap.

      I was back at the reservation and oh shit, my panties were soaking wet. Both men had to be smelling like that like a lighthouse beacon coupled with a very loud foghorn.

      “Remind me to never make you wait for stuff,” Arthur quipped in his unfeeling tone.

      “Shut up,” I ground out to him and risked a look over at Knight. He had a very obvious boner inside his pants, and I felt another surge of arousal rush through me at the sight of it. Breathe. Think of something else. Like… Balthazar on my nipples. Christ. It was impossible to focus.

      “Othello’s O face,” Knight whispered, leaning slightly towards me, and I burst out into giggles so hard I had to hold my stomach. I was still laughing when the Lycans arrived. The escort finally arrived, consisting of several Lycans who very clearly had no love for us, or this meeting. The biggest one had a large rifle in his hands, and he pointed it at me.

      “Surrender all weapons,” he commanded. Arthur twitched, either ready to defend our right to protect ourselves, or start a pile of knives on the ground, so I put a hand out in front of him.

      “We will do no such thing,” I informed the Lycan. “That was not in the contract details your people specified for this meeting.”

      He looked a little surprised until it disappeared behind his scowl. “Noted,” the gun-wielding Lycan conceded, pulling his barrel up to rest on his shoulder. “We won’t be making that mistake next time. Follow us.” He turned and the rest of the escort waited for us to pass them before flanking us from the back.

      “You read all of the draft,” Arthur commented in mild surprise, making it very clear he thought I hadn’t. Ass.

      Knight scowled at him as we walked. “Lisbeth only pretends to be clueless. Don’t tell me you haven’t figured that out yet.”

      “Lisbeth is also standing right here,” I mentioned casually. They stopped talking and walked on either side of me until we reached a large building with several guards out front. I could see children playing in a nearby field and tried to pick out Simon among them, the little Lycan boy who had changed my life.

      “In,” the Lycan with the rifle demanded. He opened the door to the building and we went inside it. The structure held a large meeting room, very open with plenty of windows, and several tables that the Alphas were seated at. Alexander sat in the middle, his hands folded on the wooden table in front of him.

      “Welcome, Lisbeth. Arthur.” He glanced at Knight for a few seconds but didn’t comment. “The Alphas have looked over the draft for the alliance of Lycans and Born vampires. We found it fair and well worded.” I sensed a ‘but’ coming. “You gave us a convincing argument at the peace summit. It has taken us several days to all come to an understanding about it, but I can assure you we are taking this seriously.” Still waiting on the ‘but.’ He cleared his throat and fiddled with some papers on the table in front of him. “But.” There it was. “The packs in other countries will need convincing, and it won’t be as simple for them as it was for us. As much as we might dislike each other here, Lycans and vampires have very little conflict. It’s not like that everywhere in the world. There are some countries where vampires and Lycans actively hunt each other. Convincing those packs will be next to impossible, and no vampire envoy would escape that meeting with their life.”

      I cleared my throat to try and dispel the tension that had risen in the room. “We understand the urgency. And we have a proposal.” Arthur stepped forward to hand the papers to Alexander. One of our escorts intercepted before Arthur could get too close and snatched the papers from him like they were an unpinned grenade. He backed away with a glare and handed the papers to Alexander with only a passing glance at what was written on them.

      Alexander scanned it, looking up at us with confusion. “You want us to approach the foreign Lycans with a four to one ratio party, with four Lycans and one Born vampire. I literally just said your lives would be in danger with some of the packs.” I swung my finger in a circle to signal he should keep reading. “The vampire will wear an Alpha’s bracelet to protect them temporarily, and will return the bracelet when the meeting is over.”

      “That could actually work,” Knight reasoned thoughtfully. Yeah, that’s right. I was totally smart. I never pretended to be stupid.

      Alexander glanced around the table at the other Alphas for affirmation, and then he nodded. “We agree to the terms.”

      Smiling, I went for the last item of the meeting. “I have one more request.” Arthur bristled beside me in surprise, and I could feel the lecture I’d be given later for this. “I will be one of the diplomats traveling to Europe. I’ll negotiate with one of the packs there, but I don’t want a full party escort. The more groups we have out, the fewer Lycans will be here to protect your families.” I hoped I didn’t have to say out loud that I wanted Knight to come with me. I still had enough pride to pretend I wasn’t desperate. But I was, and I wasn’t only desperate for his help either. I wanted that body like I wanted actual real blood that wasn’t in a fucking bag.

      Alexander looked around the table again, and when there were no complaints, he stood up. “You will take Knight with you.”

      “Done.” I reached my thumb up to my slowly dropping fang and sliced it quickly, then I stepped forward to press it to the contract before the wound could close.

      “She’ll need a bracelet,” Knight pointed out. I glanced at Alexander’s wrist to see he already had a new woven bracelet, but this one didn’t have any teeth on it. Would it still work? More importantly, would he let me have it? Knight answered that for me by grabbing my hand and dropping something into it. I opened my fingers to find Alexander’s bracelet, the one I’d dropped the night we were captured. He smiled at me when I looked up at him in question, warming my heart to bursting. “I went looking for it. I figured… well, it doesn’t matter. You can use it. Right?” He looked up at Alexander, who nodded his approval.

      “The alliance is complete,” Alexander announced. He sliced his finger with a knife and pressed it to the paper next to my mark.
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      Our escort showed us back to the entrance of the reservation after the meeting was over. Arthur had been deadly silent the entire time, confirming the lecture I knew would be coming, and he finally spoke when the Lycans disappeared from view.

      “It’s too dangerous for you to be a pack envoy,” Arthur chastised. Was he finally showing real concern for me? Was this the Arthur that had eaten me up like a cupcake? “It would be an unnecessary risk and we can’t lose more Council members.” Nope. Same old Arthur. Ass.

      “I didn’t ask your opinion,” I informed him frostily.

      He looked at Knight, expecting some type of camaraderie involving my safety. “What about you? I’m sure you’re not comfortable with her doing this, being her lover and all.”

      My eyes widened, and I imagined all the ways I could murder him right then and there.

      Knight’s response was snickering before he said, “As if I can tell her what to do. Lisbeth always does whatever she wants, and trust me, she can protect herself.”

      “This was my idea,” I interjected, my cheeks reddening with Knight’s compliment. “If I don’t show our people it’s safe to do this, then what kind of example am I setting? They’re already reluctant enough. This could be the tipping point, seeing one from the Council going abroad for negotiations.”

      Arthur chewed on that idea and then his eyebrows slowly rose in surprise. “That’s… sound logic.”

      “Remember that the next time you imply I’m stupid.” I stepped onto the pavement of the road and started on my way back to the castle Order. With Knight at my side and Arthur flanking me, we made it to the gates of our home.

      Knight motioned for Arthur to go inside the gate first. “Could you give us a minute?” he asked the Hunter. Arthur glanced at me for approval and went inside after I nodded to him.

      Me alone with Knight. For the second time today. Me and Knight. Alone. Us. Alone. Pussy, stay silent for once. Don’t give me away.

      “Lis,” he said, knocking me out of my brain freeze. “Why are you going to Europe? You’re not exactly a fan of traveling. Plus you just had a baby. Are you sure you’re up for it?” My heart fluttered painfully when I met Knight’s eyes, but I still smiled at the memory of my little Kitty waiting for me in my rooms. Knight smiled back, thinking I was smiling at him, prompting him forward, enough where his warmth fell over me like a shadow. “I’ll protect you, no matter where we go.”

      I took a step back and watched the glow in his face slowly fade. “I didn’t want to bring you. I had to.” I left him there, unable to see him sad because of me. When I got to my room, I found Olivier bouncing little Kitty on her shoulder. My daughter was cooing and had one fang stuck in the blanket on Olivier’s shoulder. She saw me and hiccuped with a smile.

      “Miracle thing, receiving blankets. She kept trying to stick her fangs into me,” Olivier said with a smirk as she carefully handed Kitty to me. Kitty cooed again and flopped onto my chest before taking a bite from my shoulder. “I’m not even sure she’s trying to feed. She thinks we’re pacifiers.” Olivier flicked Kitty’s ear playfully and left the room. I kissed Kitty’s black curly head. She looked up, her mouth curled around my collarbone, and smiled at me. My heart warmed up again.

      “Mommy might have to go away for a few days,” I told her. I was quite aware that babies had no language comprehension, but I hoped vampire babies were different. And anyway, it felt good to talk to someone. Kitty went back to gnawing on me, but she reached a hand up to my neck as if trying to comfort me. “Mommy loves you, but I need to find out what you are. Besides adorable, that is.” Her little fist curled around my neck even more. “I can’t take you with me, little one. It’s too dangerous where Mommy is going. Olivier and Arthur will keep you safe and fed.” I held her close, as tightly as I could. “When you start to miss me, just remember my face. Your memory is like mommy’s, right? Picture me and the memories will come. And mommy will do the same.”

      I tried not to make a sound as tears flowed down my cheeks and she slowly fell asleep against me.
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        * * *

      

      A soft knock at the door brought me up from my paperwork a few days later, and Arthur walked in with Knight close behind. The werewolf had his old duffle bag slung over his shoulder and a mischievous grin on his face that went straight to my heart.

      Taking in a breath, I raised an eyebrow at him and stacked my papers up. “Excited?”

      “A bit,” he admitted sheepishly. “I’ve never been outside the continent before.”

      “How can you live over one hundred years and not leave the continent?” Arthur asked in disbelief.

      Knight shrugged and grinned again, not even Arthur’s frost could keep him down. “Being a werewolf doesn’t pay very much.”

      I stood up and grabbed the envelope that had been left on my desk, then I came around while tearing it open and removed the contents: two brand new passports and ID cards for us. “Passport and I.D,” I told him. I handed Knight his and slid mine into my dress pocket.

      “Kyle,” Knight read off his passport. He glanced up at me with a skeptical eyebrow raise. “Kyle?”

      I rolled my eyes. “I didn’t choose it. Mine is Jasmine. Do I look like a Jasmine?”

      He folded it into his pocket and muttered, “Good thing that’s not my real name. Then again, neither is Knight.”

      “You… your real name isn’t Knight??” I gasped with genuine surprise. Was it Sam? Jerry? Oh fuck no, not Jerry.

      “Plot twist!” he sang out. He was still grinning like a fool when I handed him the rest of the envelope contents: one of two stacks of money. His stack had twenty thousand. Mine had more. His grin went slack with awe and he flipped it with his fingers like a guy about to stick dollar bills into a stripper’s underwear. “Well fuck me. It seems being a werewolf does pay well. What’s it for? Greasing fingers? Are we bribing people?” He got quiet and whispered, “Is there a vampire mafia?”

      Rolling my eyes at him again, I retrieved the suitcase I’d hidden behind my desk, rolling it right up to Arthur. I stared up at him with much more bravado than our height difference allowed for. “Arthur, guard my daughter with your life. I don’t have to tell you what I’ll do to you if I come back and she’s been harmed in any way,” I warned. Instead of complaining, he bowed his head to me with complete respect. Good boy.

      Suitcase and duffle in hand, we made our way to the foyer where a small crowd was waiting. Since when did flying to Europe earn a sendoff? I wasn’t going off to war. Then again, maybe I was.

      Olivier held Kitty to her chest, my little one holding a plastic chew toy to bite on. I walked to them and gave Kitty a kiss on her curly head. Leaving her made me feel like I was sprawled on the carpet again with only a sliver of sanity left, but I had to do this. I had to know what my daughter would become. Staring into her crystal blue and violet eyes, I couldn’t believe she would become a monster like Anastasia Bathory, but if she had any chance of the vampires accepting her, I had to be sure. I took her from Olivier and hugged my tiny jewel as tightly as I could.

      Mommy will not forsake you, little one. She will fight for you with her last breath.

      With a deep sigh to stave off the tears threatening to overcome me, I kissed Kitty’s head again and handed her back to Olivier. Arthur took his place beside her and nodded to me again, that hint of a glint back in his eyes. There was no one else on earth or in the deepest corners of the universe I’d trust my daughter with than those two.

      I cleared my throat and took a step back from her, addressing the other vampires surrounding us. “I’ll be gone for several days. At most a week. James is the oldest vampire in my Order, but he has deferred his seniority in favor of Olivier. She will temporarily take my seat on the Council and handle any requests you might need.” Kitty waved her chew toy, rattling it for me, and I smiled slowly. “The turned will not overthrow us, this I can promise you. Please continue the peace talks with the remaining Lycans and assist them in any way you can. Only together can we save our species.” With a nod to everyone, I met Arthur’s eyes last before I headed out the front door, Knight right behind me.

      Castilla stood outside in the garden, and she reached a hand out to me when we passed her. She leaned in close and spoke in my ear. “Your mission is dangerous, and you will not find the answers you seek.” I pulled away in surprise. Who had told her my mission? I had sworn James to secrecy, on pain of death, and I knew well enough how much he valued his own life to know he would never betray me.

      “I can handle the Lycans,” I whispered back to her, Knight coming close to me just in case I was in danger.

      “It is not the Lycans you are going to see,” she countered, her eyes darting from me to Knight. “This will not help the child.” She tried to grab me again so I stepped further away, bumping into Knight’s body. She looked haunted and flushed, more so than she had at the meeting. Was she… no. She couldn’t be bingeing. I reached out with my sense and felt her power above normal levels, not enough where anyone would notice, but still enough to be against the rules. Her face dropped when she realized I knew, and she stiffened with a haughty sniff that was nothing like the Castilla I knew. “I will not apologize for my habits. I need the sight to see if our people can be saved.”

      I reached for her arm this time and roughly brought her to my eye level. “You will cease this immediately, and when I return, your blood levels will remain at legal levels, or your seat on the Council will be forfeit.” I let her go with a small shove and left her behind to stand in the icy shadows of the castle.

      Knight didn’t comment until we were at the car. “Everything cool?” he asked, watching me pass him to put my suitcase in the trunk.

      “Sure.”

      He looked back at Castilla, still watching us from the shadows. “She’s blood bingeing,” he said quietly. Of course he could tell. He had a front row seat to my bingeing, so he knew better than most what it looked like. I didn’t need to answer him, but I gave him a knowing look.

      We got in and our driver drove out of the castle yard, towards the airport. The further we got, the more my heart hurt. I was leaving my infant baby alone when I should’ve had her with me, no matter what.

      Knight’s warm hand covered my own on top of my lap. “She’ll be fine,” he soothed gently, but I took my hand back. Having him comfort me wouldn’t help my confusing feelings, especially when he rejected me officially, as I knew he would. Still though, when I leaned away against the door, I felt slightly better.
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        * * *

      

      “Right this way, Miss Heart,” the airport security officer said as he escorted us past customs and straight through the bag checks.

      “Jasmine Heart,” I complained under my breath. “I sound like a soap opera star. The legal team is so fired.”

      “At least your name isn’t Kyle Vanderbilt. Seriously. Vanderbilt. Do I look like a rich white guy?”

      “Please. The Vanderbilts wish they were as rich as vampires are.”

      “Then why aren’t we flying in a private jet? You vampires and your castles, your fancy luggage, and your lack of private jets. I’m so disappointed in you.” He shook his head with a silly expression. I knew he was joking, but everything inside me came to a head and his whining was raising my hackles.

      “We do have private jets, thank you, but it’s not safe to use them because the turned know how to find where they are.”

      Not seeing the look on my face, Knight grumbled under his breath, “Stupid turned making me fly first class with a bunch of smelly humans.”

      “I’m sure you can survive twelve hours’ worth of sweat stank. And quietly too.” That had much more salt than I’d intended, but I couldn’t take it back. I pressed my lips together and stepped into the plane. Knight was quiet as we found our seats, put our luggage in the compartments, and sat down facing one another. Fuck. I could add being rude to him on my list of all the things I’d done to make Knight hate me, as if I needed more sins. My lips opened and closed several times with an apology trying to surface. I couldn’t apologize to him. He’d try to be friends and I couldn’t be friends. I couldn’t be anything to him. We’d work together, and then we’d part ways forever, just like Arthur. I’d never have anyone by my side now.

      Why in the name of god was Knight the only creature on the planet that could help me with my mission? The universe was being unnaturally cruel.

      “Something to drink?” A stewardess had appeared next to us with a tray of drinks in very expensive wine glasses. I grabbed some red wine and chugged several gulps of it. Knight took one with white wine. He held it tenderly by the stem and swirled the yellow liquid around with elegance before taking a refined sip.

      “So,” he said, putting the wine glass down on his armrest and folding his hands in his lap. “Why are we going to Europe?” I had to tell him eventually what my real mission was, but it was too soon. We had to be out of the country first, just to be safe.

      I raised an eyebrow at his probing to feign innocence. “You were literally standing next to me when I said why. Lycan negotiations? The turned? War? Ringing a bell?”

      He tilted his head, smelling my bullshit. “I know why you said we’re going to Europe. What I don’t know is the real reason.” I tried not to stare too hard at him while retaining eye contact so he wouldn’t call my bluff. He blinked, looked away, leaned back into his chair, and I sipped more of my drink, wishing it was something harder like Everclear. “You can trust me, Lis. Whatever it is. And the fact that I have to say that to you…” He shook his head and tapped a fingernail against the bottom of his glass. “I thought we were closer than this.”

      My lip trembled when I formed my next words, my heart in utter agony. “We aren’t.” I felt him shift his weight in his chair and I couldn’t look at him.

      His hand shook when he picked up his glass. “Okay then.”

      It took all my willpower to not cry. Digging into my purse, I shoved my headphones in my ears and put my favorite playlist on repeat to block all the feelings rushing over me. Knight shifted in his chair to lean his head against the top of it, sighing deeply, and saying something I had to read his lips to understand with my headphones on.

      “This is going to be a very long flight.”
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      With the same songs playing over and over, I drifted in and out of sleep. I dreamed of a house, old and battered from years of neglect, but it felt like home. In all my long years, it was a house I’d never seen before. Why did it feel so familiar?

      I walked through the rooms, each one holding remnants of the people that used to live there. Some pots, a tattered sewing kit, a baby bonnet. I picked up the white cloth and traced the delicate stitching with my fingers.

      Kitty came to my mind, but I couldn’t see her. Coming to the front door, I opened it and walked across the front porch, the rotting steps barely holding my weight. Where was Kitty? I could feel her here. I had to find her.

      “Kitty? Kitty where are you?” I called out to the empty field in front of the house. A dark shape drew my gaze and I ran to it. My stomach plummeted in fear before I reached the figure. It was suddenly before me, a corpse I couldn’t identify like their face was clouded. A small girl hovered over the corpse’s side. She looked up at me, her face and neck sticky with blood. Her smile turned my heart cold because this girl was my Kitty.

      She stood to show me her blood-stained frock. “Look, Mommy. I killed them for you. Now you don’t have to be sad.”

      The corpse’s face wasn’t cloudy anymore when I looked at it, and Cameron’s ashen face stared back at me, lifeless in death. I recoiled in horror, only to trip over another body. This one was Olivier. The more I looked around, the more bodies I saw. Every vampire I knew was a rotting corpse.

      The girl Kitty came up and reached out a bloodied hand for me to take. “Are you proud of me, Mommy?”

      Corpses. Faces. Carnage. All the things I feared. My daughter was a monster.

      Make it go away. It’s not real. This can’t be real.

      I woke with a bloodcurdling scream, back on the airplane with music blaring in my ears. Knight was right there, ripping my headphones off and putting his hands on my shoulders to keep me in my seat.

      It was just a dream. It wasn’t real. It couldn’t be real. Was it real? Oh gods it can’t be real.

      “It was just a dream, it was just a dream,” I repeated to myself in a mantra to rid myself of the images.

      “Is everything okay?” a stewardess said in a worried voice. I couldn’t process her words.

      It was just a dream. Just a dream.

      “We’re fine. She has PTSD, it causes outbursts sometimes,” Knight lied. Was he lying? “Sorry for the upset. I’ll calm her down. Thank you.” The human’s smell got further away.

      Just a dream.

      “The bodies,” I choked out. “They were all dead.” I felt Knight switch to the seat next to me and tuck some of my hair behind my ear.

      “Sssh, it’s okay, Lis. It’s not real. You were dreaming.” Unable to comfort me, he leaned closer and pulled me into his lap. I grabbed at him, anything to hold me afloat as I drifted about like a buoy.

      “Kitty killed everyone. She…” I sobbed and gasped for air. “Oh god… what did I give birth to…”

      Knight’s soft lips pressed against my temple and it calmed me down slightly. He kissed all over my skin where he could reach, everywhere but my lips. I pulled away from his face and the fog lifted enough for me to focus on him, noticing every feature of his beautiful face.

      “It was just a dream?” I asked him feebly, petting his hair to keep from sinking into the darkness again.

      “Only a dream,” he confirmed, pulling me back in and tucking my head against his warm neck, my arms around his body to steady me. I stayed that way until I fell asleep, and the nightmares did not return.
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      If you asked me to recall the details of that day, the smells, the airports, what Knight said to me during our layover, how much money I spent feeding Knight airport food, what the second plane looked like, how it felt being back in Florence after centuries, I could not tell you.

      My mind replayed the nightmare over and over in a countless cycle, my fears laid bare and the haunting face of a blood-stained Kitty looking up at me. That couldn’t be the future. The future I feared, yes, but not the future that would come to pass, surely. Surely.

      Drifting away, Knight’s hand was suddenly in mine and I felt just enough clarity to hear him on the phone with someone.

      “Arthur, I don’t know what to do. She had a nightmare and now, she’s just comatose.”

      My ears automatically tuned into the other side of the call, to hear Arthur’s scratchy voice through Knight’s phone speaker.

      “What was the dream about?” Arthur’s voice brought me closer to Knight, sliding up to his side so I could be closer to both of them.

      “She said something about Kitty killing everyone.” Arthur swore under his breath and the phone rustled slightly. “Arthur, please. I can’t help her. You’re the only one who knows what to do.”

      Arthur grunted into his phone. “Look, Knight. You’re responsible for her now, I expect you to take care of her. I don’t trust her with anyone else.”

      “I appreciate the confidence, but I’m asking again, I won’t ask a third time.”

      Arthur sighed loudly, rustled the phone again, and came back, sounding pissed off but resolved to his fate of the Lisbeth whisperer. “Feed her something, just let her know you’re there. Constant physical contact or she’ll drift off. She spent too much time alone when you were gone, she can’t handle it anymore. She’ll come out eventually, when she chooses to do so, not before.”

      Knight relaxed beside me, his spare hand running up and down my arm, but I barely felt anything. “Thank you, Arthur. I mean that. And don’t ever repeat this but… I’m glad she has you.” His phone clicked abruptly, and I drifted off again without Arthur’s voice to steady me.

      After that, the only thing I could sense was Knight’s hand holding mine on and off. When it wasn’t there, I felt like I was drifting at sea, floating away across the vast waves. Arthur was right, I had to choose to come out of this, and I wasn’t ready to surface. If I did, if I crawled out of this abyss, I had to face that my dream could become a reality if this didn’t go the way I planned. Maybe that’s why I had the dream, to remind myself why this was so important, so that one day I wouldn’t have to kill my child.

      Kill Kitty. I could never do that. Not ever. I’d let her raze the world to the ground and I would still hold her to my chest with love. That revelation brought me to the streets of Florence. I was somehow sitting at a café in a large city square. In front of me was a plate with a flaky pastry that smelled of cherry jam and cream cheese. Across from me was Knight devouring his own pastry like it owed him money. He finished his, licked his fingers with far too much gusto in a way that would’ve turned me on under normal circumstances, and then reached for mine.

      I slapped his hand away. “Not a chance.”

      He looked surprised briefly, smiling warmly at me once he could see that I was lucid. “Hey, you. You okay?”

      “No,” I admitted quietly. I picked off a piece of pastry and brought it to my mouth. It tasted buttery and decadent. “How long was I… away.”

      “Since yesterday. We’ve been in Florence for about ten hours.” He licked his fingers again to make sure he didn’t miss any bits of pastry. Would that I was a bit of pastry on his fingers. “What’s the last thing you remember?”

      “The plane, sitting in your lap.” My cheeks flushed and I ate more pastry to hide it. “Arthur’s voice…” I trailed off, trying to remember. “Was he here?”

      Knight shook his head and I looked away, feeling the tendrils of insanity lap at me. “You were out for so long, I was worried you’d go into a frenzy on me since you were already low on blood, but I got you to drink some from a straw.”

      I focused on my pastry. “Your blood?” My stomach said no, but I had to wonder how he felt about that now.

      He shook his head. “Tried it. You wouldn’t drink.”

      I stared hard at the red jam on my food. Fuck, fuck. It’s not blood. Don’t slip away again.

      “That’s not off the table, by the way, you drinking from me. You’ve been on bagged blood for weeks, you’re bound to be weakened. Why didn’t you get a new companion after you had your baby?”

      “Too busy.” It was true, but I’d also not wanted to bring any new humans into this war. If we lost, they’d be slaughtered by the enemy. Not that I intended to lose. “I appreciate the offer. It’s kind of you. I will have to take you up on it, I’m afraid. I can’t look weak in front of the Lycans.”

      “It’s no trouble,” he said quietly, almost looking hurt. Why? Because I wasn’t eager to sink my teeth in him?

      I got up and took a large bite from my pastry. “We should go. We’re late.”

      “Late for what?” he asked as he scurried to keep up with me. Navigating through the city, partly from memory and partly with the help of google maps, I passed him bites of the pastry to keep him quiet until we were at the airport car rental station.

      The receptionist greeted us cheerfully. “Welcome to Florence,” she said in her native tongue. “Do you have a reservation?”

      “Great. She only speaks not-English,” Knight complained. “If only one of us spoke–”

      I interrupted him by addressing the woman in Italian. “We have a reservation under the name Jasmine Heart. We apologize for the late arrival.”

      “Not a problem,” she responded cheerfully. “I shall get it for you immediately, Miss Heart.” She started typing away on the computer, so I turned to Knight with a smile.

      “You speak pasta? Who knew. I bet you speak all the languages. I should be impressed.” He wasn’t? I wanted to pout, but I refrained and stuck my tongue out at him.

      “I don’t speak every language. Do you know how many there are?”

      He contemplated. “More than ten?” That earned him an eye roll, and almost a smile.

      “Miss Heart, here are your keys.” The receptionist handed them to me and had me sign a paper before coming around the desk and leading us outside. I’d rented a small convertible, and Knight eyed it with suspicion.

      “You and your tiny cars,” he muttered. He dumped his bag into the trunk next to mine and jumped into his seat like the car was a rinky dink jeep he used to get through muddy puddles.

      “Watch your… damn it, this is expensive leather!”

      “Yes, and I’m worth it. Where are we going?”

      “Hell.”

      “Yay. I’ve been needing a tan.” He slipped on some sunglasses –when did he get those– and turned to me. “Pedal to the metal, baby.”

      The engine revved when I started it. “You’re such a dork.”

      “Just trying to cheer you up,” he said seriously. “You really scared me, Lis.”

      Whispers of that phone call with Arthur went through my head, and I absently rubbed the steering wheel in my hands. “I know.” I pulled out my own set of sunglasses and put them on. “Buckle up, princess.”

      “That’s more like it!” He put up his hand for a high five.

      “No, I mean buckle up. If your head goes through the windshield, I can and will drink you dry.”

      He slowly lowered his hand with a pout. “Noted.”

      We sped out of the parking lot, through the city, and into the countryside. The green hills rolled past us, the nostalgia palpable inside my head, bringing up memories I’d tried hard to bury.

      Florence was the city that changed me forever. It was a story for another time and another life, but focusing on it took me away from the haunting shadows of my fears.

      “I haven’t been here in a long time,” I said after over an hour of silence. Knight looked at me, but he didn’t say anything. My fingers worked the leather on the steering wheel again to offset my anxiety. “I was with Olivier and her nest of vampires. We ruled over Europe, from city to city, leaving only carnage in our wake. Funny, I know, coming from me. It ended badly, that’s why I’ve stayed away.”

      “You hunted humans,” Knight guessed, his tone faded and absent. Judgy? Maybe. But I deserved it.

      “Yes,” I admitted. “It was the way we were back then. Not all of us, just the renegades. The small nests that had no allegiance to the Council, or anyone for that matter. Not even each other sometimes.”

      Knight put his arm across the seat, his hand just barely touching my shoulder, every twist of his fingers running them along my sleeve. “What happened?”

      Lost in the memory, I tried to focus on the countryside so I wouldn’t fall inside my own head. I’d brought it up, I might as well tell him. “They…” My nails tore into the steering wheel leather on accident. Knight’s hand slipped to clasp my shoulder and rub it gently. “They killed a child. A girl. Her name was Babette. Her father made beautiful pastries at their home when he could afford the flour, but no one would hire him because he had a skin problem. Rosacea, most likely. In those days it was akin to being sickly, so they were poor. She was all he had. And she died in an alley, scared, chased by a dozen vampires. They drained her dry, and they didn’t care. They didn’t fucking care…” I broke off and the emotion from the memories, combined with all the stress I’d been dealing with, rose to the surface like vomit.

      Knight’s hand moved again to take one of mine on the wheel before I crushed it on accident. “It’s okay.”

      A curtain of tears threatened to blur my vision of the road. “No, it’s not okay. Fuck, I will never forget her face, drained of blood, lying in a dirty puddle. She didn’t deserve that.”

      “She didn’t,” he agreed. “But you didn’t kill her.”

      “I didn’t, no. And I will never kill a child as long as I live. Her father… killed himself afterward. I buried his body myself, right next to where I’d laid Babette to rest.”

      Why did I bring this up in the first place? Maybe I’d needed to tell someone, after all this time. Tell someone my biggest regret. It made my other problems seem far away.

      “Is that where we’re going?” he asked, his hand still clutching mine tightly. I shook my head, brushing a tear away with my free hand. “You didn’t have to tell me that, but thank you for sharing it. I know it hurts.”

      “I’ve never told anyone how painful that was. Not out loud. I’ve held it in for a very long time.” I took a deep breath. “Shit. I don’t know why I said all that. It has nothing to do with what we’re doing right now.”

      “You can tell me anything,” he assured me. “Whatever you like. Whenever you like. I don’t care.”

      I took my hand back. “I know.” In the silence, I felt the need to clear the air about something else. “I don’t know if I love Arthur.”

      “You said.”

      I met his eyes and held it. “But that doesn’t change what I felt for you. No matter what happens, I want you to know that.”

      “I’m curious what you think will happen?” And he smiled, only slightly, making me take my hand back.

      That’s when I saw it, our destination. I shook off the memories, the worries from my nightmare, and the flurry of feelings Knight inspired. I was filled with anticipation to see the person we were visiting, and it wasn’t a Lycan or a vampire.

      “You’re excited,” Knight commented with a smile.

      I smiled back at him. “Now that I’m done being melodramatic, it’s time for the main event. You get to meet someone from my past.”

      “Former lover?” His tone said joke. His face said otherwise.

      “Ha ha,” I responded with a glare. A sign appeared before us and I shifted in my seat with eagerness.

      Chateau Granger.

      We turned onto the dirt road and rolled down the driveway, grapevines on either side of the car in rows upon rows. They were all well-tended and brimming with clusters of fruit. At the end of the drive was a large barn where the wine was made, and a small stone house that looked out of place with the luscious estate.

      Standing in front of the barn, glancing over a clipboard, was who we’d come to see. My heart leaped at the sight of him and I couldn’t get to the barn fast enough. As soon as the car stopped, I scrambled out of it and ran to him.

      He looked up from his work in utter shock upon seeing me, and dropped his clipboard on the ground. “Lisbeth! Mon cheri!” He held his arms out for me to jump into, and fuck, I felt like I’d been waiting for this for so long. Taking care not to break him, I hugged him as hard as I could, even lifted him off the ground before wrapping myself around his neck. His scent was like coming home, and I wept with joy against his shoulder. He tried to pull away after the acceptable amount of time for a hug, but my tears turned to sadness and I couldn’t let him go yet. “Lisbeth,” he breathed against my forehead. “What has happened to you?” He pet my hair gently, his arms holding me tightly.

      “So much,” I whispered, hoping Knight wouldn’t hear me. Eventually, I had to let him go or I’d break him in half on accident. I pretended to be taking in the scenery so I could wipe my eyes.

      “Aren’t you going to introduce me to your friend, Lisbeth?”

      I turned back with a sniff. “Of course, I’m sorry. Galen, this is my friend, Knight. Knight, this is my former companion, Galen Granger. He came to the Order with Renard three decades ago. I haven’t seen him in twenty years.”

      “You have not aged a day, cheri,” Galen joked. “And you are a bad woman, knowing where I live and never coming to visit.”

      “I’m here now?”

      He laughed, his face showing all the age lines he hadn’t had when he was with me. They suited him. If he wasn’t a human, I’d be into him. “Fair enough.” He ran a hand through his short, sandy curls that were fast becoming gray. “Come, I will show you my home.”

      Galen led us up a path with handcrafted wooden stairs to the small home on the top of his estate. Two rocking chairs sat on the front porch, one more weathered than the other. Through the front door was a large room that had a kitchen, den, and dining room all in one space. The floor plan was open and spacious with natural light coming from large, uncovered windows. It felt clean and full of sunshine. It suited Galen as much as his smile wrinkles.

      He went to the kitchen to grab a pitcher of water and pour us all a glass. I noticed picture frames on a table next to the door, depicting Galen with a beautiful woman and looking very happy. She had bright hair like fire, her skin covered in freckles. I walked to one of the photos and picked it up.

      “Your wife?” I asked him. He came up to me and traded a glass of water for the frame.

      “Melissa,” he explained, putting the picture back on the table. He handed Knight the other glass of water. “She’s gone now.”

      “I’m sorry.” He smiled and waved slightly to say it was okay, and while I could see the pain in his eyes wasn’t fresh, it also wasn’t gone. “Children?”

      “No, it’s just me here. I had hopes that Renard would come one day.” He took a sip of his water and looked away.

      “He told you?” I asked.

      Galen nodded and set his glass down. “That he is a vampire?” He chuckled under his breath. “I cannot say that I am surprised. He fell in love with Olivier the moment he first laid eyes on her, so what was he supposed to do?”

      “Die?” Knight prompted.

      I shot him a glare. “What the fuck?”

      Galen smiled though, used to this kind of talk. “Would you condemn the one you love to live forever without you? And when I say forever, I mean forever.” I sipped my water, looking away. “Renard also told me about Arabella.” Sadness sliced through me and I met his eyes even though I didn’t want to. “She used to play here every weekend. Sometimes more often than that. She’d climb the trees and read books in the branches. When she told me she was going to become a companion, I thought her future was set. Ten years of her life and she could become anything she wanted.”

      My eyes fell in shame. “I’m sorry, Galen. I didn’t protect her. I failed you, and Renard.”

      “Non. Blaming yourself will not bring her back. The important part was that you got justice for her. You killed the men who slaughtered her.”

      My hands formed into fists as I remembered that day, my anger rising like a tidal wave. “I turned their worthless bodies into dust for what they did to her.” Our eyes met and I couldn’t hide the rage that still filled me. He answered my rage with his own, nodding to me, then he blinked and it was gone.

      “My apologies, Knight,” he said brightly, changing the mood. He pointed to the east wall of the house with two doors on it. “That is the guest room and the bathroom. There is only one bed…” He checked my face before continuing with, “The couch is comfortable, Knight. I hope you don’t mind sleeping there?”

      “Not at all,” Knight answered. He picked up my bag and took it to the guest bedroom, then he disappeared into the bathroom.

      Galen glanced at me with a look on his face. He nodded his head towards the bathroom. “Your new companion?” I shook my head. “Your lover?”

      I scowled at him. “Why is that the question people keep asking me?”

      He smirked at me. “If you need to ask, I’m afraid I can’t explain it to you.”

      “We…” I looked to make sure the bathroom door was still closed. “We aren’t like that. Anymore. I don’t want to talk about it right now.” Galen put his hands up to signal he was staying out of it. “I’m going to rest, if that’s okay. It’s been a long day.”

      “Of course. Dinner will be ready in two hours.”
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      A nap, a shower, and several minutes in front of the mirror later, I emerged on the back porch in time for dinner. I’d put on a simple black dress and braided my long hair. Galen deserved me putting some effort in. He’d never seen me not at my best.

      Galen had changed into a linen outfit with a tan jacket, while Knight was wearing a white shirt with a black jacket that was rather stylish. When had he gotten that? I looked up to see his hair was in a man bun.

      A man bun.

      He held up his finger at me when he saw my expression. “Don’t comment on the man bun unless it’s to say how awesome I look.” I pressed my lips together to suppress a laugh. “Also. You look nice.”

      “Of course I do,” I replied with a sarcastic smile. “I’m gorgeous.” Shit, was I flirting? No, stop that!

      Galen was staring at me with raised eyebrows. “Since when did you have a sense of humor?” He looked at Knight while pointing a finger at me. “When I was with her, this woman did not understand jokes, comedy, nothing. I gave her my best effort and she never cracked a smile. She was very stoic.”

      “Lisbeth? Stoic?” Knight laughed behind his hand. “We talking about the same woman?”

      “Screw you,” I joked, almost reaching out to smack him before I stopped myself. “My previous companion, Cameron, he taught me humor. He refused to accept me not laughing at his jokes.” We sat down and I put my napkin over my dress.

      Galen looked disappointed but happy at the news. “Then he is a better man than me. I tried for ten years, I swear this to you.”

      “It was a valiant effort,” I comforted, patting his hand.

      He chuckled and poured us some white wine. “My Lisbeth. I have missed you.” I started putting my napkin into my lap as he swirled his wine and took a long sip.

      “I have a question,” Knight chimed in, stopping my hands from straightening the napkin. “And no offense to you, Galen. I really appreciate you inviting us to your home, I do. But Lisbeth has some explaining to do. So if you don’t mind, why are we here?”

      Fuck.

      “Pardon?” I asked, picking up my glass to take a sip.

      He stopped my hand and took the wine from me, deadly serious, so much so I felt chills all over. “No games, Lisbeth. You’re hiding something from me and I can feel it. Out with it.”

      My poker face needed work, especially where he was involved, so I looked down at my plate. “You know why we’re here. The pack negotiations. Can I have my glass back?” He slid it back to me and I downed it with one gulp.

      “You could’ve stayed anywhere for pack negotiations, but you came here, to him. Does he know?” He pointed an accusatory finger to Galen.

      “Damn it, Knight. I came here because he’s my friend and I missed him.” I didn’t need help convincing Knight of that, because it was the truth.

      Knight leaned back in his chair in frustration. “That’s the only reason we’re here? You swear it on your life’s blood?” I mashed my mouth together. “What I thought.” He swore under his breath and downed his glass.

      Galen gently took my hand, and I knew Knight had brought him in on this little intervention. Traitor. “Lisbeth, Knight is worried for you. You checked out yesterday from a nightmare of all things, and why? You cannot do something like that without explanation. I wasn’t even there and I’m worried about you too.”

      It was going to be like this, then. They were demanding an answer, one that I couldn’t give. I was going to drive both of them away, just like I did Arthur. “I’m sorry that I’m scaring you,” I said, my eyes just barely looking at Knight’s face, watching him take a deep breath and try to calm himself. “I regret to say that I cannot explain my real mission, and before you ask, it’s not because I don’t want to. I am sworn to secrecy, a secrecy that’s on pain of death, and no, I’m not being dramatic.”

      “Are there things you can tell us? Anything?” Knight probed, his voice less angry now, but desperate enough that I longed to reach out for him.

      “Some. They’ll be vague and confusing, but I can’t help that.”

      Galen’s rough thumbs moved over my smooth skin. “You would risk your life for this mission? Why?”

      I looked into his eyes, and then Knight’s. “Kitty.”

      Knight’s face relaxed, like everything suddenly made sense to him. “Of course.”

      “Kitty?” Galen asked, confused. I pulled a photo from my underclothes to show him. His face softened and he smiled, his fingers running over the photo of my tiny daughter. “I see.” He handed it back.

      Knight looked ashamed as he met my eyes, finally relaxing enough to lean back into his chair. “I’m sorry I was forceful.”

      This time I did reach out, taking his hand in mine with a small gesture, and my heart flew out of my chest from the contact of his fingers. “No harm done. I’m sorry I can’t explain everything. I really am.”

      “What can you tell us?” he asked. With my spare hand, I reached into the other side of my underclothes and pulled out the small bundle of cloth James had given me. “What all do you have in there? Is there a kitchen sink?”

      I raised an eyebrow at him and unfolded the cloth. “This is blood from the person I need to find.”

      “Find why?” Galen asked.

      “To find someone else.”

      Knight sipped his drink. “So you need to find one person, in order to find a different person. Just to be clear.”

      “Correct,” I confirmed. “And you’re the only person on the planet who can help me.” I held the cloth out to him.

      He pointed to himself in surprise. “Me? Because I’m super special, right? My badass fighting crime skills are renowned throughout the land–” I cut him off by putting the cloth right under his nose. He sneezed all over it.

      “Knight, really? This is the only one I have and it’s over four hundred years old!” His eyes opened wide, the pupils dilated so far I couldn’t see his irises anymore. He gasped for air like he was struggling to breathe, and he knocked the table over, falling off the porch to the grass. “Knight! Knight, what’s wrong?” I hovered over him on the ground, his face turning a shade I didn’t like. Everything fell away except for Knight’s face and the slowly fading light in his eyes. I was back to the night I’d almost killed him and I was paralyzed with fear.

      “He can’t breathe,” Galen shouted, trying to shove me aside. “I have to give him CPR.” I hissed at him to back off, but he kept shoving me until I moved away. He pumped Knight’s chest in a steady rhythm to try and save him.

      No, you can’t be dead. You can’t leave me again.

      I can’t survive without you. You’re everything.

      Galen pumped at Knight’s chest until his arms hung limply at his sides. He slumped against the porch, defeated. “Lisbeth, I’m so sorry.” He wiped his eyes and forehead. I crept up to Knight’s body and felt his neck. No pulse. I killed him. That stupid cloth that James had… James. James did this. He planned it from the start. I was going to wring his FUCKING neck. His bitch ass would suffer so badly he would beg for death before I was done with him.

      Wrath filling me up to the brim, I stood up, ready to march back home and extract every ounce of revenge I could think of when Knight came gasping awake, grabbing my ankle and making me scream. I fell and hit the porch edge hard. Galen jumped back to Knight and felt his pulse.

      “He’s alive,” Galen said. I sighed in relief and sagged to the ground as Galen helped Knight sit up. “What happened?”

      Knight stared me down, his breath ragged and harsh. “I saw where Lucas is.”
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      “I don’t know why I let you talk me into this,” Knight grumbled behind me.

      “Stop complaining,” I hissed, my boots clicking down the cobblestone road. Groups of tourists interrupted our way several times, making us bob and weave through the crowd just to stay afloat.

      “Knight, s’il vous plait?” Galen offered when we’d found a lull in the traffic. “I promise you many tasty meats when we’re finished.”

      That peaked his interest, but Knight still managed to look grumpy. “Assuming all three of us come back from Creepyville. I want it noted how much I protested bringing a human to meet a vampire we don’t know that could possibly be a psycho. I’m betting a super fucking psycho.”

      His constant protests and nagging clicked in my head, and I turned around on the sidewalk, sidestepping a group of kids as I approached Knight. “You’re afraid to go in the catacombs. You, the big bad wolf, don’t want to go underground.”

      His pinched mouth confirmed my thoughts. “That’s not… no… I’m just…” He pointed in the direction of the tourist entrance we were headed to. “Psycho vampire.”

      “I’ll hold your hand,” I promised with a pat on his shoulder, and he turned serious, his eyes going from my hand to my face, the look in them causing a flush to run over me.

      “Really?” he asked hopefully.

      I pulled my hand back and stuff it into my jacket pocket, clearing my throat and turning back around. “Onward, to the cave of wonders.”

      My feet were hurting from all the walking when we got to the catacomb entrance. At the beginning of the very long line of tourists stood a few signs that warned the squeamish, I.E. Knight, to turn back, and they said so in many languages, just to get the point across.

      Stopping at the end of the line, I checked Galen’s face before proceeding. “You good? Not too scary?”

      He rolled his eyes at me before swearing, “Oh fuck off, I went here on my honeymoon.”

      “Language,” I chided, one finger pointing to Knight. “There are children present.”

      “You’re a children!” he protested, his eyes darting around at the entrance to the catacombs and all the creepy signs he couldn’t read. “Also I don’t like it here, can we go?”

      “We’re not even inside yet.” That was my job, and it wouldn’t be easy. I’d drunk just enough extra blood to have the power, and the feeling of it coursing through my veins had a sickly effect. I could do this. It would burn off quickly and I’d be back to normal levels. The first step was knocking on the entrance. There were no workers of any kind outside, they were all behind that door.

      With me in the lead, we headed towards it, and the crowd behind me protested to us cutting in line, but I’d anticipated their reaction. As Galen knocked on the door, I reached a hand out to the humans, pulling some of my power out.

      “You will let us pass,” I shouted as loudly as I could in French. The power burst from my hand and out to the crowd, calming their protests. My hand shook when I dropped it to my side and the black entrance door opened for us.

      A man with a long brown ponytail and a goatee to match poked his head out, scowling when he saw the three of us cutting in line. “Wait your turn, stupid,” he spat in French.

      My hand shot out again and he stared at it with a gulp. “Vous allez nous laisser passer,” I repeated to him with compulsion. His face slacked and he opened the door wider for us to enter. “Lead the way.”

      The man led us down through hallway after hallway, the air getting colder the further we went, the stink of underground permeating every inch of the dark. Mixed with it was Knight’s smell growing agitated with sweat, and in the dark where no one could see or judge me, I automatically reached between us to grab his hand like I promised I would. He clasped it like a lifeline, running his thumb up and down my skin.

      Far too soon, we reached a small museum with the entrance to the catacombs. Some workers and tourists were in there, and I dispelled them with another order. Controlling this many humans was making me break out into a sweat as well, and Knight gave my hand a comforting squeeze that provided me enough strength for one final command.

      Open the door and let us in the catacombs.

      With all the humans retreating, Knight glanced up at the sign above the cave entrance. “What’s it say?”

      Galen answered, “Stop, this is the empire of death.”

      Knight helped me lean against the wall to catch my breath. “And you went here for your honeymoon? Dude.”

      Galen shrugged unapologetically. “My wife loved it.” He winked.

      Beyond the door, there were still more tourists lolling about, but at this point, we were free to do what we wanted. We found a quiet unlit corner and I rested for a few moments. Knight and I could still see, but Galen got out his flashlight for his limited human sight.

      When I felt in control again, I straightened and faced my companions. “Okay, Knight. We need you to navigate.” Our hands were still clasped. Now that I had his hand, I didn’t want to let it go.

      “Gimme the thing,” he said and motioned to my chest where the cloth was. I took it out, unwrapped it, and handed the blood-soaked piece to him. My other hand joined the first to clasp his hand as tightly as I could. He looked down at it, then back up at me. “Oww?”

      Flushing, I pulled away. “Sorry. Just… you died last time you smelled that.”

      Smiling warmly at me, he reached for my hand again and didn’t let it go. “I’ll be fine, buttercup.”

      “Don’t call me that.”

      He shot me a look before putting the fabric under his nose. Again, his pupils dilated and he struggled for air, but it passed as soon as it began, before I could get worried again.

      “I see him,” Knight said to us. His eyes stayed dilated, but he tugged my hand along with him down the corridor. My other hand went to Galen who took it and followed behind me.

      We walked down stairs, through paths, past countless skulls and bones littered about. The air started to turn icy, as if there was something lurking beneath the very air, and we were one wrong step away from finding it. The smell surrounding us went from underground musk to a scent I knew well.

      A vampire’s lair.

      My pupils dilated at the smell of blood. “We’re getting close,” I told Galen. Even so, we still had not found the heart of the lair. This was merely the entrance, warning off potential threats that a vampire lived here.

      Knight smelled the cloth every so often, navigating us until even I’d lost track of where we had been. The scent of blood grew stronger with every turn until it filled my lungs and I struggled to breathe. Knight felt the effects as well, pulling up his t-shirt to cover his nose.

      “Someone needs Santa to bring him some wet wipes,” he said from under his shirt.

      Galen let go of my hand to examine the wall beside us. It was splattered with blood. Some old, some fresh. He opened his mouth to say something when we heard a high-pitched screech from somewhere in the tunnel. My heart raced quickly enough to fly out of my chest, and I held out my free hand for him, Galen’s fingers shaking when he took it.

      Eventually, the paths grew primitive, with earth instead of stone, and there were torches lit on the walls. Every so often we saw a stack of books, a chest of gold, a pile of jewels. How long had this Lucas been living underground?

      Knight gripped my hand even tighter when we passed one final junction. I could hear a faint sound, almost like music. Music underground? Knight passed the cloth back to me and I tucked it safely into my underclothes.

      “Galen, stay behind us,” Knight cautioned, and he stepped into the lair of the vampire.
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      “Do come in, travelers,” a pleasant voice greeted us. We stepped into a room that looked as foreign as a tap dancer in a dojo. Pleasant classical music filled the warm air, the walls were intermixed with stone and earth, there was a rug covering the dirt floor, a fire in a fireplace, shelves upon shelves of books, and an antique dining table set with one setting of expensive china. A blonde-haired man sat at the head of said table, wearing a heavy dressing robe that matched the large armchair he was seated in. His plate smelled like Chinese takeout. “I said come in,” he repeated, picking up some chopsticks and taking a bite of food.

      “Definitely a fucking psycho,” Knight whispered, leaning close to me, my already prickled skin reacting to him.

      Everything about the unkempt vile sanctum had an unsettling air to it, but I couldn’t really be surprised. It vaguely reminded me of James and his horrid mansion. Would Lucas bite me too? No, I’d never let that happen again.

      Lucas chewed his food with a refined air and swallowed before taking a sip of wine. “Come. Sit. I won’t bite.” He laughed under his breath at the joke. “My name is Lucas, but you already know that I trust?”

      “Yes,” I confirmed, taking a step closer, keeping myself between Lucas and my companions.

      Wiping his mouth, he stood up and tossed the cloth napkin over his plate. “Hundreds of years hiding away. Cathedrals, cemeteries, abandoned castles... an opera house. Humans discovered me now and then until I came to the catacombs. I’ve been here over a century, and the only humans that saw me were ones I wanted to see me.” He stroked his blonde stubble in thought. “And yet. In all the centuries, moving around, even with humans getting a glimpse, no vampire has ever found me before.” He faced me sternly. “How did you find me?”

      I reached a hand behind me to signal Knight should move. “I can answer that, but my friends will need to leave the room.”

      Lucas grinned and chuckled a few times, his eyes lighting up with understanding. “Ahh, I see. You’ve come because of Anastasia.”

      “Who’s Anastasia,” Knight asked in a stage whisper.

      “Sssh,” I hissed at him. “Don’t ever repeat that name back home. Not ever.” I turned so I was able to look at Knight, while still keeping Lucas in the corner of my eye. “There is a death penalty for mentioning her name or anything to do with her.”

      “Your friends don’t know why you’re here, do they?” Lucas chuckled again.

      I turned back to him, my stance tensing with every second that passed. “That’s not your concern. I need to find her.”

      He took a deep breath and let it out, making a noise that made it clear he didn’t care. “Mmm… no. I can’t help you.”

      “Please.” My tone was too desperate. Begging wouldn’t get me what I needed, not with someone like him. “You’re the only one who knows where she is.”

      “Why should I help you?” He tilted his chin, studying me, as if he hadn’t really looked at my face before then. As an answer, I pulled out the photograph of Kitty and walked close enough to show him. Upon seeing my features in the light, he inhaled with a sharp intake of breath, and after a few seconds, he took the photo, studied it, then he looked at me with a strange expression, his golden eyes searching for something. His fingers came up to grip my chin and he twisted it this way and that to look at my face.

      He held up the photo to me. “Who is this child?”

      “It’s my daughter,” I explained, still in the grip of his hand. He brought me closer still to stare deep into my eyes. What was he looking for? Whatever he found there satisfied him and he let me go, returning the photo with a swift twist of his fingers.

      “Fine. You have my assistance,” he declared. He turned, grabbed a bag off the floor, and started picking up random things around the room to stuff into it. “Put that fire out, would you?” Knight crossed over to stomp on it and I wondered how the room wasn’t full of smoke from the flames. Then again, Lucas had had enough time to figure that out. As Lucas finished packing his bag, I came close to him and put a claw on his shoulder. Amused, he looked from the claw to my eyes.

      “You touch my friends and I will kill you once you’ve led me to Anastasia,” I warned him. I pulled my hand away and let him watch me retract my nails.

      Instead of being intimidated, he laughed again. “It’s very uncanny.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Nothing. Shall we?” He gestured towards the doorway. “I would say ladies first, but I am the only one who knows the way. Try and keep up.”

      We followed him out of his lair and down another path. I kept Galen behind me so Lucas would have to come through me if he decided to go psycho and attack him. Knight walked beside me with his hands tucked firmly in his pockets. I mourned having one of them clasped in mine.

      “I trust you,” he said when Lucas had turned a corner ahead of us. Stopping, I looked up at him in the dim light, but I could see his features as if they were illuminated by a thousand candles. He looked down at me and reached out with one hand to move some curls out of my face. “About this. About everything.”

      Guilt was overriding me, I was unable to look into his eyes.

      “You shouldn’t.” And I plunged ahead after Lucas.
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      It was dark outside by the time we made it to the surface. Galen was showing signs of weariness, but he still limply held up his flashlight.

      “Lucas,” I called when the vampire didn’t stop walking down the street. “We need to rest.”

      “Why?” He looked legitimately confused until he saw Galen panting against a wall. “Oh. The human. Hmm. Why did you bring him exactly? Were you baiting me? It would’ve worked had you not already bitten him.”

      I scoffed at him. “I would never use a human as bait. Things have changed in the last century. The rules are different now.”

      Lucas bounced on his heels, whistling a weird tune. “Don’t know, don’t care. The rules don’t really apply when one has a kill order on one’s head. Gods above, it’s nice to be outdoors again. The air is so…” He took a nice long whiff, a smile on his lips. “Fresh.”

      “I’ve got Galen. You handle Phantom of the Opera,” Knight quipped. He lifted Galen’s arm and picked him up like a beautiful damsel.

      We went back to our hotel, Galen carried in Knight’s arms,  Lucas skipping down the pavement beside me. As soon as we walked into the door of our penthouse suite, Lucas disappeared into one of the bathrooms. Knight let Galen down, who then limped to the bar and poured himself a very large drink.

      “I wonder when was the last time that man had a bath?” Galen said with a laugh as we heard the shower start running.

      Oh that’s fucking gross.

      Lucas emerged an hour later smelling like sandalwood and peaches, wearing only a towel around his waist. Galen was asleep in one of the bedrooms, while Knight and I sat on opposite ends of the couch.

      “Hey, crazy,” Knight threw in Lucas’s direction. “Feel like telling us where this Anastasia is?”

      “In a hurry?” Lucas poured a drink for himself and chugged it in one breath.

      “I just spent five hours underground, I’d rather get the rest of this over with.” I toed him with my foot so he’d calm down. He grabbed it and started massaging it without prompting. Fuck me. The last time a man massaged my feet, it ended with his face in my pussy. I doubted that would happen this time, but the thought was enough to ignite my desire.

      Lucas stared at Knight’s hands on my feet with amusement and I wondered if he could smell my arousal.. “I have put out a message, so I know where she is now.”

      I found it hard to focus on anything with Knight’s fingers doing very sinful things to my toes. Under Lucas’s gaze, I felt weirdly inappropriate, so I pulled my feet away and stood up. “We’ll head out tomorrow morning.” I walked over to Lucas and stared into his deep green eyes. “Promise me you won’t leave. Promise me I’ll wake up and you’ll still be here. Please.”

      He reached out to touch my face, surprising me, and smiled. “I swear it on my life’s blood.”
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      True to his word, Lucas was sitting on the floor eating cereal when I came out of my room the next morning. He’d forgotten the milk and was eating the dry cereal with chopsticks. Knight was lounging on the nearby couch playing a game on his phone, and Galen was in the kitchen sipping coffee while reading a French paper.

      Knight saw me first, looking up with a smile. He turned his phone to show me the game he was playing. “Look, I infected the entire world with vampires.” I raised an eyebrow at him and walked to the kitchen to get a cup of coffee.

      “Are you okay?” I asked Galen quietly, tipping the pot to a mug already set out. I took a sip of the hot liquid and felt warm all over.

      “I’m fine, cheri.”

      As I turned, I noticed his bags packed and next to the door. Damn it. I knew he’d have to leave, but I didn’t want him to. If felt like I was leaving everything familiar behind.

      “You going?” I asked him. Nodding, he finished his cup of coffee and we moved over to the front door. I opened it, took his bags, and shut it after we’d gone into the hallway. “I didn’t umm…” I had to blink before tears came.

      Not needing words, he kissed me on the forehead and wrapped me in his warm arms. “I hope we meet again soon. When Renard comes home, tell him I miss him. I expect an invitation when he and Olivier become bonded.” He kissed my hair again and we stood there for a few minutes, not wanting to let go.

      “I wanted more time,” I said with a sniff.

      “You are welcome at my home, always. Knight too, but… not the other one.” I laughed, feeling tears escape my eyes. “Until we meet again. And Lisbeth.” We pulled away to look at each other, his face thoughtful as he brushed back some of my hair. “You deserve to be happy too.”

      One last kiss on my head and he was gone down the hallway. My heart sank because I couldn’t help but fear that I would never see him again. Several painful seconds passed, and then I shuffled back into the hotel room to finish my coffee.

      “Bonded?” Knight asked after a few minutes. “What’s that?” Of course, they’d listened in.

      “It is a ceremony,” Lucas explained, as if Knight had addressed him directly. “Two vampires pledging their lives to one another.”

      “So it’s a marriage?”

      Keeping my eyes down, I rinsed the coffee mugs in the sink. “The closest thing we have to it, yes.”

      Lucas got up and put his bowl on the counter. “We need to go now. They are expecting us.”

      “They?” I asked him in confusion. There was someone with Anastasia? Lucas didn’t elaborate. Instead, he came over and started munching on a package of coffee beans.

      Getting up from the couch, Knight raised an eyebrow at Lucas. “I’ll just be a minute. You watch Crazy, make sure he doesn’t lick the electrical sockets.” He disappeared into one of the rooms, leaving me alone with Lucas.

      “Your friend thinks I am insane,” he said, mid-crunch of another coffee bean.

      “Well… you’re eating coffee beans.”

      He frowned and looked down at the bag. “Is this not how they’re consumed?” I leaned over and took one, popping it into my mouth and chewing it.

      “Not bad,” I told him with a smile. My phone rang during our moment, scaring Lucas enough that he threw the coffee bag and beans flew everywhere.

      “WHAT THE FUCK IS THAT? IS IT A DEMON FROM HELL? Just playing. Who’s calling you?”

      Shaking a finger at him, I pulled my phone from my pocket. “Clean up the mess, Lucas.” He grumbled and bent to pick up the scattered beans. My screen showed Olivier was calling me in a video chat. I answered and saw her holding Kitty in her arms.

      My heart squeezed, and nothing else mattered except my little girl. Kitty looked healthy and happy. She held her little teething toy to her mouth and munched on it with gusto, stopping every now and then to giggle at Olivier’s fingers tickling her.

      “Say, ‘Hi mommy,’” Olivier prompted in her baby voice. Kitty squealed and looked over at the phone someone was holding for Olivier. When she saw my face and realized it was me on the other end, she looked happier than she had with the teether or the tickles.

      She grabbed for the phone and I heard Arthur say, “No phones, young lady,” his voice making my stomach fall a thousand stories. Kitty looked sad for a few moments until she saw me again. She shook her teether to show it to me and cooed happily. “Hand her to me,” Arthur said. The phone changed hands, then Olivier set it down and sat on the couch next to Arthur and Kitty so I could see all three of them.

      Kitty sat in Arthur’s lap, looking so natural together. He’d already bonded with her so much.

      “How’re the negotiations going?” Olivier asked me, bringing me away from Arthur. Oh. That.

      “We haven’t started yet. Knight reached out, we’re waiting for an answer.” It wasn’t wholly untrue, we had sent them a letter that they should’ve gotten already. The follow-up would have to wait, though.

      “Let me see the child,” Lucas insisted, and he grabbed the phone before I could stop him. “Aye, she is perfection. I am so proud of you, fiică.” I took the phone back and slapped at him when he tried to stop me.

      Olivier and Arthur shared a suspicious look when I got back on the camera. “Who was that…” Arthur asked me, bouncing Kitty slightly on his knee. Watching me, Lucas had his hands together, tapping his fingertips in excitement.

      “Rogue vampire,” I answered quickly. “We’re trying to convince him to come back with us. He’s a little…” I glanced up at Lucas’s smiling face. “Odd.” His smile deflated in a pout.

      “Okay then,” Arthur responded, his eyebrow still raised at me. “Call us back when you hear from the Lycans.” He moved the camera to show Kitty again, and with a wave of her teether, the screen went dark, and my heart squeezed in pain, my entire chest was on fire with it.

      Remember the mission. I could do this. I could do this.

      Lucas was still pouting as he munched coffee beans from the floor.

      “Have you fed?” I asked him, forcing myself to stay on task.

      “Room service,” he said with his mouth full of beans. “You call, and a human comes. It’s very convenient.”

      When had that happened? Oh fuck. Was there a body in here? I was not in the mood to dispose of a body. I glanced around with a few deep sniffs to see if I’d missed the stench of death.

      Lucas stood up, offended at my lack of trust. “I didn’t kill him. I fed, altered his memories, and let him leave. I’m not a monster. I may have stolen people in the catacombs, but I always let them live.”

      My cheeks flushed in shame. I’d naturally assumed he was a human killer, but that wasn’t fair of me. “Sorry,” I mumbled. “I’ll be right back.”

      I left Lucas to the coffee beans and walked over to the door Knight had entered. The door was slightly open, so I pushed it and knocked on the side.

      “Knight?” The room was empty and the shower was still running. Knight’s small bag sat at the edge of the bed with a shirt on top of it. I walked closer to run my hand across the soft fabric. It had, ‘Translation: This house is bitchin’ written on it.

      “Yo,” Knight said behind me.

      “Hey,” I said as I turned, only to see he was shirtless. Right. His shirt was on the bed. Of course he wasn’t fully dressed. “Heyyy,” I repeated louder as I turned my focus to the crown molding of the ceiling and not on the shirtless man in front of me. Or what that glorious display felt like under my fingertips. God, had I actually forgotten how hot he was? No, not possible. “I just umm, well, it’s morning, so I kind of… need…” I twirled my hand around to get my point across, my heart starting to race.

      “Blood?” he asked with a smirk. He came up close to me and held out his wrist.

      “Umm, shirt first?” I suggested in a higher pitch than I intended, but he wiggled his wrist at me with a sigh. “Fine.” I grabbed his hand and sank my teeth into the muscle on his forearm. Mid-sip, he pulled me until my back was against his chest, and he folded me up in his arms.

      Fuck me, I felt so safe and warm. This was everything I’d missed, everything I’d spent countless hours wasting away thinking about how much I needed it, needed him.

      Latched onto his arm, I couldn’t really move when his spare hand came up and pulled the clip from my hair, letting all of my glorious curls free. Knight’s mouth nuzzled through them and down to my neck where he kissed at my skin reverently. It took everything I had to not let out a sound, but I couldn’t help sighing against him.

      “Do you have any idea what its like smelling your desire and not being able to touch you?” he purred into my ear. I guessed it was exactly like feeling desire and being unable to touch him.

      I drank until my stomach was full and licked the skin clean. “That was a dirty trick,” I complained half-heartedly. Was he trying to tease me and show me what I could never have? Maybe he was trying to punish me. Either way, this was nice. Wrong, but nice. Could I stand here forever?

      “I don’t see you complaining,” he countered, and his fingers pulled my shirt aside so he could kiss the creamy skin of my shoulder. “Fuck, your smell…” He nibbled at my skin like it was a candy bar. “You’ve never smelled this good before. I swear, I’d come instantly if I was inside you.” Why was he saying that? He still wanted to have sex with me? He breathed a sigh of relief that I wasn’t fighting him, and pulled his arms tighter around me. “I missed you so much, Lis.” His lips floated up my neck, closer to my lips.

      Wanting this moment to never end, I relaxed against him. “I missed you so much I wanted to die. I even…” I swallowed and hesitated to tell him. “I tried to kill myself.”

      “In the bathtub,” he whispered without pausing, his lips almost upon mine.

      In the bathtub? How had he known that? I pulled away from his warm embrace, the last thing I wanted to do, meeting his eyes. “How did you know that? How did you know I tried to kill myself in the bathtub? I never told anyone that.”

      Reaching out, his hands opened and closed, trying to invite me back into his arms. “Because I was there? I was outside in the prison they’d made me, muddy and cold, and then suddenly I was in your bathroom and you were holding your head underwater. ‘I was being a dolphin,’ that was what you said. You were trying to kill yourself? Why would you do that?”

      “That was a delusion. You weren’t really there,” I insisted, mostly because I couldn’t wrap my head around this.

      “I was,” he said back.

      Lucas popped his head in. “Can I turn on the telly, or are we leaving soon?”

      I looked away from Knight’s searching eyes. “We’re leaving. Pack up.”
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      Had my delusions been real? That couldn’t be true. No way. I’d never heard of such a thing. Being crazy and conjuring up a mirage of someone, sure, that’s normal. Being crazy and actually conjuring someone? That’s just ludicrous. Knight was mistaken, but how could he be? He knew that I’d been in a bathtub trying to be a dolphin, not to mention when I first saw him back at the castle, he was wearing the clothes he’d had on in one of my delusions, clothes I’d never seen him wear before.

      Maybe it had something to do with the blood binge, or that I almost killed him, or when I pushed into his mind as I was being dragged away from him. Who could I ask about this? James would know, maybe. Or Olivier. Arthur. Those that had blood binged in the past weren’t exactly sharing that fact with the public, so I had no idea who would know anything.

      To make matters worse… that… had happened. Knight holding me against him, kissing my skin and feeling his heartbeat against my ear, it was too much. I’d wanted to turn, capture his lips in mine and let him slide his cock inside me, over and over. What if I had? What would he have done? Pushed me away? Kissed me? Both?

      “Deep in thought?” Lucas asked, unearthing me from very deep musings. He was sitting next to a sleeping Knight on the airplane, across the aisle from where I sat alone. There was something about the blonde vampire’s smile that was gradually bringing my guard down, so I leaned over my armrest to be closer to him.

      “You’ve made mistakes before, right?”

      He looked surprised. “That’s what you’re pondering over? I never think about my mistakes.”

      I sighed and realized I’d asked the wrong person. If only Balthazar was here. First I’d ring his neck for being a neglectful baby daddy, and then we could have a heart to heart about how stupid feelings are. “Surely, there are some that you regret?”

      The drink cart went past us and when I looked back, Lucas had a lollipop in his hand, and a face that was too serious for someone holding a lolly. “Yes. I regret things.” He was staring at the treat like it was someone’s face, and he missed that face very much.

      Watching him, I felt my heart sinking. “What if those mistakes hurt people? What if they were too big to forgive?”

      He looked thoughtful at the lollipop. “I suppose it depends on the love. I wonder if she loves me. Maybe she can forgive if she loves.” He licked at the lolly without taking the wrapper off, and continued looking woefully pensive. I left him licking plastic and shut my eyes with his words in my head.

      Maybe she can forgive if she loves.

      Vague, and specifically about a female, but it still had some wisdom, from a guy who licks lollipops, eats coffee beans, and may or may not be the Phantom of the Opera.

      “Hey,” I asked him, drawing his gaze over at me. “Have you ever like… conjured someone? An apparition, but they could see you too?”

      He pointed to Knight and I nodded. “You’ve drunk his blood, right? He is immortal. You can summon his mind when you need him, no matter how far away, it’s part of your type of powers.”

      After that to contemplate, I fell asleep and woke hours later when the plane was about to land. Lucas was still licking the lollipop and pondering life, only someone had removed the wrapper so there was a deep indent where Lucas’s tongue was. On the other side of him, Knight was on his phone playing his game again, but he looked up when he noticed I was awake.

      “Hey,” he said with a smile that was all teeth and charm. Curse you. “I think this game is one-sided. I can infect the world with vampires, but not werewolves. Where’s the wolf love? I’m part dog. Everyone loves dogs.”

      Surprisingly, I wasn’t in the mood to make jokes with him, and I was always in the mood to make jokes. I looked away and ignored him. Before he could break my silence, we had to get up to leave the plane.

      Lucas grabbed his rucksack and held it to his chest like it had money in it and he’d just spotted a pickpocket. I rolled my suitcase off the ramp and into the airport with Knight and Lucas behind me. They followed me to the food court where we all got giant pretzels, and then we went to the car rental place. With our car rented and our bags in the trunk, I got into the front seat, Knight in shotgun, and Lucas in the back.

      “Okay, Lucas. Where are we going?” He didn’t answer, as he hadn’t the last five times we’d asked him where our destination was. He’d said, ‘we can get there from Vienna,’ but left out the rest of the journey. “Lucas,” I said patiently, feeling very much so the need to beat him over the head with a magazine. “I need to know where I’m driving to.”

      He pointed to the right. “That way.”

      Knight chewed on his lip and sighed. “Look, man. You’re trying to protect this Anastasia, fine. We get it. You don’t have to tell us where they live, just what city it is, right? We can’t find them even if we know what city they’re in. We don’t even know what they look like. They’ll be safe, okay?”

      Lucas thought it over with a series of expressions that made me struggle not to laugh. “Čachtice,” he finally said. Then his lips were buttoned, and he leaned back in his seat with his arms crossed tightly over his chest.

      “Teamwork,” Knight gloated with a smile, reaching his fist up to me for a fist bump. I ignored it and started the car, seeing his fist slowly drop from of the corner of my eye. He started pouting too.
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      Čachtice, the home of Anastasia’s legendary mother, the Countess of Bathory. After four hundred years, that was where Anastasia had chosen to hide? A little on the nose. This was truly the last place vampires would look for her, though I couldn’t say if it was genius or just sheer lunacy. If she was as crazy as James’s journal said, it was the latter.

      We pulled up to the town of Čachtice, Slovakia, and Lucas started to look like he’d swallowed poison. He rocked back and forth on his seat, whining quietly, with sweat starting to pool on his forehead.

      “You okay there, buddy?” Knight asked, his eyes watching Lucas through the rearview mirror.

      “Mmm, no. No. Not okay. Not.” Lucas shook his head like a crazy person, muttering things to himself in a language I didn’t understand.

      Getting slightly agitated, Knight ran a hand through his hair and looked across the seat at me. “Crazy is going crazy. We should probably…” He stopped mid-sentence, froze, and grabbed my shoulder in a death grip. “Pizza,” he said so quietly I almost didn’t hear him.

      My eyes darted around the city block we were on, trying to see what he was looking at. “What?”

      “PIZZA!” He reached his large arm in front of my face, effectively blocking my view of the road, showing me what he was pointing at: a building with the words ‘Pizzeria Bathory’ in gothic font.

      Please tell me this wasn’t a tourist town devoted to the mother of a crazy person, who in and of herself was also a crazy person?

      Christ, it was.

      Staring at me when we walked into the pizzeria door was a large painting of the Countess, her eyes following me no matter where I moved.

      “Relative of yours?” Knight joked from behind me. Blood drinking jokes. Fucking awesome.

      Lucas walked up to the painting and spoke some sweet words before planting a finger kiss on the painting’s lips. He looked back with a happy smile, holding his hand out for me.

      “Lisbeth, come. Meet the countess.”

      I approached the painting with caution. I’d initially thought her eyes were creepy, but now that I saw them up close…

      Lucas went from me to the painting. “She was much prettier in real life. She had a class to her. She was a stately lady. I miss her.”

      Those eyes… did I have… a memory of them? No. That was impossible. I stepped away from the painting to a respectable distance.

      “Nice to meet you, Countess,” I told her. Lucas clapped his hands in joy at me meeting a damn painting.

      “I was promised pizza,” Knight said right behind me. He plunked his chin onto my head and stared at the painting too, holding me in place when I tried to move away. “She’s fuckin’ creepy.”

      Lucas deflated. “You’re fuckin’ creepy.”

      Knight laughed and held out a fist. “Solid insult. You’re learning.” Lucas hesitated, but like his puppy personality suggested, he loved fun. He fist bumped his enemy.

      A waiter walked up and spoke in the language Lucas had been speaking in the car. Lucas answered back smoothly as he motioned for us to find a table.

      “Good thing we have a native speaker,” Knight said, sitting down next to me. I scooted away nonchalantly and he followed me. “I’m surprised you don’t speak the language, Lis. Isn’t that like, vampire 101? Learn to speak Romanian so you can get your vampire badge.”

      Having just sat down with us, Lucas bristled from Knight’s comment. “She has never been here. She is not from here. Do not speak of what you do not know, peasant dog.”

      I grabbed Lucas’s collar and pulled him as close to my face as possible without giving the impression I was going to kiss him. He was hot, don’t get me wrong, but the idea grossed me out. “Don’t ever speak to Knight like that.” Lucas gulped and his eyes grew wide in fear. “And I am from here. Transylvania at least, not here here. I was born in this country, but I was raised in England as an orphan of the Order.”

      Lucas’s face turned red. “Who told you this? Who said you were from Transylvania?” He looked offended. This guy had more moods than a mood ring.

      “Balthazar,” I answered. “Tall, gorgeous, amazing hair.”

      “Humph, I know of Balthazar. Fucking little twat who can’t keep his cock in his pants.” Then he said, “stupid little shit can’t keep his mouth shut,” in German. Balthazar was many things, including a stupid little scheisse.

      I let Lucas go and responded also in German. “Why is the father of my child a shit?”

      Engrossed, he responded, still in German. “He swore on his life, on his soul, to the Countess to keep the secret. He swore…” Lucas’s face went blank as something I’d said sunk in. “You… had a child with Balthazar?” Then he laughed the biggest belly laugh I’d ever heard, slapping his hand on the table so hard I thought it would break in half.

      “What’s so funny?” Knight asked with his mouth full of breadstick. I shrugged.

      Lucas was still laughing when the food came, and he managed to eat around the chuckles. By the time we were finished, the napkins had all been used up to wipe his eyes from the tears.

      “I wish I spoke a different language so we could have secret conversations,” Knight told me after he’d sat back in his chair, full for the moment.

      “What would you say?” I asked him curiously. “I don’t think our friend is listening.” And he wasn’t. He was still laughing.

      Knight glanced at Lucas and leaned into me. “I’d say that…” He reached a hand up and stroked my earlobe, a shiver dancing over my skin. “I’m glad you’re not dead.”

      My heart sped up, my face felt burning hot, and I wanted to cry. “You thought I was dead?” He nodded, his hand moving to rest on my neck, the perfect position to pull me in for a kiss. A kiss I wanted so badly and didn’t deserve.

      “Hey!” Lucas shouted suddenly, making me jump. “You will keep your hands to yourself, sir.” He shook a finger at Knight like a scolding parent.

      Knight looked like he was about to give Lucas the finger. “Cock blocker.”

      What?

      I pulled Knight’s hand away from my neck and stood up. “We umm… we should get going.” Knight sighed and stood up as well. “Lucas,” I addressed. He smiled at me with as much seriousness as he could muster. “We need you to tell us where Anastasia is.”

      In lieu of an answer, Lucas hurried outside and started trekking down the street. Knight and I followed close behind, ready to bolt if he took off.

      “You can find him again, right?” I asked in a whisper.

      “I’ve smelled both his blood and his scent. I’ll never not be able to find him,” Knight assured me.

      Lucas bobbed and weaved through the small town, going over fences and under bridges, even backtracking a few times like he was trying to confuse anyone following him. If there were humans or vampires tailing us, Knight and I would’ve known, but we played along with Lucas’s games.

      It was almost time for dinner when Lucas finally stopped at one of the houses. It was a small, ancient thing, the white paint fading all over it. The real color came from the flowers in the garden and all the window boxes.

      “This is her?” I confirmed as I pointed to the house, and Lucas nodded. Finally. I’d get some answers. I’d find out if Anastasia was a hybrid, and if she was, I’d know if my daughter was destined to repeat her carnage. I gulped slightly and the door to the cheerful house grew smaller and smaller, my chest constricting with wild anticipation.

      Knight took my hand to steady me. “It’s okay,” he soothed in his gentle, loving voice.

      “I’m so scared,” I admitted quietly, and moved closer to Knight so I could be further from the door. “I know I don’t deserve a hug from you, but…” He wrapped me in his arms before I could finish asking, and I hugged him back for a few precious moments. I let myself pretend that we could be together again, that this wouldn’t be our last hug. It soothed me enough that I pulled away and took his hand again. Lucas was still waiting at the door, looking bashful for some reason as he scratched his ear. “I’m ready,” I told him.

      Lucas knocked on the door and we waited for the answer with baited breath. A few seconds passed with silence from inside until we heard footsteps coming from the middle of the house. It sounded light, like a woman’s, and she shuffled like she was wearing slippers. I focused on the sound and held my breath when the door handle clicked, the door opening.

      A blonde woman stood in the doorway wearing a simple black dress with a faded white apron. Blonde? Anastasia wasn’t blonde. She had raven black hair. James’s journal was very clear about that detail in the pages after his recount of her story. The woman looked at Knight, stopped at me for a few confusing moments, and then she saw Lucas. Her face lit up with a gentle smile. I noticed the color of her eyes was the same purple as mine. That was weird.

      “Lucas,” she said, holding her hand out to him. He took it and kissed it tenderly.

      “Clara,” he breathed against her skin, almost like a prayer.

      Clara? Who was Clara? Had this little shit led us all this way to see his stupid girlfriend?

      I stepped forward, pulling Knight with me. “You’re not Anastasia?” She looked up at us and took her hand back from Lucas kissing it, making him whine. “We came here to see Anastasia.”

      Clara was staring at me like she’d seen a ghost. She stepped off the single stair without looking down and came closer. “Who are you?” she asked me. Her chin turned with slight caution, almost disbelief.

      Lucas wiggled his hand at me. “Show her the photo. Your child. Show her.”

      I obeyed, more than a little confused, and handed Clara the photo of Kitty. She gasped and stared at it, back at me, to Lucas, and back to the photo.

      “It cannot be,” she breathed with a gasp.

      “What’s happening?” Knight said very close to my ear, so close that only I could hear him. I shrugged in genuine confusion. Why were they so focused on the photo of Kitty? Was it apparent she was a hybrid? Maybe they were afraid of her.

      Lucas touched Clara’s shoulder to bring her away from the photo. “Where is she? I can’t hear her heartbeat.” I hadn’t thought to see if there was more than one heartbeat in the house, but I also could feel no other person here.

      Looking up finally, Clara handed me the photo back. “Anastasia is at the tower. She goes there sometimes when I’ve gone to the market. I’ll take you to her. By you, I mean Elisabeth.” She pointed to me.

      What. “How did you know my name?” Lucas hadn’t said my name to her. Did he tell her when he sent her a message asking where Anastasia was?

      “You didn’t tell her?” Clara reproached in Lucas’s direction.

      He flinched under her scowl. “I wanted Anastasia to tell her.” He tried to pet Clara’s arm in apology, but she pulled away in anger.

      “I can’t with you today. Go inside with the boy. We’ll be back.”

      Knight squeezed my hand, kissed my forehead, and went inside Clara’s house with Lucas. Clara grabbed a shawl from inside and wrapped it around herself after shutting the door. She stared at me with a mournful look.

      “It’s time for you to meet Anastasia.”
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      “Elisabeth, this is your mother, Anastasia Bathory.”

      That was the moment where this story really began, the moment when I had searched the world to find answers for my daughter, and instead, I discovered the answer to the question I’d wondered my entire life.

      Who was my mother?

      The answer was simple, it was the dead woman in front of me, the one who hadn’t moved a single muscle since we’d stepped across the broken floor to the edge of the crumbling tower.

      It was also then that I realized my quest for answers about Kitty had failed, just like Castilla predicted. If I was Anastasia’s daughter, then she wasn’t a hybrid. Now I had no way to know what my daughter would become, but in a way, at least I could say there wasn’t a certainty she would become a psycho vampire killer. Maybe. And now that I measured that thought, I felt a sense of relief on that aspect. I’d convinced myself that Anastasia was probably a hybrid, and now that proof had been false. She was just a psychopath who murdered almost every vampire and Lycan in existence.

      And she was my fucking mom.

      Clara had taken my stunned silence a different way, so she left me to process the news of my parentage and was trying to coax Anastasia into standing up. Then I realized I’d just believed her without question.

      “How do you know she’s my mother?” I asked Clara skeptically.

      Clara looked surprised like she didn’t realize I wouldn’t just simply take her word for it. “Can’t you see the resemblance between you and Ana?” I didn’t want to, I didn’t want to look at her face and see myself in those dead eyes. “And if I didn’t need that as proof, there’s the photograph, the one of your child. She looks exactly like you did when you were born, and Anastasia, and our mother. You all looked the same. There are portraits of each of us as babies, I saw them often enough for them to be burned into my memory. You are a daughter of the House of Bathory, I swear it. Plus, there’s this.” She put a finger up to her eyes that were the same shade as mine. “A gift from our Incubus father. Speaking of, Lucas told me you know Balthazar, the incubus that mother made swear to protect you. I have no doubts about who you are. None.” She stooped to stroke at Anastasia’s cheek, trying to rouse her.

      “Let me,” I offered when it wasn’t working. I picked my mother… no. That was so damn weird. I picked Anastasia up and carried her out of the ruined room on the unstable floor, out the tower, and down the wooden tourist stairs. Clara was right behind me, holding a pair of shoes she’d found in one of the passages, Anastasia’s I guessed.

      “Lucky the site is closed,” she said, out of breath from trying to keep up with me. “Sometimes she comes in the daytime in front of all the tourists. That’s always horrid. They take pictures, they put it on the internet, and it gets messy.”

      “Funny, I’ve never heard of the creepy lady in Bathory-ville.” Traveling downhill, I jumped off a small ledge and Anastasia made a small noise in my arms. Her face was still blank when I checked it.

      Clara caught up to my fast pace and bent over with a wheeze. “You think I’d be in shape after chasing her for all these years. Vampires walk so fast. One second, please.” She breathed in and out, bending backward to crack her spine. “Anastasia is rarely lucid. The only times I can get her to respond is when the humans are threatening our safety. She can command them with a single word. A flick of her finger. It’s terrifying sometimes, but it’s effective. One word and the humans delete the photos and never speak a word of it again. It’s how we’ve lived here for so long and no one notices us. Anastasia’s power blankets their perception.”

      Shit, I’d never heard of such power. Did she binge? If she binged blood all day, I still wasn’t sure she could have that kind of power. It seemed effortless, from Clara’s descriptions, and blood binges weren’t like that, I could attest to that. It took effort, strength, control, and even then it was difficult, draining.

      “How can she be that powerful?” I pondered out loud.

      “There are many stories to tell today,” was Clara’s answer. She pulled up the hem of her dress and started walking again. “Come. The men are waiting.”

      I slowed my pace so Clara wouldn’t have to jog to keep up with me, but I didn’t want to. I wanted to put this creature down as fast as possible. Even in my thoughts, I couldn’t accept that she was my mother. Every molecule in my body rejected that reality. Plus she smelled rank.

      Finally, we made it back just as the sun was setting, and Clara threw the door of her cottage open for me. I stepped inside, my eyes immediately searching for Knight. I needed to see him. I needed his strength. He was standing in the kitchen next to an open window, the sunset casting a light on his face, and I felt myself break inside when I saw him.

      Lucas stood from the rocker he was sitting in, looking from my face to Clara’s. “And now you know?” I nodded. “Everything?” he asked, glancing at Clara. She shook her head. Great, more secrets. He nodded back and stepped forward with his arms out. “I’ll take Anastasia.”

      I pulled away for no reason, and held her closer like my broken dolly I didn’t want anyone to take away. “No,” I said before I could stop myself. Instantly feeling foolish, I bowed my head so no one could see my face, and walked to place Anastasia on the rug in front of the fire. Clara had come closer to tend to Anastasia, like her little wounded puppy, so I asked her where the bathroom was. She motioned in the direction of one of the doors, and gripped Anastasia’s hand, speaking to her in Romanian, in a gentle soothing tone that had no effect on the woman.

      Knight’s hand stopped me backing away from the scene, and he slowly guided me to the bathroom. My last image before he closed the door was Lucas standing in the corner watching the two woman on the rug.

      Behind the privacy of the closed door, I couldn’t speak, I couldn’t think, I couldn’t anything. I was as frozen as Anastasia, and when Knight pulled me against him, I was powerless to stop him. At that point, I didn’t care anymore. If I could have time with Knight, even a few moments, I was going to take it. When the day came that I would never see him again, I wanted something to remember.

      I pulled away from Knight, I stared into his deep brown eyes, and I kissed him on those lips that haunted my dreams. In mere moments, I didn’t care that this cottage probably had paper thin walls, and there were three people on the other side, one of which was my… mother (still no). All I cared about was my sweet, precious Knight.

      “Lis,” Knight said between kisses. My passion for him rose and I deepened the gentle assault on his mouth, silencing all protests. He picked me up mid-kiss and slid me onto the small bathroom counter, knocking over several bottles of product. His hands moved to my waist and pulling my dress up, he roughly brought me flush against him, his hard cock right there for me to feel. I responded with a deep growl and pulled away from his lips to show him my eyes starting to glow in excitement.

      “Fuck, Lis,” he said with a heavy breath, and then captured my lips again in a hurried fever. He devoured my mouth hungrily, shoving his lower body against me again and this time, he rocked his hips forward, his cock rubbing against my heated core. “What were you thinking of, when we were at the reservation? Were you thinking about me, or him?” Him, as in Arthur. This time, the truth didn’t sadden me.

      “You,” I breathed against his lips. “I can’t get it out of my head, the way you made me come against you. I’ve never felt anything like it.” And that wasn’t a lie. Not even my night with Balthazar was as good, and he had slayed me. I pulled away from Knight and stared into his eyes, a grin coming to my face. “Make me come again.”

      “Fuck,” he swore, and he smashed our lips together again. My fingers curled under his shirt and I ran them up his abs, across the scars hidden there, drawing a hiss from his lips. When I reached for the edge of his shirt to take it off, he swore again and moved his hands to stop me. I felt instant shame like I’d forced him into something he didn’t want. The glow I’d been feeling was shattered.

      “Lis,” he said before he saw my mortified expression. “Woah, no. No.” He kissed me again with the heated passion we’d just shared. “That wasn’t a, ‘get your hands off me, crazy.’ That was a, ‘I don’t want to go further with your parents in the other room.’”

      More kisses, less protests, I thought as I pulled him in for another long tantalizing kiss. I was about to start for the shirt again before I realized what Knight had said.

      Parents. As in two parents.

      As in. Mother. And father.

      Are you FUCKING kidding me?

      Knight stepped away a little when he saw the rage building on my face. “Lis. Lis, calm down. Ahh, hell.”

      I jumped down from the sink, ripped the bathroom door open so hard I almost tore it off the hinges, and I didn’t stop marching until I had Lucas against the wall with my hand around his throat. “You fucking dishonest little pig!” I said through clenched teeth.

      “Elisabeth, please,” Clara shouted hysterically. I felt her hands try to remove mine from Lucas’s neck, but she had the strength of a human and couldn’t even budge my pinkie.

      “I got it,” Knight said, his voice right over my head. His hand covered mine and slowly uncurled it from Lucas’s throat while his other hand tightened around my waist, pulling me away.

      Lucas coughed a few times and glared at me. “Ungrateful child. I bring you here against my better judgment and you try to kill me.”

      “When were you going to mention that you’re my father? Or do you only tell other people that little tidbit? Equally important, how long has Knight known?” I whirled on the werewolf and he held his hands out to protect himself.

      “Lis, come on, he literally just told me,” Knight pleaded. “You know I would’ve told you if he’d said it sooner.”

      “Which is precisely why I didn’t until now,” Lucas said with a cough. “I knew his loyalty was only to you. I kept everything close to the chest to protect both of you, but also to protect Anastasia and Clara. What if the other vampires found us and you had known everything? I had to choose protection over knowledge. Also, yes. I am your father, and I love you. Not telling you was very difficult, so don’t try and make me feel worse about this. And what about you?” He turned on Clara, who looked surprised that she was in the line of fire. “You didn’t tell her you’re her mother’s twin.”

      She opened and closed her mouth a few times. “It didn’t come up,” she said finally. “I’m certain she’d already figured it out, though.”

      “This is a fucking nightmare,” I swore, loudly, and earned a very disapproving look from my… father… that felt a little better to swallow… and my aunt. That one took no effort, because she was right, I’d already guessed it. “Anything else I should know? A hidden sibling? A creepy uncle? Weird ass cousins?”

      Clara sighed, her doe-like face looking wilted. “That’s about it. Aunt, father, mother.” How could I have gone from no family to more family drama than Days of Our Lives all in one day? Fuck my life. Fuck it.

      Knight let me go when I’d relaxed enough to convince him I wasn’t going to lunge at Lucas again. Anastasia was still sitting quietly by the fire, not having moved even a little during my tirade. Did she ever get up to use the bathroom? I’ll take ‘Questions I never wanted to be answered’ for twenty points.

      “I’ll make some dinner,” Clara declared quietly. “Lucas, with me, outside.” He protested until she flicked his arm with her finger and shoved a basket in his arms. I slumped down into a rocker that was close to Anastasia and stared at her without really looking.

      “Since we’re all sharing things,” Knight opened, and I felt sickly fear churn inside me. “Any chance you’ll tell me who your daughter’s father is? Is she Arthur’s?” I looked at him and he held his hands out defensively again. “Just asking. You don’t have to answer.”

      Sighing, I looked back at the woman by the fire. Might as well tell him. “Her father is Balthazar.”

      “Balthazar, eh?” I chanced a look, and he was somewhere between impressed and jealous. “How was it? On a scale between ‘best in show’ and ‘my standards are irreparably changed?’”

      I chuckled half-heartedly. “Probably… ‘I have tasted perfection and now none shall suffice.’”

      “Wow. I might have to get a taste of incubus just to even the playing field. Do you have his cell phone number? My evening is suddenly very clear.” We laughed, but my mood was sobered for the moment. First finding out who both of my parents are, and now Knight had a face to the man I’d had a child with.

      “If you ask me, I’ll tell you I’m not in love with Balthazar,” I said simply, honestly. “I don’t know if I could be, or if I want to be, but there it is. I thought you were dead. I tried to move on, with him, with Arthur. And then…” I remembered the unending pain, just the mere memory filling me with agony. “Then you weren’t dead.” The lace of Anastasia’s dress drew my attention, and I focused on her muddy feet poking out from the folds. “I betrayed my love for you by being with them, and I can never take that back.” I blinked back tears. “I’m sorry I kissed you, that was wrong of me. I can’t take advantage of you like that. I don’t deserve it. Not after what I’ve done. I just…” Don’t cry. Don’t cry in front of him. “I wanted to pretend I was worthy of forgiveness.”

      Knight sighed and my heart broke more. “I’ll be back later.” He was out the front door before I could turn my head, and I erupted into tears that shook me so hard, I thought my lungs would burst into a thousand pieces.

      And through it all, Anastasia never moved.
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      Knight didn’t come back that night. Clara made us spinach pasta with tomato and cheese sauce. It was so good I wept, but that was mostly because I’d convinced myself Knight wasn’t coming back at all.

      Lucas and Clara were silent as I blubbered as quietly as I could. Clara had moved Anastasia to a chair and was coaxing her to eat a few bites of the noodles, and to my surprise, her comatose state didn’t stop her from nibbling on some of it. Clara encouraged her sister like she was a baby learning how to eat, and I burst into tears again because I missed my daughter so much I wanted to stab myself.

      “She’s not usually this blubbery,” Lucas whispered to Clara. I heard her smack his arm.

      “Leave the girl be. She’s been through enough.” She forked a small bit of noodle and brought it to Anastasia’s mouth. I watched my… Anastasia refuse that one by ignoring it like a bothersome fly.

      “How long has she been like this?” I asked Clara, wiping my eyes with my napkin that was already almost too damp to help.

      She dropped the fork in slight frustration and rubbed her forehead. “Since the day she gave you away, Elisabeth. She has been asleep since she gave her newborn child away, and now you’re back. I thought you being here might wake her up. I was so hopeful. All this time, I held out the hope…” She broke off and brought her napkin up to cover the tears. She sniffed, wiped the corners of her eyes, and stood up to clear the table.

      Lucas watched her go with a mournful look. “She’s been waiting a very long time for her sister to wake up.” Anastasia had been like this ever since she gave me away, for four hundred years. Had I brought this upon her? “Anastasia was broken before she had you. She had a mate, a werewolf like yours, and he was killed. She was never the same after she lost him.”

      “Is that why she slaughtered hundreds of both our species?” My tone was far too bitter for the setting, but Lucas forgave it.

      “Yes. She enacted blood law. Her mate was killed by the leaders of all the vampire covens, and the pack Alphas. Revenge was her right, by our law. Blood taken for blood spilled, and since they were the leaders, she was entitled to slay anyone who had sworn fealty to them.”

      I recoiled, that version of the story much worse than the one James had recounted. “That’s fucking barbaric.”

      “It was the law,” Lucas insisted angrily. “She was within her rights. She broke no rules, but they didn’t care. All they saw was genocide, and they turned on her. I know the laws of vampires have changed, but they had the same importance back then as the new laws do now, and blood law was held to the same standard as any other rule.”

      Justifying slaughter was a hard pill to swallow, especially for me, but if Lucas was telling me the truth, then Anastasia had been within her rights. It didn’t make anything better, even if I wanted it do.

      “You don’t believe she went too far?” I asked him.

      He picked at his food, his face as serious as I’d seen him, without a single hint of his erratic insanity. “I believe her wrath was too great, and she reached too far. She could’ve slain the leaders and been done with it, but Anastasia was ruthless and cruel. She wanted the entire world of vampires and Lycans to know her pain.”

      Perhaps I was judging her far too harshly, as I had had the same thoughts about protecting my friends. Maybe I was more like my… mother. There. I said it. Maybe I was more like her than I knew. I’d raze the world to the ground if someone killed Knight.

      Clara came back to get more of the dishes, composing herself as best she could.

      “I’ll give her one day,” I told Clara, stopping her actions so abruptly she dropped her plate back onto the table. “I’ll do everything I can to wake her up. One day. It’s all I can give you. I’m sorry, I wish I could do more, but I delayed my mission to come here.”

      “What mission?” Clara asked, concern growing on both her and Lucas’ faces.

      Telling them felt like shattering their perfect bubble, but they needed to know. “Born vampires are going to war. The turned have rebelled against us. They slaughtered the Born vampires at Gennadi, and they won’t stop until we’re all dead. That includes the three of you, so no matter what happens with Anastasia, you need to disappear. If the turned find you, you will be killed.” I sighed, looking at Anastasia, still sitting there like a bump on a log. “I came here looking for answers, and instead I found something I never expected.” I trailed off, trying not to sound like I didn’t want this, because a tiny part of me didn’t. “One day,” I repeated.

      Clara nodded with a small smile. “I believe in you. If anyone can wake her up, it’s you.”
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      After dinner, I sat next to Anastasia in front of the fire, and long after Clara and Lucas had gone to bed. My plan of action was just talking to my mother. I didn’t know what else would work, but it was a start.

      “I guess I should tell you about myself,” I began, folding my hands in front of me. “I grew up in England. I was raised by the creepiest ass vampire ever. He was kidnapped, I kind of took over his job. I’m the head of my Order in America. It’s a little awesome.” No reaction. I hugged my knees and stared into the fire. “When I was little, I accepted that I had no parents. I used to believe that either you were dead, or I’d just simply been brought into existence by Balthazar. Poof. Baby Lisbeth.” I chuckled to myself. “Of course, his powers don’t work like that, but I was little and silly.”

      My smile fell. “Anything was better than thinking that my parents didn’t want me. I told myself over and over that no matter what the reason had been, that I didn’t need my parents to feel happy and complete. I told myself that so much that the lie became real, until I didn’t realize that it was a lie, and it became my truth. But I was lying. I didn’t have a family, not really. I had friends, friends that I loved deeply. It wasn’t the same, and I… I didn’t know that was true until now.”

      I was on a roll now, mostly talking to myself. “Cameron became my family. You’d like him. He’s funny, he always makes me laugh, but he also cares about me. He’s like my little brother and my son all at once. And then…” I smiled again. “There’s Knight. When I fell in love with him, he was all I wanted in my life, until…” I curled my mouth to keep it from wobbling. “They took him away. They told me he was dead, and I couldn’t live anymore. The only thing that kept me alive was Arthur. We hated each other at first, but way more intensely than I did with Knight.” The images of all my fights with Arthur flashed before me, the heat of our kisses, the way it had hurt when he rejected me. “He kissed me, he said his feelings had changed, but he wouldn’t be with me if Knight was alive. It hurt me…” Sniffing, I wiped my eyes and spread my legs out again. “And then Knight was alive, after I’d been with not one but two other men. I could’ve had a family, a home, a life with him, and I threw it all away. Good part though, I had a daughter. Kitty.” I took the photo from my underclothes and put it where Anastasia could see it if she’d been looking. “She doesn’t make it easier, but she makes it better. I have no idea how to be a parent. It’s a little scary.” I laughed again. “Her eyes are beautiful. Blue on the outside and purple on the inside. They’re unique, just like her.”

      I took the photo back so I could stare at it. “I miss her so much. She’s barely even been here, and I had to leave her. I feel like a horrible mom. The worst part is, I did this for her, and I didn’t find what I needed. I’ll continue wondering what my little hybrid will become. I hope she turns out like her father. He’s always kind and loving. Less like me. I’m fragile and temperamental. Sometimes my temper is so high, I’m sure I’m going to kill someone on accident. Thankfully that hasn’t happened yet.”

      I put the photo into my underclothes and hugged my knees. “I try to be strong, and a good leader for my people. Sometimes I’m pretending, but I’m so good that no one notices. And then other times, I’m not pretending. I’m strong for a few seconds until it goes away.”

      The fire popped a few times so I stirred it with the poker. “I thought you were a monster. That was before I knew you were my mother.” Poke poke. “I suppose I still think you’re a monster. But. I understand the pain you felt. If anyone hurt Knight or Cameron… I’d probably do much worse than what you did. It was still crappy, killing everyone like that, even if it was blood law like Lucas says. But I can’t hate you for it. Not anymore. I guess I can’t hate you either. Maybe.” I dropped the poker and stretched. I looked back at Anastasia and she was leaning against one of the chairs, her eyes open, but her breathing was slower like she was getting close to falling asleep.

      I grabbed a blanket from the rocker and lay it over her still form, saving some for myself so I could fall asleep next to my mother.
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      The smell of fresh bread woke me up that morning. I lifted my head to look around, and when I started raising my arms for a stretch, I realized Anastasia had taken my hand at some point and was holding it in hers. I excitedly checked her face, but she was still asleep inside, her purple eyes staring at nothing.

      “Clara,” I shouted. I heard her in the kitchen setting something down, and she came over as she wiped her hands on her white apron. “Look.” I held up the hand Anastasia was holding. “She held my hand.”

      Clara sank down with a pleased look on her face, but she still raised a skeptical eyebrow. “Sure you didn’t grab it in your sleep?” Glaring only a little at her, I moved my arm to show it was Anastasia who was holding me. No matter where I moved, she followed, and her grip remained tight with a consciousness that didn’t match her blank expression. Clara realized what I was seeing and squealed out loud. “She’s responding to you! Oh, Lisbeth.” She reached and grabbed me in a hug, smelling of rosemary and yeast. She pulled away and binked me on the nose with a grin full of sunshine. “Come, we’ll get her cleaned up.”

      We got Anastasia to the small bathroom and closed the door behind us. Lucas and Knight weren’t in the house, but I put that from my mind for the moment as Clara and I got Anastasia’s mud-stained dress off and Clara tossed it in the corner with a sigh. Anastasia had nothing on underneath, only a very expensive gold necklace. Clara removed that too and handed it to me to put on the counter. The necklace was a crest, with an outer circle of letters and an inner circle of more words with a shield and three fangs.

      “What’s this?” I asked. The crest looked familiar, with the same clouded edge as my memories of the Countess’s eyes and being in the castle. Clara motioned for me to help lift Anastasia into the bath she’d already run. The water in the porcelain claw-footed tub was steaming hot with some herbs floating on the surface. Anastasia still didn’t react, but she looked less forlorn, if that was possible.

      Sitting down on a stool by the tub, Clara wiped her nose a few times. “It’s the crest of Bathory. We each have one.” She reached under her blue dress to show an equally fine necklace with a different medallion and chain. She put it back under her clothes and soaped up a large sponge. “Look inside the medicine cabinet. There’s a wooden box.” I found it on the top shelf, forgotten, with a layer of dust on it. Clara grunted as I removed it from the cabinet, lifting her sister’s feet up to clean them. “It’s yours. Our mother bequeathed it to you before Balthazar took you away. She knew you couldn’t really keep it, so I’ve held onto it all these long years.”

      I opened the box to find another crest of Bathory inside, set in a golden filigree pendant and a golden pearl chain. This was a necklace for royalty.

      “Ana wanted to name you Erzsébet after our mother, but the Countess insisted we give you the western version to protect you. When I heard you call yourself ‘Leezbet,’ I couldn’t help but wish my mother was here. That was also her nickname. She would’ve loved you.”

      I curled the necklace up in my hand. “I suppose she died like history says? She’s not a vampire?”

      Clara frowned and continued cleaning Anastasia’s arm. “No, she’s dead. She protected us, helping feed Lucas and Ana human blood for decades, and took the fall for them when the time came. She may not have been a murderess as the legends say, but she is definitely dead. I buried her body myself.”

      “I’m sorry,” I offered gently. “I didn’t mean to upset you.”

      She looked at me with surprise, smiling despite the conversation. “Oh, don’t mind me. Put the necklace on. It will look beautiful on you.” I clasped the chain around my neck and folded the pendant up to study it. “Ohh,” Clara squeaked. She grabbed Anastasia’s soapy hand and held it to her breast. “You look just like our mother. Ana,” she said with a shake of her sister’s shoulder. “Look at your Lisbeth wearing mother’s chain.” Anastasia, of course, didn’t react, but Clara paid that no mind. “I always believed you would come back to us. It’s been so hard hoping all this time with no one here…” Her eyes shining with unshed tears, she choked a bit to hold them back and smiled. “Help me clean her hair?” Anastasia’s hair was a ratty mess with leaves and all sorts of fauna inside it. I almost thought I’d find a bird’s nest somewhere. Clara handed me a bottle of oils, and strand by strand we cleaned Anastasia’s hair of all the grime.

      “Clara,” I said as we rinsed the suds off. “You’re human, right? If you’re her twin, you should be dead by now.”

      Clara smiled thoughtfully, running a brush over Anastasia’s fingernails. “Our mother drank blood when she was carrying us so Ana wouldn’t kill me in the womb. Something happened, some twist of science, or luck, and I gained longevity from being the twin of a vampire child. I’m not unbreakable, I can die if wounded, but I’ll live forever as a weak human. Ana, on the other hand, grew strong in our mother’s womb from the blood. Almost too strong. There now, you’re all done,” she proclaimed, ending the conversation.

      Anastasia was sparkling clean and the bathwater was a cloudy pond color. Clara pulled the plug, motioning for me to lift Anastasia up. I hoisted her onto the towel covered toilet seat so Clara could dry her sister off. We dressed her in some surprisingly normal clothes, consisting of a pullover dress and some pants.

      “I dress her to look normal around the humans, but without fail, she runs away wearing this disgusting dress,” Clara complained. She picked up the bundle of lace and ick, running a hand across her sweaty forehead. “I’d toss it, but the last time I tried, she ran away in naught but her skin. Lesson learned.” Clara ran a new tub of water and tossed the black dress inside to soak. “Come, Ana. Breakfast time.”

      We emerged from the bathroom after over an hour of work, and our efforts showed. Anastasia looked completely normal, except for her blank expression. Clara set her down on one of the kitchen chairs and went to get some food. I grabbed a brush and started running it through… my mother’s hair. Her deep raven black locks started to curl as they dried, and the oils we used made them shine. Her hair was curly, exactly like mine, and even Kitty’s. We were so similar in appearance, it was no wonder Lucas had instantly known who I was.

      Clara came with a plate of pancakes and smiled at me starting to braid Anastasia’s hair. “It’s like she’s your twin, instead of me. My hair is dull and straight, like corn husks. I’ve always envied her for that, her perfect raven locks. She even looks beautiful without makeup, curse her.” Clara’s words were bitter, but she had love on her face. Whatever she said, she loved her sister. Sighing, she pushed the plate to me. “Could you try and feed her?”

      The pancakes were fresh and smelled of melted butter. I snuck bites in between offering Anastasia her share, and was pleasantly surprised that she ate every bite offered. Clara came back with a second plate for me and one for her. I ate mine and continued feeding Anastasia, Clara smiling at us with pure happiness.

      “Pancakes are her favorite food. She always eats every bite. I made them special.”

      I eventually ran out of pancakes and Anastasia sat with her mouth open waiting for more. “Where’s Lucas?”

      Clara shrugged and sipped her coffee with a dry eye roll. “Who knows. That man is a can of crazy, make no mistake. He barges in here with my niece and her lover, and then tries to pledge his troth like we’d fought only yesterday instead of four hundred years ago.”

      Oh. I guess she was the lollipop instead of Anastasia. So my parents didn’t love each other. Clara stabbed her food and sighed again to control her feelings, then she took a dainty bite of pastry.

      Maybe she can forgive if she loves.

      Did she? Could someone still love after so long, and after such a betrayal? My father had made the same mistakes as me, and I didn’t want to admit how alike we were in that respect. Still, I wanted to know how she felt, if love could in fact survive after being hurt like that.

      “Can you forgive what he did?”

      Clara’s eyebrows knit in confusion until I motioned to Anastasia and myself, but the warmth returned to her face despite my fear that it wouldn’t. “As unorthodox as his methods were, they were born from love, and I can’t fault him for that. Lucas was trying to help her. What made me angry was that they only made things worse.”

      “Because of me.”

      She nodded, reaching across the table for my hand. “Yes. But we all love you. Please know that.” It felt strange for someone to love me automatically. They didn’t even know me, and I didn’t know them, but I wanted to.

      The door swung open like someone had kicked it. I sprang up, ready to attack and protect, but it was only Knight holding a white box that smelled like food.

      “Good morning, ladies. Lisbeth. It’s time we talked.”
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      My blood ran so cold I felt nauseous and the pancakes threatened to come back up. “Talked about what?”

      “Don’t be coy. You’re adorable when you’re coy. Stop it.” He plunked the box in his hands onto the kitchen counter and took his coat off slowly, watching me. I flinched when he flung the coat, and Clara’s eyes watched him saunter over to me, her interest peaked entirely like she was watching tv.

      “We,” Knight motioned between us, “are talking. Now.”

      I gulped hard, swallowing down the bile in my mouth. No, no I couldn’t have this conversation. I didn’t want him to leave me. “About?”

      “The Constitution. What do you think? Us. Whatever we have going on right here. I need answers.” He stepped closer, his warm breath falling onto my face, and he took my hand before I could react. “Lisbeth of the House of Bathory, I love you.”

      Oh sweet lord of the vampires.

      Against all of my wants, I pulled my hand away from him. “You shouldn’t.”

      “Why in the hell not? You kissed me, you kissed me like you meant it. Like I was the only person in the world you ever wanted to kiss.”

      It wasn’t far from the truth, but I blinked to keep the tears at bay. “I kissed you so I could have something to remember.”

      “Something to remember when?” he asked in confusion.

      The tears started falling unbidden down my cheeks. “When you leave. When you’re gone forever, off having your own life with a wife and children.”

      “When have I ever given the impression that I wanted that?” He took my face in his hands and made me look up into his eyes. “I want you.”

      I still found the strength to protest with my knees turning to jelly from his touch. “No, you can’t want me. You deserve someone who’s faithful, and that’s not me.”

      “Fine. You kissed someone else.” He turned, grabbed Clara from her chair, and kissed her passionately. The sight of it made me angry and sad all at once. How could he kiss someone else like that? Like he meant it? The kiss lasted far too long for my comfort, but he eventually let her go and turned back to me, the glint in his eyes turning my stomach in an entirely different way. “There. Now we’re even.”

      “You…” I pointed a finger at him. “You just kissed my aunt.”

      His face went slack with fear. “Was it too much?”

      “Not too much for me,” Clara commented, wiping a finger over her lips with a smile. “Glad Lucas wasn’t here to see that.”

      Knight came back to me and took my face in his hands again. “Tell me you don’t love me. Tell me you don’t want to be with me.” I couldn’t say that. It wouldn’t be true.

      Lucas came to mind, so I quoted my father. “Can he forgive if he loves?”

      “You’re so stupid.” Knight drew me against him and kissed me with a fevered passion that was everything I wanted. He pulled away, planting small kisses around my face. “Tell me you love me, and I’ll forgive you.” He captured my lips again so I couldn’t answer. When he released me, I looked up into his eyes, stroking at his long hair with one hand, the other holding onto the back of his neck.

      “I love you, Knight. I’ve never needed anyone like I need you. When I thought you were dead, I didn’t want to live in a world without you. I’ve lived for so long not knowing what love felt like, and when I lost it, I lost everything.”

      “You’re never losing me again,” Knight vowed in a whisper, and he kissed me slowly, deeply, like he needed the taste of my lips to breathe. My salty tears continued falling and mixed in with our lips.

      If there were any words to describe how I felt at that moment, I wouldn’t say happy, or relieved, not even bittersweet. I felt whole again, finally, after so long.

      I whispered over and over that I loved him, my mantra for life. He was finally back in my arms, for good this time. It was more than I could ever, and had ever, hoped for.

      When we finally surfaced for air, Clara was munching on what Knight had brought in the white box and was sharing it with Anastasia.

      Custard-filled croissants.

      The last time he’d brought me my favorite food, I was coming down from my blood binge, and it was very painful and agonizing. He’d been right there, making me laugh in-between throwing up and feeling like death.

      “How did you find these?” I asked him in wonderment, grabbing two of the pastries. Knight cutely thought one was for him but I ate both of them and grinned with custard on my mouth. He kissed it away, and I wished to god we were alone so I could eat custard off of his succulent toned body.

      “Oh,” Clara said with her mouth full. “Lisbeth, don’t you need to feed? I can grab someone, we’ll just erase their memory, it’s not a big deal.” Her nonchalance of treating humans like that was horrifying, but I tried to muster up some forgiveness for her ignorance.

      “No, I’m okay. We try to not do that these days. We’re all about consent.” My words were a little harsh, but Clara still smiled back at me in understanding. Knight had a croissant in his mouth and gave me a thumbs up to drink from him. He grabbed another pastry before I reached in and sunk my teeth into his neck. His blood tasted different this time. Better than it ever had, if that was possible. It was better than the custard-filled croissants. Blasphemy, but oh so true. I wanted… I wanted to drink from him when we were both naked and filled with passion. How would it feel?

      In a blood fog of ecstasy, I heard a chair fall over and Clara shouting at someone. Knight’s arms came around me to twist so I was behind him. I unlatched from his throat just in time to see Anastasia coming at us. Faster than lightning, I moved in front of Knight and hissed at my mother, baring my claws and fangs to show her how strong I was so she would back down. She hesitated, now that there was something between her and her target. Make no mistake, I knew she wasn’t after me. She’d woken up when she smelled Knight’s blood. But why? Why his blood?

      Anastasia hissed at me, pleading and whining, disappointed at being denied what she wanted. Her mouth opened around her fangs and she grunted a few times. It took her a painful amount of effort until she managed to speak.

      “Nicolas,” she finally said, her throat scratchy and strained. How long had it been since she’d spoken?

      “Who dat?” Knight whispered. My hand was on his side to keep him safer, and I lifted it to smack him as a warning to stay silent.

      “Nicolas was her lover, the werewolf,” Clara explained. She had run to the kitchen in the hurry and was holding a large knife in her hand.

      “Nicolas,” Anastasia said again with a whine. Her eyes darted from Knight’s face to mine, and back. “I smell him. You.” She pointed a claw at Knight, making me hiss a little as a warning. “You smell like Nicolas.”

      “I’m not him, sorry, mom,” Knight explained, shaking his head. Mom.

      Anastasia was disappointed. She looked around, confused, like she didn’t know where she was. She sniffed the air a few times, and whatever she smelled led her to me. I hissed in warning when she stepped closer to me. Her hand came up slowly, testing my reactions until she placed it on my cheek.

      “You’re not a baby,” she said, her confusion deepening. “You smell like my baby.”

      With extreme caution, I put my hand up to her cheek too. Her skin was soft and warm. “I’m here, mother. Erzsébet is here.”

      She smiled a gentle smile and stroked my cheek. Then her face changed. She frowned and shoved me hard into Knight’s chest. “You’re not my baby. My baby...” She wailed and sank to the floor. “Where is my baby?” Her shrieks tore at me. She rocked back and forth on the floor. “Nicolas, come back to me. I need my baby. Bring her back. Why did you take her from me?”

      Clara dropped the knife and came running. She smoothed Anastasia’s hair and cooed to her in Romanian. Anastasia folded herself into her twin’s arms and sobbed brokenly.

      My mother was broken. I couldn’t fix her.

      “I’m sorry, Clara. I tried. I’m so sorry.” Clara looked up from her sister and reached out to me, but I turned and left the house, and I wasn’t going to stop until I couldn’t smell them anymore.
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      My feet ran, never stopping. I couldn’t stop, I didn’t want to stop. If I stopped I would remember that woman back in Clara’s arms, and how I couldn’t fix her. My mother would always be an empty shell. She’d never feel love for me.

      Run. Keep fucking running. Run, girl. Run.

      And I did. Over fields, and across the plains, I ran as fast as I could. At that speed, I sensed everything around me, all the animals and smells, and even a few humans hiking without a care in the world. Eventually, even at my top speed, I felt something enter my radar.

      It was Knight.

      His breathing was normal like this was a light stroll. I looked behind me and he grinned, the sight of him catching up to me making my pulse race even faster. I slowed down just enough for him to pass me with a laugh, and I chased my mate through the forest. Having him by my side, running as fast as I could, I felt happier than I had in a long time. The weight of all that we had going on, and all that was going to happen, it all fell away.

      Neither of us could feel the effects of the run, so it was really a matter of when we decided to stop, and I didn’t want to stop. I bobbed and weaved around Knight, catapulting off trees and showing off my perfect balance. He grabbed at me and we tumbled into a pile of leaves. Pinning me underneath him, he kissed a scorching path along my collarbone.

      “The last time we were in a pile of leaves, you were naked,” I said with a gasp. My legs curled around his waist to bring his lips closer to me.

      “I seem to recall having a very inappropriate boner at the time. Not exactly the best thing to have when you’re being captured.” I laughed against him and he grabbed me tighter to keep me in place. “You’re not getting away this time.” Even in a pile of leaves, my body was molten lava underneath his fingers, especially when his hands reached inside my dress and he found one of my nipples. I moaned loudly and rubbed against him like a cat in heat. “I seem to recall you saying something about making you come?” he teased, tweaking my nipple at just the right moment, causing a stream of wet to escape me. “God, fuck, I can’t control myself when you smell like this.”

      My fingers ran through his hair, pulling it as I roughly kissed his lips. “What do I smell like?”

      “You smell like you need to be fucked.”

      I leaned up and whispered in his ear, “I do.”

      He lost all sense of control, his hands fumbling with my dress, pulling my panties down, and his fingers sank inside my wet pussy, moving in and out in a rhythm I much preferred he did with something else. I was already close, given how hot Knight made me by just existing. His thumb came up to rub my clit in time with his fingers fucking me.

      “Knight,” I gasped out and gripped his hair so hard I worried I’d pull it all out. “I’m so close already, Christ. I’m going to come.” With the pleasure running through my system like a drug, I was on the verge of falling apart.

      “You’re mine,” he declared with a possessive kiss. He went down to my nipple, biting it through my dress, and it caught me on the edge, until he tweaked my other nipple and I was writhing against him in an intense orgasm that rivaled what I’d felt under Arthur’s hands.

      I was far from drained, and my fingers had just reached for his pants when Knight stopped. I started asking what was wrong, but he put his finger up for me to be quiet. The wind changed directions, and I smelled what Knight had sensed.

      Lycans.

      I’d been so busy climaxing that I hadn’t seen them nearby. There was a pack, a dangerously large one, and our smell had enraged them.

      Knight righted my clothes, took my hand and said, “Run.”

      We ran again, back towards the village, this time in a rush. I pushed my senses out to track where the pack was. They were gaining on us. A lone vampire and a werewolf that couldn’t transform without the full moon. We were no match for a Lycan pack.

      After we’d gained some ground, I thought we might lose them until I tripped over something and went down. My leg seared in pain and I smelled the blood running down my knee. Knight stopped, picked me up, and kept going. With our decreased speed, the pack was quickly catching up and it was clear they were going to overtake us.

      Knight stopped when it was too late to keep going. He backed me up to a tree and got between me and the wolves.

      “I love you, Lis,” he whispered.

      I took his hand. “I love you.”

      The wolves descended, their pack numbered in the dozens. I smelled the Alpha approaching through the ranks and peeked out from Knight’s neck. Half were in human form, the other half in wolf. The Alpha in human form stood tall at the head. He had long blonde hair in braids and his face was all sharp angles and cheekbones.

      He started speaking in Romanian, stopping when we didn’t respond. He tried a few other languages, some I knew and some I didn’t, but I chose to remain silent. When he got to English, he was frustrated, but could see Knight’s nonverbal response to words he understood.

      “Ah, there we are. English.” The Lycan’s accent was thick and choppy. “A werewolf and a vampire loose in our lands. It’s a good day to be me.”

      “We don’t want trouble. We didn’t know of any packs in this area,” Knight explained, his eyes darting around when any of the Lycans moved.

      The Alpha laughed like Knight was ironically adorable. “Ignorance. We are the oldest Lycan pack in the world. For four hundred years we have lived in a land free from the terrors of blood drinkers, not to mention your filthy kind. Fucking werewolf.” He spat on the ground and I fumed in white hot anger behind Knight, but he wouldn’t let me escape, pressing me so far into the tree I was going to start sprouting leaves. “Kill them,” the Alpha ordered. The wolves howled in response.

      Before they could descend, I smelled something coming. Something was approaching from the village. Two people running fast, together as a unit.

      No fucking way.

      Anastasia and Lucas burst out of the trees, claws and fangs out, hissing at the Lycans that were closing in on us. I shoved Knight out of the way to join them, standing with my parents and hissing like a puppy barking for its mother’s approval. Knight took his place at my side, growling appropriately.

      Three vampires and a werewolf against a pack. Our odds weren’t the best, but they’d improved. Now that my mother was awake, Anastasia had a power coming from her that I’d never felt before. I’d say she had been blood bingeing, but she had none of the physical side effects, like the flushed skin and bloodshot eyes. Then again, from Clara’s description of my mother’s powers, she was naturally this strong. What kind of terrifying power would she have if she actually blood binged? Shudder.

      Anastasia held her hand out to the Lycans in a warning. “Leave.” Power built inside her and she strained to make her order powerful enough for an entire pack to obey.

      “Mother, no,” I told her. She looked at me in confusion, but she dropped her arm to let me take over, and I turned to address the Alpha. “Is this land your territory? Is it marked?”

      He turned his nose up at me. “No. And it will never be, not with the stench of vampire here.”

      The cut on my leg was healed but the blood was there for me to swipe my hand over, holding my bloodied palm out to the Alpha. “I claim this area for vampires.” I pressed my red hand to the ground. “This is now a vampire border. You cannot cross, or your life is forfeit.” I straightened and motioned to my parents. “Do it. Put your blood on the earth.”

      They both bit into their wrists and added blood to the new border I’d just created. We all stepped back, safe inside our land. The Lycans couldn’t touch us now, and the Alpha was very disappointed.

      “Invoking the old laws. Clever bitch. Annoying. Fine, we withdraw. Make no mistake, you or your kind cross into my territory again, your life is mine.”

      I nodded. “Agreed.”

      He lifted his eyes to Knight. “What about that one?”

      “He’s under my protection,” I told the Lycan. I had a bit of blood left on my hand, and I pressed it onto Knight’s arm. His lip curling in defeat, the Alpha swung his finger in a circle and whistled before turning around to leave. The pack followed him, a few choosing to spit in our direction or give us the finger before they left.

      “Wow,” Knight said in amusement. “My girlfriend is so damn awesome. How do you avoid being killed by Lycans?” He waved his hand around and said in a high-pitched voice, “Oh I just created a brand new vampire border, no biggie.” He giggled sheepishly.

      “Is that supposed to be me?”

      “Yes. But you’re a thousand times more adorable. Also, that was the single most awesome thing I’ve ever seen. Fist bump.” I bumped his fist appreciatively.

      “Erzsébet,” Anastasia interrupted, turning my attention to her. She came up cautiously and put her hand on my cheek. “I heard you by the fire. Cameron, Kitty, Arthur, and Knight. I heard you. It was like I was at the bottom of a well, and I didn’t even realize that’s where I was. Every word you spoke was a step out to freedom. I couldn’t break through the top until I realized that you smelled like my baby. My Erzsébet.”

      “I go by Lisbeth,” I reminded her gently, feeling stupid as I said it.

      “Right,” she said with a smile. Her face faded and I worried she would disappear again, but she was back before I could move. “We need to mark the rest of the borders. It will take some time, and a lot of blood.”

      “How much blood?” Knight asked.

      “Quite a bit,” Lucas answered. “It’s supposed to be done by an entire vampire Order. Dozens of vampires. And we are but three.”

      Anastasia dropped her hand, looking behind us at the city in thought. “We will need to feed.”

      My mouth curled and Knight stepped forward before I could say anything. “You can drink from me.”

      Anastasia nodded to him, but I crossed my arms over my chest in defiance at the very idea of my parents drinking from Knight. “No way in hell.”

      My mother didn’t even pause. “Lisbeth, the werewolf is the best choice. His body will keep him alive, we won’t drain him.” Her speech was short and authoritative, making it very clear she was not used to being told no.

      Hi, mom. I’m the one who says no.

      “He’s not a hors d’oeuvre at a garden party, mother. He’s my mate, and I forbid it.”

      Realizing I wasn’t going to do what she wanted, she scowled at me, and while she was definitely intimidating, I stood my ground. “Lisbeth, you are not in charge here.”

      “Oh, and you are? Miss, ‘I’m going to pretend nothing matters and be comatose for four hundred years while my daughter grows up thinking I didn’t love her?’ Not to mention Clara giving up her life for you, you selfish little bitch.”

      “Hey, yeah, let’s… just…” Knight grabbed me and pulled me away before I could do anything irrational, like slap my mother across the face.

      I lightly pushed him away from me, pulling my shirt and jacket hem down in a Picard maneuver, fluffing my hair out in a huff. “I’ll mark the border. By myself. And if you ever suggest feeding from my mate again, I will leave you to the Lycans, mom.” I stormed off.

      Uuuuugh. I was four hundred years old and acting like a moody teenager. This was awful. Straight up awful. Maybe I’d get a tattoo and start listening to emo music, just to keep the trend going.

      “You know what I think is romantic?” Knight said, coming up behind me as I stomped across the forest. “Once you claim a mate, vampires become territorial, like that person is a fancy car they have to make sure no one else drives.”

      “You know what I think is romantic? You not lecturing me.”

      Knight clicked his tongue. “Moody. I forgive you. I love you. But seriously. You acting like that over me? Super hot. I’m totally into it.”

      Every so often on our walk, I sliced into my arm and let my blood drop onto the ground. The entire area didn’t need to be covered, as long as there wasn’t a gap of more than ten feet between blood spots. The blood would soak into the ground and leave a scent that any vampire or Lycan could smell, and the effect would last for at least a decade, assuming they stayed here that long. They probably wouldn’t, so doing this was useless.

      Lucas came up to us, hands out in a peace gesture, most likely realizing what I just had. “You can stop doing that, Lisbeth. We needed to leave either way, and I convinced Ana to do it now. We should help Clara pack.”

      Knight held his hand out for me and we went back to the cottage where we found Clara and Anastasia packing up some of their things. Anastasia didn’t react to us as she continued stuffing her bag with trinkets. Our bags were mostly still packed, and I took mine when Knight offered it.

      No words were spoken between the five of us as we stepped outside, each holding a bag, and Clara closed the door with a final thunk. The rental car was still at the Pizzeria Bathory, and we piled in with my three family members squished together in the back seat.

      I’d had a mother less than twenty-four hours and we were already mad at each other. Fucking fantastic.

      A thousand retorts, none of them nice, bounced around my head on the drive back to Vienna. I grumbled under my breath in Japanese, knowing the back seat couldn’t understand me. Knight brought a hand out to take one of mine off the wheel where I was rubbing a tear into the leather. He held my hand tightly and settled our clasped fingers over the gear shift.

      Calm down, he would’ve said, if he could speak out loud without her hearing. It’s going to be okay. Knight could always relax me, no matter what was going on. Our hands stayed together until we got to the airport and we had to give the car back to the rental place. I firmly clasped his hand from the car rental to the ticket counter, in case he had any ideas about taking it back as we bought our tickets.

      “Two to Rome, please. And wherever those three are going.” I motioned to everyone beside me that wasn’t holding my hand.

      “Hallo,” Lucas said brightly to the teller. “Three to Paris.”

      “Back to the Catacombs?” I asked him, purposefully not looking at my mother as much as possible.

      “It’s the safest place, so Lucas says,” Clara offered, an apologetic smile on her face as she noticed me ignoring Anastasia. I wasn’t mad at Clara. I was mad at her stupid sister. My aunt smiled at Knight and stepped to pull him in for a hug. “It was good to meet my niece’s mate. Take care of her for us.” I heard her whisper, “I enjoyed the kiss.” She winked at him and turned to hug me. “I wish we had more time, my love.” Letting go of Knight’s hand, I hugged her tightly. In our short meeting, I’d already come to care for her. Her sister, less so. “Thank you for bringing my sister back to me. I can never repay you.”

      Finally, I looked up over Clara’s shoulder and saw Anastasia staring at me. I looked away. “You’re welcome.” Clara pulled back, and with a smile she kissed my forehead. Once she moved away, Lucas stepped in.

      We stood staring at each other for several moments, not really knowing what to say. One step, then another, and I was in my father’s arms. He was as warm and inviting as I’d always imagined a father should be. I felt like weeping, which was stupid. I was a grown woman, for crying out loud. Still, when I pulled away to look again at those golden eyes and the flawless blonde hair, I felt wetness on my face, and Lucas wiped the tears away. He didn’t say anything, he simply kissed my forehead and was gone.

      That left one more goodbye.

      I heard the other three shuffling back so they could give us some space. Finally, I met Anastasia’s purple eyes, and I admit I had a bit of defiance in my gaze.

      “I’m the head of my Order,” I said, choosing anything to break the silence that wasn’t an apology.

      “You deal out death and judgment?” she asked smoothly.

      “Sometimes.”

      “You uphold our laws.”

      “Yes.”

      She nodded and stepped closer to me. She reached out to hold the pendant Clara had given me. “You look just like my mother.” She moved back. “Go home to your baby. Give her the life I could not give you.” Saying nothing more, she turned her eyes away.

      That was that. That was the end of what could’ve been the last conversation with my mother.

      Knight touched my arm, pulling me close to him. “We should go.” We started towards our gate and until the very last second, I glanced back to see if she was looking at me, but she never moved her head, as if she’d become frozen once more.
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      The negotiations at the Italian Lycan pack went well. Mentally, I wasn’t there, so I’m sad to admit that Knight did most of the convincing. I had my necklace on under my dress and I pressed my hand against it in constant thought.

      I’d ruined my relationship with my mother. Whether or not I ever saw her again, I’d called her a bitch right to her face. My stupid temper always reared its head at the most inopportune moments, but this one was the worst.

      “Earth to Erzsébet,” Knight said suddenly, waving a hand in front of my face. We were in the hotel hallway going to our room for the night.

      “Not my name,” I grumbled. We walked into our room and he tossed the room key onto a table. “We finished the negotiations, we should—”

      “Sssh,” he soothed, interrupting me, coming closer to where I stood by the door. “No more talking. Stop thinking. Come back to me. I need you, Lis.” My mind cleared enough for me to see how worried he was for me. “Come back.”

      Everything bubbled over inside me, but I had no intention of crying. “I need you more,” I invited, hoping he’d take the bait.

      He did.

      Not wasting a moment, Knight picked me up and slammed both of us into the door so hard, I knew we were going to leave a dent. His lips kissed mine in a bruising intensity. This time there was no one to stop us. No parents, no friends, no stupid misunderstandings. It was just us, the vampire and the werewolf, together at last.

      I wrapped my legs around him and one of his hands grasped my thigh to pull me closer to him, my pulse speeding up so fast I could hardly catch my breath. Flushed with his lower half, I felt how hard his cock was after just one kiss, and it excited me, making me hot all over. I ached for him. I needed everything he had to give me.

      “You know what sucks about being a werewolf?” he murmured against my skin. I was too focused on getting my lips latched onto his neck so I could lick his rapid pulse. “My memory isn’t perfect. I forget things sometimes about my past. But there’s one thing that I could never forget, and that’s the sounds you make.” To prove his point, his fingers moved up my side and cupped my breast, making me squeal beneath him. “When I was locked up, I replayed every noise, every gasp, every moan, just to keep my sanity.” I dropped my hand to firmly grasp the hardness in his pants and cut him off with a hiss.

      “Less talking, more touching,” I demanded, pulling his lower lip between my teeth. As an answer, his fingers tunneled through my hair and he tugged at the strands so my face was immobile beneath him. I shuddered in response.

      “Tell me everything they did to you.”

      “W-what?” I stammered, feeling a flush go over me, more of embarrassment than desire.

      “In detail. And don’t leave anything out.” He waited, staring at me with his deep brown eyes. I wanted, needed, to know if he was sure. Would his opinion of me change? I licked my lips, moist from his kisses and thought back.

      “Balthazar bit my nipples. He…” Just remembering was turning me on, and I felt dirty doing that in Knight’s arms.

      “Tell me, please,” Knight whispered, and he kissed gently on my jawline.

      “He took me. It wasn’t making love, it wasn’t even fucking, he didn’t care if I liked what he did, he fucked me anyway from behind. I came so hard it was like I was flying in a thousand directions. Then he put me on my bed, he tied my hands above my head, and he fucked me without mercy. I begged him to let me come, to rub my clit, anything, but he wouldn’t let me climax, not until he…” I swallowed, my throat suddenly very dry. “He offered to look like you, right at the last second, and then it was you fucking me, and you made me come harder than I ever have in my life. I’m sure I climaxed multiple times before I came down, and I soaked the bed with my fluids.” Knight’s chest was rising and falling much faster than before, almost as if this was turning him on too. “Then Arthur, I was very pregnant at the time, but he ate my pussy like it was a feast displayed only for him. He fucked me with his fingers and sucked my clit into his mouth until I came on his face.”

      “You didn’t fuck him?” Knight’s tongue flicked out and traced the edges of my ear.

      “No, he didn’t want to go further until we knew if you were… dead.” The words made my tongue bitter and I pulled on Knight’s hair, bringing him to my lips. “He said if you were alive, that it would be as if he never touched me.”

      “Is that what you want?” He searched my eyes for the answer that I wasn’t even sure of. But there was one thing I knew with absolute certainty.

      “I want you.”

      That was enough. Knight picked me up and carried me to the bed, dropping me to stand in front of it. His expression was unreadable, but the look in his eyes made my legs quiver in anticipation. What would he do to me with the knowledge of all I’d done in his absence?

      “Do you like this outfit?” he asked, absently appraising my blue dress with his eyes. I wore a lot of dresses, and I wasn’t attached to any particular one. As soon as I shrugged, his hands gripped my dress from both sides and he tore it in half before I could stop him. My ruined dress fell off my arms and I raised an eyebrow at him.

      “You could’ve just taken that off,” I reminded him.

      He shook a finger at me. “Not today, lover mine.” His hands tore my panties off next, and then he gently pulled my bralette over my head. I’d found the one guy with enough sense to never ruin a lady’s bra. Naked before him, I felt exposed in every possible way. He knew all my secrets now, and he was about to do whatever he wanted with them, and me. Sucking in a breath at the sight of my naked body, he brought a hand up to cup my ass cheek, and he shoved me gently, making me fall on my ass onto the bed. He leaned over me and took one of my hardened nipples between his teeth, biting it just roughly enough that it brought a deep, low moan from my throat. I never wanted him to let it go. My nipple slipped from his mouth and I groaned in complaint, but he cut me off by moving across my chest and capturing the other nipple in his lips, his head moving from side to side like a dog with a toy.

      When I felt my pleasure rise, I realized I might orgasm just from his teeth on my nipples. It seemed Knight realized the same thing, because he started twisting the nipple that wasn’t in his mouth, and his other hand came up behind me to keep me in place. The build was slow and torturous, my hips grinding against the bed wishing someone was running their hand along my slit to hasten the speed of my impending climax, but Knight refused to let me move my hands, making my body climb higher only from what he was doing to my nipples.

      I was on edge, every part of my body clenching, searching for the release he was denying me. My legs started shaking from the effort, and while I was equal parts frustrated and turned on, I craved climaxing under Knight’s hands. My body slowly reached the point of no return and I teetered on the edge, unable to make myself come any faster, until he bit down again and I came apart at the seams, shaking inside Knight’s arms as my orgasm rippled through me. He held me close, kissing my neck and scraping the skin with his teeth.

      “That’s one,” he said with a kiss, flicking his tongue to my ear. One? One what? He picked me up again and moved me to the center of the bed, laying my naked body in front of his fully clothed one. Was he going to get naked at all? I wanted to see everything he had. “Stay,” he ordered, pressing a finger to my nose. He sat back on his heels and unbuckled his belt, watching me carefully in a heated gaze that made me feel as if I hadn’t orgasmed at all and was still waiting for release. Finished, he crawled up my body, took my hands, and bound them above my head with his belt, strapping me to the headboard. As before, I felt fear at the thought of being at anyone’s mercy, but I couldn’t deny the renewed wetness at my center, and Knight’s nostrils flared from the smell of it.

      Keeping eye contact with me, he kissed down the front of my body, down my chest, over my belly button, until he was between my thighs. He parted them with his large, brown hands, never breaking from my gaze, and he leaned in to take a long lick from bottom to top of my wet slit. My eyes rolled back into my head when his rough tongue flicked my clit.

      “I’m sure when Arthur lies awake at night, he remembers exactly what your pussy tastes like, like sweet nectar straight from the gods. I bet he replays every sound you made under his tongue, stroking his cock until he comes.” To emphasize his words, he blew slowly on my clit and held me in place when my hips buckled from the sensation. Then he dove in and without mercy, suckled my clit into his mouth, ignoring every attempt I made to move away as my nub became more and more sensitive from his touch. I was caught in a wave of pleasure I couldn’t escape, but I wasn’t sure I wanted to even if I could. His werewolf tongue lapped at me like he was drinking water to stay alive. I rose much faster to a climax than I had before, but this time I wasn’t sure I could take the intensity. My toes popped in their sockets as I curled and uncurled them, Knight’s tongue bringing me higher. He hit a spot on my clit that made my thighs twitch, and he pulled away from me to look up at my face.

      “Do that again,” he commanded, and dove back into his feast, hitting that spot over and over until my legs wouldn’t stop moving by themselves and I felt almost too much pleasure to contemplate a climax. But it was there all the same, just as Knight clamped down onto my clit, my body rushed over with an orgasm that had me thrashing against the bed, and he didn’t let up on his tongue no matter how much I tried to get away. He licked my overly sensitive nub with ruthless fervor, the twitching of my limbs only intensifying, and I strained against my bonds, my entire body clenching up.

      “Fuck, fuck, fuck,” I swore autonomously, unaware I was speaking out loud. “God I’m so close, I can’t…” My eyes rolled back again and everything inside me was tightened in a death grip for a moment before the flood gates opened and I climaxed a second time under Knight’s tongue, so hard I saw stars, harder than any climax I’d ever had before, even with Balthazar. I struggled to get enough air in gasping breaths, and Knight was there to untie me and he held me close in his arms until I came down. “Fuck, did I hurt you?” Boneless, I shook my head, and snuggled into him in a haze. “That’s three.”

      He was counting my orgasms. How many did he expect me to have before we were finished? I wasn’t sure how much more I could take, and he hadn’t even fucked me yet.

      “You’re going to kill me,” I muttered, just barely able to get the words out.

      Knight’s lips nibbled across my collarbone. “I’m going to slay you with passion, until everything they did to you is nothing compared to me.”

      My sore body shook with a giggle. “You’re already the best lover I’ve ever had.”

      He smiled, devilishly, and he captured my mouth in his. “I’d prefer to be certain.” I quirked my mouth at him and extended my claws, running them down his shirt, shredding it with one swipe.

      “Oh no, what happened to your shirt?” I goofed, and he bent his head into my chest to laugh at me.

      “You’re such a dork.”

      I continued ripping his shirt off of him so I could run my nails all along his bare skin. He groaned when they touched his scars and I felt tingles all over from eliciting such a response from him.

      “Bad girl, this is my time. You can have yours later,” he chastised, and captured my hands, holding them at my sides.

      “You’re not finished?” I gaped. “I don’t know how much more I can take. Not that I’m complaining.”

      “I’m pretty sure you’ll take as much as I give you,” he snarked huskily. Fuuuck. This was a brand-new side of him, one I wanted to spend hours getting to know. “This doesn’t end until you’ve come so much you can’t possibly do it again.”

      “That kind of talk is brave for a dude who’s still wearing clothes.”

      His eyes narrowed at my challenge and without breaking eye contact, he reached down, unbuttoned his pants, and wiggled them off his body along with his underwear. Now every inch of his deeply tanned skin was bare to me, including something I hadn’t had the chance to survey before then. I looked down at his dick, standing proudly up by his belly button, and damn if my eyes didn’t bug out of their sockets. My mouth felt dry as saliva pooled under my tongue.

      “I’m assuming by the look on your face that you’ve never seen one as big as mine?” I shook my head, wordless, still staring at his cock. Massive was a nice word, if it didn’t sound like every dude in romance novels. It was true though, I wasn’t sure if my hand would even fit around it.

      “Please tell me that every Lycan has a dick like that.”

      He scoffed, feeling pleased with himself. “They wish. This is one of the perks of being an Alpha. It uh…” He stopped and I looked up at him. “It wasn’t this big when I was human. It grew after my first transformation, along with everything else on my body. Muscles, height, dick.”

      “I am not complaining about any of those things. Let me show you exactly how much I am not complaining.” I reached down, intending to take his considerable length in my hands, but he stopped me, pinning my hands again.

      “You don’t listen, sexy. I said this was my time. If you touch me, I’m going to lose every ounce of my control.” His teeth raked up my neck and I gasped.

      “That’s the idea,” I moaned out, feeling my body coming alive again after my colossal orgasm. He’d talked just long enough for me to recover from it. One of his hands reached down and he gripped his cock, running the head up and down my dripping slit. A thought ran through my head and without intending to, I pushed it into his mind. ‘Just stop teasing and put your cock inside me.’ My eyes popped open and I looked up at him, just as he realized what I’d done.

      He obliged, shoving all of himself inside me in one thrust. I cried out, almost in pain from his sheer girth. “Fucking Christ, you’re so tight,” he swore under his breath. “You’ve had sex before, right?” I smacked at him in between throwing my head back, my pussy pulsing a few times from the pleasure. He stopped to make sure he wasn’t hurting me. I grabbed his hair and firmly planted his nose against mine.

      “Give me everything.”

      And he did. He gripped my thighs and started thrusting in and out of me at a pace that had me breathless with need. I grabbed at the sheet, my breast, his shoulders, anything to keep me from falling into a million pieces. I had no doubt that if I did, he would keep fucking me until it happened again. My fingers tunneled into his long hair and I gripped the strands for dear life. My other hand came down and I rubbed at my sensitive clit between our bodies, every twist of my finger making my toes curl. Knight grunted, his hips jerking forward in surprise, and he kissed me with a bruising intensity that stole my breath away.

      “Fuck, that’s hot. Keep touching yourself, I need to make you come again.” And I needed to come again. Knight’s cock slammed in and out of me like a piston, so fast all thought left my head. It was only his cock and my fingers on my clit. I fluttered them on my nub and my hips jerked, clenching me around Knight’s dick, and he moaned against me in response. With the added sensation from my fingers, a climax climbed inside me with little effort, and with Knight fucking me endlessly, I couldn’t tell where the pleasure ended and my orgasm began, until wetness sprayed from me and my claws sank into Knight’s back in ecstasy.

      I smelled blood, the sweet life force flowed from the marks I’d made on Knight’s shoulders, it only heightened the waves of climax sweeping over me. I sank back into the pillows, as sated as I’d ever been in my life, but Knight didn’t lie beside me. He pulled his massive cock out and picked me up from the bed.

      “That’s four,” he whispered into my hair. God damn it, he was trying to kill me. I couldn’t even contemplate more.

      “Knight, I don’t know if I can…” He cut me off, positioning me sitting on my legs facing the headboard, and he put my hands on top of it to steady me. His hand gently pushed me up so he could slide underneath my ass until he was sitting beneath me, his legs locked around my closed ones, pinning me in place. It was the perfect position to slip his cock inside my tender folds. He sat up on his heels, lifting me just enough and he put one hand around my throat, not to strangle me, just to keep me where he wanted. Slowly, he pulled out and pushed back in, the rhythm pushing my breasts against the headboard with every thrust inside.

      The fervor in our passion was waning, and all that was left was the love between us. Knight’s gentle lovemaking wasn’t about fucking me, or making either of us climax, it was about reveling in the pleasure our bodies had to offer, and the pleasure of being together.

      “God, I love you so much, Lisbeth,” Knight uttered against my shoulder like a prayer, his body shuddering from the effort of his slow torturous rhythm. I reached behind me with one hand and he found it, clamping both of our hands down together on the headboard.

      “I love you, Knight,” I sighed with a gasp. Like a slow building storm under Knight’s tender fucking, a climax starting growing deep inside me. My tired body strained towards it, I craved it badly, despite the effort it caused. My pinned legs rubbed together, giving me some relief, but not enough to bring my orgasm any faster than Knight allowed.

      “Say you’re mine,” he said, his teeth nibbling at the sensitive spot between the right side of my neck and shoulder. I failed to form words with my body screaming at me, trying desperately to get the release it needed. I was so fucking close, teetering on the edge like the smallest amount of wind would blow me over. His hand squeezed mine on the headboard and I was able to take a breath to clear my head.

      “I am, always.”

      “Forever.” It was a question and a statement all at once. I nodded against him.

      “Yes.”

      Teeth sliced into my neck as he bit into me and it sent me into the abyss, pleasure running over me like a waterfall, and I shook against him from the sheer intensity of it, the most powerful orgasm I’d had under his hands, completely erasing the ones before. He sped up his thrusts until he cried out against me and I felt him coming inside me. Tears came from my eyes with my release still racing through me and I sank against the headboard, utterly spent.

      “And five,” he said with finality, falling against me in a heap. We lay propped up only by the wall, trying to catch our breath, satiated and happier than ever. I wanted him to stay here with me forever. We’d be immortally locked inside this moment when our love was finally laid bare. The first moment of my life when I truly felt a love that I knew would last forever.

      Knight eventually moved us under the blanket where we lay intertwined and asleep, content to stay just as we were.
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        * * *

      

      His scent was what woke me up the next morning. Unbelievably, my body actually felt sore. I was sure that would change once I drank from him.

      I hazily shuffled up his shoulder and planted my lips over the vein in his neck. He gasped, coming awake, and brought his hand up to grip a few strands of my hair. When he didn’t pull me away, I took that as consent to bite into him. Warm blood filled my mouth, the taste beautiful and hearty. It relaxed my aching muscles and the pain left me.

      The protocol for having a lover one can drink from was unknown to me. Was the consent always there? Should it remain professional? Was I sullying it by being intimate at the same time, even if was unbelievably hot? What kind of rules was I breaking right now?

      “Stop thinking,” Knight mumbled sleepily against my forehead. “There’s no thinking in this relationship.”

      Finished, I licked his skin clean, earning another gasp from deep in his throat, and sat up. “I just—”

      He stopped me with a finger to my lips. “Perhaps,” he sat up and brought my face to his with a gentle pull on my neck and hair, “you didn’t hear me.” The pull on my hair was igniting my body all over, and made it impossible for me to speak. Our lips crushed together, the fervor and desperation as deep as it had been the night before.

      This was everything. Everything I’d waited for. I’d endured centuries of loneliness for this, and it had been worth every second. Knight would never leave me, never betray me. He’d be by my side forever until the earth turned cold and the humans died out, and all that remained were the blood drinkers.

      He kissed at my neck and I winced in pain. What the hell? I should’ve healed from his blood. He pulled away, meeting my eyes with caution. “Did I hurt you?”

      I put a hand to my neck and winced again when the tender flesh dipped underneath my fingers. I pushed him off of me and went to the bathroom. There was a large bruise down the side of my delicate neck and puncture wounds that were unhealed. Just above the marks was the scar from James’s bite. Trying not to look at the scar, I got a towel to wipe my neck.

      Knight came into the room and gently touched my arm. “Shit, I thought it would’ve healed already.” No matter how hard I scrubbed, the purple bruise remained. “I’m sorry, I was trying to mark you. I’ve never done it before, but I knew exactly what to do. It wasn’t like biting you, it was deeper than that.” He pulled the towel away and leaned in to smell the skin on my neck. “Smells like me.” He kissed the bruise tenderly, just softly enough that it didn’t hurt.

      “To protect me?” I clarified, staring at the mark and hoping I wouldn’t have to use makeup to cover it up.

      He nodded. “Now you don’t need a bracelet for the Lycans to leave you alone. They’ll know you’re the mate of a wolf.” He gripped my trembling hands tightly.

      The new sensation of us calling each other our mates was tantalizing. I’d said it a few times before now, but standing here with him after our night together, it was finally real. “We went from friends to mates overnight.”

      “Please.” He pulled me closer to him. “You were my mate long before both of us realized it.” I smiled up at him and for a brief moment let my guilt in. We had been mates for a long time, even before our first kiss that day when the Hunters captured us. If only I’d realized that. I would’ve never… “I forgive you,” Knight whispered, bringing me out of that rabbit hole. I kissed him slowly, tenderly, letting him know exactly how sorry I was, and how much I loved him. He drew his head back and pet my hair. “You’re going to make me lose the ability to speak, woman.”

      “It’s time for a shower,” I declared with a flirty grin.

      “Duh huh, what are words, okay, shower. Cool.” He cleared his throat trying to look serious. As we were already naked, it was simple to slip inside the small hotel tub and switch on the shower. Knight came in behind me and took my hips in his hands, pulling me roughly against his erection.

      I turned with an evil glint in my eyes. “Nuh uh,” I chastised with a shake of my finger. “I seem to recall last night was your time. It’s my turn.” I sank to my knees in front of him as he stared into my purple irises, and I stuck my tongue out, dragging it up, up, up, the long length of his hard cock.

      “For fucking shit’s sake,” Knight swore, putting a hand on the tile wall to steady himself. “You staring at me while you’re doing that, I’m going to lose it.” As an answer, I sucked the tip of his dick into my mouth without breaking eye contact and my pussy quivered when his eyes rolled back and he almost fell backwards.

      Grinning, I popped his cock out of my mouth. “Good?” He groaned and didn’t answer verbally, just nodded his head. Ready to blow his mind, I adjusted my legs so I could sit up on my heels, and I took as much of his length in my mouth as I could, which considering how big around he was, it wasn’t much, but the effect was palpable when Knight’s fingers fisted my hair and his legs started shaking. I knew from experience that meant he was trying to stave off an orgasm, and I’d hardly even started. Wrapping both of my delicate hands around his hardness, I suckled the top like a popsicle and jacked him off with my hands. It was interesting to see what made him moan, shake, or tug on my hair. Alternating techniques, he was putty under my hands.

      “Fucking hell, if you don’t stop, I’m going…”

      I had no intention of stopping. Paying close attention to the intensity of his moans, I swirled my tongue around his tip, and when I knew he was just on the verge of an orgasm, I sucked my cheeks in and took him a tad bit further inside my mouth. His fingers pulled on my hair so hard it almost hurt, but he was lost in pleasure and his legs clenched a second before he started coming in my mouth, his hand busting a hole into the tile wall when he lost control. He babbled incoherently, shooting over and over onto my tongue. I put my hands on his ass cheeks so he could slowly thrust into my mouth just a little with the last remnants of his orgasm spurting out.

      Content with myself, I gave him one final lick before leaning back and letting his flaccid cock fall out of my mouth. He’d planted his face against the tiles, right next to the hole he made, trying to find a way to breathe again, so I moved backwards until the spray of shower water cascaded over my naked body. Apparently his recovering time for a blow job was longer than actual sex, because it was at least several minutes before he moved. He met my eyes with a hazy look, as if he was still trying to catch his breath.

      “You broke the wall,” I noted, smiling at him.

      “You broke me, for fuck’s sake, woman. That was the hottest thing I’ve ever seen in my life. Next time you put my cock in your mouth, I’m blindfolding you. I almost came the instant your tongue touched my dick because of the look you were giving me.” I gave him that same look again and leaned my head back to get my hair wet under the water, pushing my breasts out for him to see. I expected a comment, something, anything from him, but when I opened my eyes he was staring at me, slack jawed, like he’d never seen my tits before.

      “How many times are you going to lose the ability to speak during this shower?” I asked him teasingly.

      “So, so many.”

      I’m incorrigible, I know. Now that I had him, I was never letting him forget what he’d gotten himself into. He helped me up and we cleaned each other off, washing our hair with the little hotel shampoos. Of course I wanted to fuck more, but we had to get ready.

      He left the bathroom before I did so he could get dressed. Our happy little bubble was going to burst very soon when we had to go back home. I stepped out of the bathroom wearing a robe and running a towel through my damp hair. Knight sipped coffee looking out the window, now fully clothed. I approached him and hugged him from behind. His hand found mine around his waist, holding it still.

      “What’s so interesting?” I asked him cutely, my hand starting to delve lower to his delicious cock hidden inside his pants. Maybe we had some time after all.

      “The Lycans are here,” he answered evenly, like it was completely normal, and he took another sip of coffee. What he didn’t take into account was me in a bathrobe where the Lycans could clearly see me, and my hand was halfway to an exploration of Knight’s zipper. One of them waved from the street.

      I shrieked and backed away from the window. Knight laughed at me over his coffee. Jerk. “Fuck! Didn’t they say they were getting here at ten?” I grabbed some clothes from my suitcase and got dressed quickly, tripping over my feet a few times and falling onto the edge of the bed.

      Knight’s bemused smile as I struggled with my pants made me want to punish him. Slowly. “They did. And it is. We woke up late. The penalty for being up most of the night, and that lovely display in the shower. Not that I’m complaining,” he added with a wink.

      Finished dressing, I braided my curls quickly and came over to grab his coffee. I downed it in one go, set the mug down on the table, grabbed Knight for a sweet kiss, and grabbed his succulent ass.

      “Time to go, sexy.”
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        * * *

      

      Many hours and a few layovers later, we emerged into the airport of my hometown just before sunset. Wrangling dozens of Lycans was a job I didn’t want, especially after sleeping in an airport, but thankfully as long as I had the Alpha, Ignacio, within my sight, he made sure they obeyed anything I asked. Mostly things like, no I’m not buying you souvenirs, no I don’t have Emilia Clarke’s number, please stop breaking everything you touch. Several payments for broken items later, we were on the streets of my city, and I was regretting all my life choices.

      All but two. Knight, my ever-present and loving mate. And Kitty, the baby I needed to get back to more than anything in the world. Back to her little toes and her pink cheeks. Maybe there was a third too, involving a stoic blonde warrior that I was missing almost as much as my little girl.

      The pack insisted on food before we went any further. I figured my favorite tea house would be out of the question, so with the help of google maps, I led the Lycans to a pizza place. Knight held the door for everyone, and before half of the pack had gone inside, my phone buzzed in my jacket pocket. I saw Olivier’s number, checking Knight’s position at the door before I clicked to answer.

      The voice on the other end was frantic, and I heard a baby crying in the background. Kitty. My blood ran cold. “Lisbeth! Lisbeth, there’s an army here! Come qui—” The phone cut off with a startling crash.

      The world slowed down. I dropped my phone, Knight turned, the Lycans stopped in their tracks. They’d all heard the phone call and knew my home was being attacked.

      I dropped my bag and took off running. I ran faster than I’d ever run before. My senses pushed out around me, Knight was running at my side with the pack behind him, all of them moving as one unit. As we got closer, the Lycans started to transform as they went, until it was only Knight and myself running with dozens of wolves.

      It seemed like an eternity before we got there, every second passing a second was a second I couldn’t protect my baby, but we finally made it to the castle. I stopped briefly to take in the scene. The front gate was open, broken off the hinges. Vampires were fighting off strange creatures in the front garden. They didn’t smell human or vampire, but somehow smelled of both. I focused on one of them and gasped as I realized what they were.

      Drones. The turned had created drones.

      They’d taken innocent humans, bitten them, fed them Born vampire blood, and denied them their first taste of human blood. Now the humans were locked in a state of perpetual hunger that could not be sated, slaves to the will of the one whose blood was used to change them. There was no salvation for these creatures, only mercy in death.

      I could smell none of the other packs, only the drones and Born vampires. Our help had not come when we needed it most. Knight stopped by my side with the wolves close behind. I reached for my phone but remembered I dropped it, and Knight handed me his before I could ask. Keeping my eye on the battle in front of us, I quickly sent a mass text to all the Lycan Alphas in his phone.

      Come to the castle. The war has begun.

      I slipped Knight’s phone into my pocket and looked back to the Alpha wolf. “Kill the attackers. No survivors,” I commanded. The wolf Ignacio nodded his furry head and took off inside the gates, his pack behind him.

      Taking a few moments to assess everything and find where I was needed the most, Kitty cried somewhere in the castle, and that flew out the window as I bolted down the walkway and through the broken front door. Knight was step for step, up the stairs and towards Kitty’s wails. Across every corner, there were drones attacking my people, and I passed them all by. Kitty’s cries grew louder as we got closer. My suite door was ripped off the hinges, letting in a swarm of drones whose only task in their new existence was trying to get inside my door.

      Claws and fangs out, I jumped in the middle of them, swiping and biting. Sprays of blood hit the walls, splattering in a sickly fashion. I tore at the drones with Kitty’s cries pounding in my ears, igniting a fury so encompassing, nothing stood in my way. The more I killed, more came at me. Knight was not as powerful in his human form, but with his help, we made some ground enough to get inside the room. Olivier was locked inside my very sturdy birdcage with Kitty wrapped in her arms. Arthur stood in front of it wielding a very scary looking mace covered in nails and dripping with blood. He saw me and swung the mace, connecting with a drone’s head in a bone-crunching crash. The room was covered in blood and gore with bodies everywhere.

      As soon as I started towards him, a drone sprang at me and I went down. The blood-crazed woman snapped and tried to bite any part of my body that she could get her teeth around. I held her neck firmly with one hand to keep her mouth away from me but she was wickedly strong. I struggled to push her away with her arms scratching at me so hard I saw pieces of my skin peeling off.

      “Lisbeth!” Arthur shouted from the cage. Knight bent over me, grabbed the drone’s arms, releasing her grip on me enough for me to snap her neck. She collapsed and Knight flung her away, checking me for bites. We had just enough time to get up before the fight began again and the room flooded with drones. Leaving carnage in my wake, I made my way to Arthur, slamming myself against the cage and automatically reaching out for his hand as my other one went through the bars to Kitty’s tiny fingers that she wrapped around mine. Her excited coo enraged the drones, making it clear they were focused on one thing in the room.

      Her.

      Every time she made a sound, they grew more frantic to get inside the cage. They needed to get her. They were ordered to get her.

      I saw red, and rage grew inside me until only a single thought remained in my brain: kill everything that threatened my baby. The noise that came from my mouth was not human by any stretch of the imagination. It was enough to make every creature in the room cower with fear at my wrath. My limbs pulsed with fury, and I flew through the drones, cutting into them like butter. They were all laid waste beneath my ire.

      None could survive a daughter of Bathory.

      Drones continued to come, but I refused to back down. I would protect my baby until my last breath. We fought them into the hallway when the wolves descended. They bounded up the staircases, teeth bared and feet pounding.

      The cavalry had arrived.

      With the new numbers, we ripped into the ranks of endless drones until they stopped coming and we were on the bottom floor of the castle. The tile floor was littered with pieces of bodies. Vampires and Lycans alike gathered in front of the house. Not one of us wasn’t absolutely covered in blood, apart from Olivier. She came down the stairs holding my baby and I ran to grab her, filthy as I was. Kitty squealed when I snuggled her against me. I sank to the floor in relief that she was unharmed and finally in my arms.

      I’ll never leave you again, my precious jewel.

      She felt a little bigger, but not enough where I lamented the change, which was nice. Her baby smell was everything, and I cherished having it in my nose again. Knight and Arthur approached, both out of breath. I stood up and held Kitty close, turning to Arthur.

      “They’re all dead, my lady,” Arthur reported. He leaned against his mace and wiped his forehead. For a brief second, he turned his head to the side and furrowed his brow, his eyes focused on my neck. He could see the mark Knight had made, claiming me as his mate. It was still bruised, turning yellow and fading away, leaving only the bite mark behind. I met his eyes, almost sheepishly, but he nodded to me in approval.

      I cleared my throat. “Arthur, gather the Council in the smaller drawing-room. Let me know if any of them are among the dead.” He bowed his head and left.

      Alexander, in human form now, came through the ruined entryway, as bloodied as the rest of us, some of which was his own. “We came as soon as we got your text. I hope we got here in time.”

      I swiped at my bloodied forehead, very aware I was just making it worse. “We’re very grateful. You helped when we called, and we would’ve been lost without you. Thank you, Alexander.”

      He whistled high pitched and all the packs came up to the doorway. Kitty squirmed and complained in my arms at the noise. “Pick up the bodies, gather them all out in the field. We’ll burn them to ash.” He whistled again and the Lycans fanned out to start the clean-up. Picking up the bodies was only part of the work. Cleaning up the blood would be a different story, and one I was very much so not looking forward to.

      For now, we met Arthur in the bigger drawing-room standing outside the smaller drawing-room door. Kitty was quickly falling asleep in my arms with her little fingers on my neck.

      “Council members only,” Arthur said flatly, looking briefly at Knight and away again.

      “I don’t appreciate your tone,” I cautioned him, raising an eyebrow. “But he is correct. You’ll have to stay outside.” I turned to my mate and leaned in for a sweet kiss. His mouth had some blood on it, but I didn’t care much as I could still taste him underneath. “Be good,” I whispered to him and disappeared into the smaller drawing-room, Kitty in tow.

      Nine Council members had survived the escape from their homes when they came here for refuge. Eight were seated in the room before me. With three members now gone, we had to think about re-filling their, but now was not the time, sadly.

      “Is everyone okay?” I asked as they grew silent. Most answered yes. Estinien made sure to show me his broken arm and whined that it had taken a full five minutes to heal itself. One of the other members was completely missing his arm, and there wasn’t a peep from him. He did appropriately glare at Estinien though.

      “They came so fast,” Thaddeus groaned from the corner. “I couldn’t breathe, I couldn’t think. There is no possibility that an army that size could’ve come all at once unless they planned this. They waited. They knew. They knew where to strike, they knew the vulnerabilities. This was not an attack. It was an invasion.”

      The wheels in my head started spinning. The turned had also attacked when they knew the Lycans were away. None of us would turn on our own kind, at least I hoped not, so they must have scouts watching us. Where was their base of operation? If we could find it, we could gain the upper hand.

      “What do we do?” Castilla asked me. She sat as dainty as ever on the edge of a sofa, stained in blood like the rest of us, but she’d gone to the trouble of re-fixing her bun.

      Me again. Why was I always in charge? I didn’t want to be in charge. No one likes the boss. They all hate the boss. They talk about her behind her back about how much of a bitch she is. Not to mention I was younger than most of the members, and age meant something to us in terms of leadership.

      Someone. Anyone. Take the wheel. I was far too lazy for this shit.

      An idea came to me and I kissed Kitty on the head, then I opened the door to the larger drawing-room. Knight was lounging on a couch playing on his phone with one leg on top of the couch and one hanging to the floor, and Arthur leaned against one of the walls, trying to be nonchalant about staring at the other man.

      “Arthur, we need your expertise.” He pushed away from the wall and passed me to get inside the doorway. Knight smiled at me, his eyes lowering to the sleeping infant on my chest. I winked at him and closed the door again. Turning, Arthur stood far too close to me, waiting for orders. I took a step back and willed my cheeks to not flush. “The turned knew when, where, and exactly how to strike at us.”

      He launched into Hunter mode, as if nothing was amiss. “They must be nearby, or have scouts watching us. We should set up sentries, choose some of us with better senses so they can reach further out. It wouldn’t hurt to put up some motion sensor cameras in a perimeter around the castle. None of us can mask our scent from them, but that means they can’t mask from us either. If any come near, we can hit them with a tracking dart. It won’t pierce their skin, but it can leave the tracker on their clothing, providing they don’t notice it until they get back to their base. Then we’d have them.” He stopped for a breath and looked down at me for confirmation.

      “Yes. That. Sounds fab. You’ll get it done?” He nodded.

      “Where did the drones come from?” Thaddeus asked from an armchair, the same one he’d been in the last time. “They had to have come from somewhere. Maybe if we knew where that is, we could find out where the turned are hiding?”

      I gave Thaddeus a thumbs up. “Capital idea, Thaddeus. Arthur?”

      Arthur looked impressed for once, nodding at me. “We can try and I.D. some of the corpses with fingerprints. It’ll help narrow the area down. Even if the turned aren’t in the same city, it might be close to them.”

      “We’ll need a count of how many of our humans were killed. We’re getting dangerously low on companions,” someone said.

      Going through the companion selection process was long and arduous. I doubted anyone felt like doing that because I certainly didn’t.

      …

      “There’s always the Lycans.”

      I regretted it as soon as I said it because the entire room turned into a foghorn of “NO”‘s, and it woke Kitty up. She howled at me for disturbing her rest.

      “Jesus, fine,” I conceded, rocking Kitty in my arms. “But all of you get to go through companion selections, and we all know how long that fucking takes.” They groaned in response. Glad I wasn’t the only lazy one.

      Shouts approached the door and someone pounded on the wood to get our attention. Arthur opened it to see Olivier standing out of breath in the bigger drawing-room.

      “Lisbeth come quickly. Cameron is here.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            17. In the sunlight
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      Cameron was brought in and thrown onto the carpet face first. It was already stained with blood, so what the hey, let’s just rub people’s faces in it. That wasn’t the important part. The important part hit me seconds after I stepped forward to help him.

      Cameron was in the sunlight.

      A turned vampire was in the sunlight. What in the fucking hell?

      The Council was leaving the other room when they saw him and a collective gasp ran through them. First, they stated the obvious. A turned vampire, sunlight, etc. And then they asked the real questions.

      How?

      “How are you in the sunlight, Cameron?” I asked him in wonder. It was a magic trick. Maybe he was a mirage we could all see. This couldn’t be real. It simply wasn’t possible.

      And yet. It was.

      “I’ll tell you if you grant us safety,” Cameron said from the carpet. He hadn’t looked up yet.

      “Us?” Arthur repeated in alarm. “There are more turned walking around in the sunlight?”

      “We’ll never be safe during the day now,” Castilla worried.

      Alexander came in pulling a woman with him. He dumped her unceremoniously on the carpet next to Cameron, clearly also effected by the news of turned vampires in the sunlight. The girl saw Cameron in a crumpled heap and jumped up to check on him, swiping her long black hair out of her face.

      With her face exposed, Knight sucked in an audible gasp of surprise. He’d been standing safely in the window light where he couldn’t get in the way, and now he stepped forward like he’d seen a ghost.

      “Merrick,” he breathed in shock.

      She looked up at him and looked equally surprised, but happy. “Jason!” She got up, ran to him, and they hugged in the rays of sunlight coming from the giant window. “Jason, I can’t believe it,” the girl said from Knight’s shoulder. “I finally found you.”

      Jason. Knight’s name was Jason. And also, who was this chick? She needed to keep her hands where I could see them, and fast.

      Knight ran his hands through Merrick’s long hair during their very drawn-out hug, the way he always did with mine. When he set her feet on the ground, he had tears running down his cheeks.

      First girlfriend? Long lost love? High school sweetheart? There were so many possibilities.

      “I thought you were dead,” he choked out to her, tucking her hair behind her ears, and I couldn’t help feeling wildly jealous. “You disappeared and I couldn’t find you again. How did you become a vampire?”

      She smiled sweetly at him. “It’s a long story.” They grabbed each other in another hug, more tears and more hair pets.

      Motherfucker. You are about to get it.

      They had the nerve to chuckle and laugh to themselves. Eventually, someone cleared their throat and broke the little bubble of happy that they were in.

      “Who is this?” Arthur asked, thank god.

      “Oh, right,” Knight said bashfully. I’ll ‘oh, right’ you, you bitch! “This is my sister, Merrick.”

      Ohhh.

      “And here I was plotting your demise,” I told him. I took one hand off Kitty, putting it out for Merrick to take.

      She shook my hand with a cautious smile. “You must be Lisbeth, my brother’s mate.”

      “You’re… well informed?”

      “Cameron speaks very highly of you.” She looked down at him with a smile. A smile only for him. Well. My adopted brother and Knight’s sister. That was going to be interesting.

      “Why are you here?” Arthur interrupted, all business now that he didn’t have to wring Knight’s neck for cheating on me.

      “We brought something. Something you’ll need to win this war,” Cameron told him. He stood up and finally looked at me. Last time we’d spoken, I was kicking him out of the castle because the Born vampires felt too threatened to have any turned in their mix. I’d felt so guilty and regretted it ever since. Cameron smiled, with no hatred in his eyes. He finger waved at me before looking back at Arthur. “We’ll trade it for safety. Both of us under the castle’s protection.”

      “It depends on what it is,” Arthur countered. He crossed his hands over his chest and waited.

      Cameron carefully reached into his jacket, making doubly sure no one was going to jump him for doing so, and pulled out several sheets of yellowed ink-stained paper. “This is the formula for the potion that lets us walk in the sunlight.” He waved the papers with a devilish grin.

      “You stole those?” Knight questioned. “Won’t they hunt you two down for that?”

      “You brought them straight to our door!” Estinien declared.

      “Calm down, I’m not stupid. I copied it. Here.” He handed one of the pages for me to inspect.

      “It’s his handwriting,” I confirmed. The paper smelled very old and had a few things written here and there that had become illegible with time. The formula was odd to me, but then again, I wasn’t a chemist. Cameron swiped the paper back with an apologetic smile before I could look further.

      “Do we have a deal?” he asked with finality.

      “Did you know?” Arthur inquired, a dark expression on his features. “Did you know they were going to attack us?”

      Cameron dropped his hands to his sides and looked away. “Yes. We knew. We tried to get here first to warn you, but our information was incorrect. I think they were becoming suspicious of us. It’s why we left.”

      Patting Kitty’s back, I turned and motioned for the Council to go back into the smaller drawing-room. Arthur closed the door behind us. “You know I trust Cameron, but this is a choice we all have to make. Will we protect them here in exchange for their information?” I checked the faces around me, and none were defiantly decided, which was good.

      “They could have other information besides the sunlight antidote,” Thaddeus reasoned. “What if they’ve seen who’s behind this? Even if they didn’t realize?”

      “We can’t even make the potion. None of us are chemists,” I pointed out.

      “I don’t like it,” Estinien complained, crossing his arms over his chest. “But… if it keeps us alive… I don’t see the harm.” Aww. Look who can be mature! “I want them on guard at every hour of the day, though. No exceptions.”

      “Fine,” I conceded, nodding. “All in favor?” There was a steady rise of hands. “Done. Now, we have more ahead of us in the coming days. More decisions we’ll all have to take part in. I trust everyone can compromise?”

      “We will do our best,” Castilla declared, nodding.

      “Clean-up teams. Delegate some of your people and start getting fingers from the corpses before the Lycans burn them, on the off chance we can find out where these people came from. Then we’ll get to cleaning up our home.” Everyone agreed and started filing out of the small room, but Castilla and Arthur remained. She approached me carefully, and I noticed her appearance was much improved since last we spoke, leading me to believe she’d obeyed me and stopped bingeing.

      “You still went to her,” Castilla said gently. “Searching for answers and finding long buried secrets.” Carefully, she put her hand up and pulled my pendant out from under my dress, like she knew it was there. “The House of Bathory,” she said as she studied the crest. “If I didn’t know your character as I do, I would be afraid of you right now. Your mother brought us to our knees and made us pay for what we did to her. Not to mention what your grandmother did to all those humans so she could feed her bloodthirsty child.” She flipped the necklace back under my collar.

      I hesitated, hoping she wouldn’t tell anyone. “What will they do when they find out?”

      Her eyes shifted to Kitty, and back to me. “Nothing good. I believe this is a secret we must continue to keep. Someday the world can know, but not today.” She glanced at Arthur standing sentry at the door. “You will also keep your lady’s secret. No one can know who she really is.”

      Through our time together, Arthur’s allegiance had shifted from a strict policing Hunter to being under my command. Only the purest of respect for someone could’ve shifted him like that, even without the stolen kisses we’d shared.

      His haunting blue eyes flicked briefly to me, and then he nodded to Castilla. “You needn’t make me swear. I will protect her life and her secrets without question.”

      Castilla admired him so intensely I almost felt jealous. “There was once a day where you would’ve done anything to uphold our laws, and now look at you. Somehow, you’ve regained your humanity. It suits you.”

      He stared straight on like the soldier he was. “If I could blush… I still wouldn’t do it. Your flattery is wasted, madam, but…” His expression changed slightly, and I could’ve sworn he was smiling. “It’s appreciated.”

      Castilla turned to me and leaned in close to my ear. “I saw one other thing, nothing bad, just a premonition. Three pairs of visitors will come to you, and the first has already arrived. The last pair will make you very happy.”

      Okay then.

      After she left, Arthur looked at me thoughtfully. “Your mother is a criminal. A wanted fugitive.” He knew of Anastasia? It was a crime to repeat her story. He saw my confusion and explained, “I stole the journal and read it.” Oh. Of course he did. Why was I surprised? He took a step towards me and a small wave of anticipation hit me that I tried hard to quell. “You’re nothing like her.”

      Amused, I laughed bitterly. “That’s where you’re wrong. I am exactly like her. We killed her mate. I would destroy the world if Knight was killed.”

      “And so you should.” He stopped, considering his next words carefully. “I am glad he accepted you back in his arms. It’s where you belong.” I waited, hoping to glimpse something from him. An emotion. Any emotion. But he remained silent and blank as he always was. “Forgive my candor. The turned need to be monitored. I volunteer Olivier for the task.” I nodded. “I’ll begin work on the perimeter.” He bowed slightly and was gone.

      It really would be like nothing had happened between us, then. Though Knight was enough for me, a sadness settled over my heart that I couldn’t explain.

      “Yo,” Knight called. He stood in the doorway, smiling at me. “Olivier took Cameron and Merrick to be microchipped or something. She said it was to make sure we always knew where they were. I wanted to break her arm for not trusting my sister.”

      “I’m glad you didn’t.” My smile fell as quickly as it came.

      Knight walked to me, reaching for my free hand. “I heard what he said to you.” Knowing he’d heart made me feel embarrassed, and I couldn’t say why. “He loves you.” I scoffed, because if that was true, he wouldn’t have rejected me. “I’m serious, Lis. I saw it the first day I came here, before I knew you’d been with him.” He put his hand on my neck, right over his bite. “I asked you before if you loved him.”

      “And I said I didn’t know,” I said quickly, not at all comfortable with this conversation.

      “Yes,” Knight said gently. “But you care for him, deeply. I can see it on your face. I respect what you have with him. If you need both of us…” My breath caught in my throat, waiting for him to finish. “I’m fine with it.”

      I pulled his shirt and smashed my lips against his, letting out all my love for him, because I could live a thousand years and never deserve him. We rested our foreheads together, as close as we could get with Kitty in my arms. “He might love me, and I need him in my life like I need you, I will admit that. But… no matter what he feels, he said no. It seems it’s just us. For now.”

      He kissed me again, not finished with his side of it. “If one day, I’m no longer here, which will mean I’m dead because let’s face it, I want you forever.” I pressed my face to his chest at the thought of him dead. “I know,” he soothed. “But if. If that day comes, I can take comfort in knowing he’ll be here for you.” I couldn’t help crying over the thought of Knight dead, the thought that had haunted me into near madness.

      “Stop, I can’t.” No, never again. Without Knight, I couldn’t live. My lungs seized on me and I felt like I was drowning.

      “Sssh,” he said, and brought me up against him in a warm, loving hug. “I’m sorry, love. I wasn’t trying to upset you.”

      “You…” I sobbed and tried to breathe. “You’re just trying to protect me.”

      “Yes. Sssh now. No more talk of death. I’m not dying. You’re not dying. No one is dying. Not now, not ever.”

      It took me some time, but I managed to calm down enough to curb the anxiety rushing through me, not all of which was stemming from the thought of losing my mate. I straightened away from Knight’s arms and looked around for something to wipe my face with. Knight was already ready, holding out a box of tissues.

      “Trade?” He motioned to Kitty and I carefully handed her over, taking the tissues. Knight cradled her in his arms like he’d been around babies his entire life. I blew my nose as quietly as possible so I wouldn’t interrupt them. “Hey there,” he cooed. “My name is Knight, and I love your mommy.” Kitty spasmed in her sleep, stretched, opened her purple-blue eyes to stare at the man holding her, and I expected her to scream or something, looking up at the face of a stranger. She didn’t. She smiled, cooed back at Knight, and reached her hand out to touch his chin like they’d been friends forever. Knight smoothed her thin, black curls back and kissed her head. “She looks like you.”

      I tossed the tissues on the couch and rested my head against Knight’s other shoulder so I could see my daughter’s face. She did look like me, but as I studied her more closely, I noticed something else. Something in her smile, or her nose, or the shape of her head, I really couldn’t say.

      “She looks like Clara,” I corrected, smiling. It was silly to say my daughter resembled her aunt more so than her grandparents, but there it was. The realization gave me hope that Kitty would be okay. “Fuck, I miss them,” I said quietly. “I don’t want to admit it, but I do.”

      I wanted to go back to that little house where everything was simple, and the only thing I needed to do was wash my mom’s hair, bake bread with my aunt, and watch Lucas and Knight playing with Kitty by the hearth while Arthur stood stoically in the corner and Balthazar commented on our love lives at the table.

      Knight kissed my forehead. “I know.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            18. The sister

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Waiting in the bigger drawing-room was my new sister. She stood in the sunlight, soaking it in with a smile on her face like she was a potted plant that had been in the dark for too long. She smiled when she saw us and came forward.

      “What is her name?” she asked, motioning to Kitty.

      “Katherine. We call her Kitty.”

      Her smile grew wider. “A nice name. She is lovely. Jason, can I speak to your mate alone?” Jason. Fuck, that was still weird.

      “Merrick,” Knight said cautiously, crossing his arms over his chest like a chastising big brother. “I know you. You’re being passive aggressive right now.” She was? But she was smiling at me.

      His sister lowered her eyelashes and I saw her face change a little. “Cameron might have told me the story of the woman my brother chose as a mate, and I have to admit, I don’t know why you forgave her after she fucked someone else.”

      Bitch.

      My hackles rose and I wanted to tell her off, but it wasn’t my place. Knight bristled beside me. “How about instead of criticizing me for my life choices, little miss thang, you explain how you’re not dead? That’s a very good fucking place to start. Merrick Trimble, born November 13th, 1847, last seen in 1865, abandoning her brother after he got back from fighting in the war.”

      She scrunched her mouth in anger. “You went off to fight while mother and I stayed behind with no one to protect us. She died waiting for you to return. You came back with some slut on your arm, expecting me to just fall in line and obey your orders.”

      Slut?

      Knight groaned slightly when he saw me react to that word. “Merrick, I’m sorry. I was young. I’d just been through enough trauma on the battlefield to break a man. You remember that part, right?”

      “Well enough.” She crossed her arms over her chest with a surly expression, so very different from her brother’s demeanor. I wondered who she’d gotten that from. Was their mom the surly one, or their dad maybe? “I left, that much is true. What you don’t know is that I came back, and you were there at the farm house. You looked sick and you stumbled outside, I figured you were drunk. It was raining, but then the moon was out. You saw it, and you started… changing. I realized what you had become, and I ran. My brother had become a werewolf.” She dropped her hands, looking down at the floor. “After that, I found out everything about the world you were part of, and eventually I found rogue vampires once I knew what to look for. They offered me immortality in exchange for my loyalty, and since you were immortal too, if I had the ability to live forever, I could live long enough to find you again. To tell you how sorry I am for leaving you.”

      “Then you joined the turned army,” I pointed out.

      She looked up again and scowled at me. “Not by choice. Born vampires have always treated me with kindness. The rogue coven I lived with for a century was my family. When the turned found us, they slew my friends and expected me to be grateful. I wasn’t going to be their happy soldier, but I let them believe I was if only to discover how to bring them down. I met Cameron at the center of the turned army, and we worked together to get the sunlight formula for your kind. They have to pay for what they did to my friends. I never knew I’d find you here, Jason. I’m glad we finally found each other. Maybe we can spend some time together. Alone.”

      I admired her loyalty, but I could’ve done without her attitude. Knight put his hand on my shoulder and squeezed.

      “Now I’m with this filly,” he said. “And yeah, she’s made mistakes, but I forgave her. I can’t make you forgive her too, but if you choose to hold a grudge for something that doesn’t involve you, I can’t promise I won’t think less of you. That said, I’m glad you’re here. I wish I’d known a long time ago that you were still alive.”

      “If she hurts you, I’ll kill her,” Merrick stated blankly, shrugging.

      “You’ll have to go through me, half-pint,” Knight retorted angrily. “You’re my sister and I love you, but Lisbeth is my mate. She’d protect you without a thought because you’re family. I’d expect the same from you.” Merrick glanced at me briefly and looked away, pouting.

      “Merrick,” I said quietly, drawing her eyes back at me again. “I’m sorry your friends were killed.” My words didn’t make her stop glaring at me. “I thought he was dead. That’s why I did what I did, why my child is here today. They told me he was dead.”

      She considered me for a few seconds. “An emotion I am familiar with.” Her finger tapped against her arm. “Fine. I won’t stay mad at you. But…” She pointed at me.

      “If I hurt him, you’ll kill me?” I said with a smile.

      She smiled back and shook her head. “Maybe not kill. Maim. Break some fingers. Cut your hair. I’m creative.”

      “Isn’t she terrifying?” Cameron said with a dreamy smile that she reciprocated.

      “That’s fucking perfect. I get my sister back, and she’s moony-eyed over my mate’s friend. We’re having a chat later,” he warned Cameron.

      “If I hurt her, blah blah blah,” Cameron said, rolling his eyes.

      “How about we stop hurting and start cleaning. The smell in here…” Merrick held a hand to her nose.

      It was time to get to work. We all needed to feed. Some only had scrapes, some had lost limbs. Our companions only numbered about one-hundred-fifty now, little more than half our number. We’d lost more vampires than I cared to admit in the fight, but not enough that the ratio evened out. Even if everyone fed from the humans once, the companion would be out twice as much blood, and we needed more than one dose to fix our wounds. We had enough bagged blood to go around so that fixed one problem. A band-aid on the bigger issue, but the solution would have to wait.

      Secondly, the castle was trashed. We could’ve filmed a horror movie inside it, easily. I considered the prospect, if only to ease my tension. We could film, ‘evil mindless zombies set to destroy the world with our zombie wolf companions, and the only one who could save us was the tiny hybrid baby that we couldn’t feed from.’ We wouldn’t even need makeup since we were all covered in blood and ick, half from the battle and half from cleaning it all up.

      Kitty was in her bouncy seat watching my musings with a happy smile. Knelt over the tile floor, I scrubbed at the blood stains with a bleach solution. I felt like vampire Cinderella, cleaning up after her stupid vampire step-sisters who couldn’t keep their feeding contained. Knight was across the floor running a mop up and down the wall in the higher spaces of the room where the rest of us couldn’t reach. Our sense of smell alerted us to even the tiniest of specks of blood. We wouldn’t miss a single drop. Merrick and Cameron were further down the hallway, far enough away that I couldn’t hear them. Arthur was somewhere else doing damage control.

      I knelt back on my heels and wiped at my forehead. Knight looked over at me with a smirk on his face. “You got a little something.” He motioned to several spots on my face. Knowing him, he was teasing me, but I could smell the blood so I knew I had some on me. I’d put on an old black jumper with long sleeves, perfect for wiping my cheeks off. He gave me a thumbs up when I finished, winked, and went back to work.

      “Feels like we’re in that video game where you’re cleaning up after someone’s gone through and killed all the NPC’s. ‘Viscera Cleanup Detail.’ Hope I don’t knock my bucket over.” He laughed to himself and stretched to reach a really high spot. His shirt rode up and exposed his lower stomach, capturing all my attention. I was still drooling over that brown valley when he set his mop down and caught me staring. “Enjoying the view?” he teased. “Hoo my, it’s so hot in here.” He pulled his shirt off and flexed for me.

      I’d somehow forgotten how to speak.

      He walked over, held out my hand, and pulled me into his arms. Bliss. My baby at my feet, my mate in my arms. There was nothing better than this. The setting could be cleaner, though.

      “So,” I segued. “Should I call you Jason now?”

      He groaned. “Going to kill her for revealing my secret.”

      “Mmm,” I said, kissing him tenderly. “I’m not calling you that. It’s not sexy.”

      “Thank heaven. I hate my old name.” I wanted to ask why, but he answered for me. “I’m not him anymore. Jason was selfish and unloving. Also, as you said, it’s not sexy. And I am totally,” he pulled my hips closer, “sexy…” His kiss took my breath away, and I never wanted to get it back.

      “I do hate to interrupt,” someone said.

      “Wow. Looks like a zombie barfed in here. Smells like it too,” someone else complained.

      Standing in the doorway that was now one door hanging off its hinges and the other ripped clean off was my second pair of visitors: Balthazar and a woman with honeyed skin that looked gorgeous enough to stop a truck. She had gorgeous copper hair hanging in ‘I don’t care’ waves, and her eyes were twin pools of gold.

      I had to admit, she was completely fuckable.

      As I turned to greet them, Balthazar cringed and hid behind the sexy lady. “Don’t let her kill me,” he whined.

      She looked like a babysitter that wasn’t getting paid enough. “Balthazar, be mature. Hi, I’m—”

      “Irene,” Knight finished.

      Oh, you are shitting me. Not one, but two pretty women appear that know him? This one had better be his mother. Or an aunt. A really attractive aunt. No, she wasn’t attractive. How dare she be attractive where Knight could see her? Fuck her!

      Irene squinted at him in thought, and her eyes grew wide with recognition. “I remember you.” Her heels clicked on the tile until she was in front of my mate. She brought a hand up, her claws growing, and she gently traced Knight’s five scars with them. “You’re one of mine.” Her smile spoke of sinful things, like being naked and having his cock inside her. Would it be in bad taste to punch a guest in the face? Maybe I should google it.

      She was a succubus. There was a glow surrounding her, her succubus aura. I was familiar with the glow Balthazar had, but he contained his at least. Irene did not.

      Surrounded by a glow that would turn any man to her charms, Knight looked away from Irene like she was a bag of old lumpy turnips and fixed his stare on me. “We did not fuck. It did not happen. Please don’t kill her.”

      “What the fuck! Why does everyone assume I’m going to murder people?” I complained. Family ties aside, mind you. In answer, he raised a knowing eyebrow at me. “I pinky swear not to kill her. Happy?”

      Her deep golden eyes glazed over me in an ‘I’m judging your shoes’ manner. “And you must be Balthazar’s little pet. I’m Toni.”

      “I thought your name was Irene?” Knight asked her.

      “Darling, I go by many names, and none of them are real.” She pat his cheek like his naivety was cute.

      Arthur turned the corner from where my office was and stopped in his tracks. His brow tightened when he saw Toni, an extreme reaction coming from him. “Persephone,” he ground out, his fists tightening. “Why is she here? I want her gone.”

      She giggled, giggled, at Arthur, and that was literally the dumbest thing I’d ever seen someone do ever. This was a woman who made men her playthings. Women like that couldn’t be trusted.

      “Lisbeth, my love,” Balthazar said as he slowly approached me. I let him kiss my cheek and grabbed his tie before he could escape, pressing his nose to mine angrily.

      “You’re dead,” I ground out. He gulped under my glare. “I’m glad you’re back. Now kiss your daughter, jackass.”

      Excited, he bent and picked Kitty up from the bouncy seat. “She’s grown,” he cooed with a smile. He held her against his chest and kissed her soft head. “I missed you, little one.” He spoke to her in a language I’d never heard before, and that was saying something. Toni seemed to understand his words because she added to the conversation a few times, mostly to be snarky, judging by her tone. He switched back to English before I could ask about it. “Daddy was gone, but I’m back, and I’m never leaving my darling again.” He rested his forehead against hers and breathed deeply. As angry as I was at him for leaving both of us, anyone could see he had truly missed her. His face glowing like a candle, he looked up at me. “What is she called? Something good, I trust? Not Maude. Please, not that.”

      I laughed and came close to kiss Kitty on the cheek. “Katherine. Kitty for short.”

      “Perfect,” he declared. “Just like her. Take her, I have something to show you.” He handed her back and reached inside his pocket, pulling out a yellowed sheet he’d folded into a little square. It took him several moments to get it straight again, then he showed me what was written on it, foreign symbols I’d never seen before.

      “I can’t read that,” I told him with a sigh.

      He glanced at it in confusion and laughed to himself. “Oh! Of course. My mistake. This is the language of my people. It says, ‘There are some who speak tales of a strange creature. A child of the Incubus who only drinks from that which it came.’ Child of the Incubus is how my people refer to vampires,” he explained. “It goes on, ‘They are known as the Vipyres.’ This is why I left. I poured over every single book in my homeland to find information about the little one.”

      “Kitty.”

      “Kitty,” he corrected. “She is a vipyre.”

      That was way better than bi-pire. I’d even switched to hybrid just to avoid saying it.

      “And that’s all you found?” He nodded, folding the paper back up and putting it into his jacket pocket. It said nothing about her future or what she would become, but I suppose that was a good thing. If vipyres were dangerous, surely the writer of this page would’ve said so? There were only two types of stories: wonderment and fear. This seemed more like the former. A fascination with the idea that such a creature could exist.

      “We tried for decades,” Toni complained, inspecting her perfect nails. “I was very disappointed we didn’t find more after all that work.”

      “Decades?” The shock and horror was overwhelming, knowing he’d been away from us for so long. Balthazar had told me, while I was in labor mind you, that time moved differently in his homeland. I’d thought he was just exaggerating so I wouldn’t stab him. As an answer, Balthazar reached out for Kitty again and held her close against his neck. He cooed again in his language, rocking her gently.

      “I will never leave you again,” he promised to her curly head. “I started calling her Diana in my head after a few years. I’m glad I know her name now.”

      I shrugged and tickled her ear, Balthazar’s arm coming around to hold us both in his arms, and I couldn’t deny how good it felt having him back. “She could have a middle name. Katherine Diana.”

      “I still protest Persephone being here,” Arthur shouted to burst our bubble.

      “Toni,” I addressed her. “Are you staying here?”

      “If you will allow me. They banished us from our homeland.” The glow around her faded for a brief second.

      “Why would they banish you?”

      “Because we love,” Balthazar answered. He was completely enthralled with our baby, bouncing and tickling her. “The Bicus do not love. Ever. I’d rather not be around them either way, so it works out.” Toni loves? That was a hard pill to swallow.

      “Toni, you can stay as long as you like.” Arthur glared at me in silent protest. I had to admit, I was wildly curious what Toni had done to make Arthur hate her so much. First chance I got, I was going to ask her, because I knew he wouldn’t tell me.

      What if it was unpaid parking tickets?

      Nah.
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      Bridget, Cleopatra, Valhalla, Andromeda, Minerva, Juliette, and Chardonnay. All names I’d heard people call Toni in the past hour. She sat by the fireplace in my office with Kitty, waving a rattle at her and speaking in the Bicus language.

      The rest of the room was the Council members, the Alphas, Arthur, James for some reason, Olivier, and my family. Merrick included. I sat on the edge of my desk where I could see everyone, Knight on one side and Arthur on the other. The Council had taken most of the seating, leaving the Alphas without chairs, but luckily they preferred to stand. Every few minutes, Glenda the Roomba whirred by their feet.

      With everyone together, it was time for brass tacks. Decisions. Hard ones.

      Half of the packs we sent envoys to had signed the alliance papers, making our numbers upwards of eight hundred. It wasn’t enough. We were too few against thousands of turned vampires that wanted us dead. And they were making drones now, which was the terrifying truth.

      We were absurdly outnumbered, and no amount of recruitment would change that. We needed to hit them hard, right where it hurt, and reduce their numbers. Cameron adamantly assured us that after he and Merrick were discovered as traitors, the turned would move their base somewhere else.

      “I suggest I take the rest of the Hunters with Cameron to where the base was. We can try and pick up their trail and see where they’ve gone,” Arthur suggested.

      “And then what? Going to shake hands with them and have a cup of tea?” James berated. Yes, he was still here. No, I wasn’t fine with it.

      “Why is he here?” Arthur hissed at me, leaning in close. I elbowed him to tell him to shut up.

      “James is right,” I conceded. “You find them and then what? They could move again before you get back here. We need to make explosives. Ultraviolet won’t hurt them now since they’re immune to the sunlight, but we can still set them on fire.”

      “Molotov,” Knight joked.

      “Bless you,” James offered kindly.

      “No, I mean.” Knight rolled his eyes. “Bombs with alcohol.”

      James looked like Knight had just tossed a kitten out of the window. “Why would you waste perfectly good alcohol like that? Lisbeth, your mate is fucking horrifying. You are banned from the wine cellar, sir.”

      “Can we focus?” Olivier complained. “Explosions sounds good. We can mix something up.”

      “I’m a chemist,” Toni said from the fireplace. We all twisted to look at her. “I can make the explosives. And that little sunlight potion. Easy.” She wiggled Kitty’s rattle for her, not looking up even though she was speaking to us. Glenda zoomed past her with a buzz.

      I stepped off my desk, an idea forming in my head. “You can make the antidote?” She ignored me, but Arthur knew where I was going with that.

      “We can make more vampires,” he said to me, an almost excited look on his face. I held out my hand for a high five, and he refused to high five me as he always did. I did catch his mouth curving up, just a little, and Knight high fived me instead.

      “We can make more vampires to help the Hunters attack the turned army,” Castilla volunteered.

      “We will go with the Hunters to help,” Alexander added from the floor. “We’ll need him.” He nodded in Knight’s direction. My heart jerked. No.

      “I’ll go,” Knight told Alexander without looking at me, his hand gliding down my arm to rested on top of my fingers.

      They talked about raiding hospitals for blood, recruiting people to be turned before evacuating the city so the humans couldn’t be used against us. It was do or die time. Preferably not die. Everyone had their tasks and left my office, Arthur being the last one who closed the doors for us. I spun to reprimand Knight, but he was ready for me and pulled me in for a long luxurious kiss, one that left me without higher brain function.

      “You can’t go,” I got out between kisses. He didn’t answer, just layered more kisses on my lips. Finally, he drew away and kissed my forehead.

      “I have to,” he insisted gently. He sighed and tugged me by my hand to where Kitty lay in her bassinet by the fire. “Look at her,” he told me, and I stared down at her pale smiling face and little wiggling legs. She cooed at me, her tiny hand reaching out. “I have to protect her, and the only way I can do that is by protecting you so you can protect her. The only way I can protect you is by slaying your enemies, and I can’t do that if I stay here sitting around looking ridiculously sexy.” I picked Kitty up and held her close. “I’m going with the Hunters to plan this out. You’re staying here with princess face, and you two are going to bond while you recruit hapless humans and turn them into creepy monsters. Aren’t you?” he finished in a baby voice, wiggling his finger at Kitty.

      “Nothing says mommy baby time like screaming and gore,” I said cutely.

      He kissed me again, and folded us into his safe embrace. “I will come back to you. I promise.” I looked up at him, noticed the angles of his face, the round curve of his cheekbones, his long black eyelashes, and the small laugh lines around his eyes. Details that would stay with me, no matter what.

      “Kick all their asses,” I told him.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I was determined to never let Kitty out of my arms and wore her strapped to my chest everywhere I went. Yes. Even to the toilet. Balthazar didn’t enjoy being kept from her, so he started following us everywhere.

      He couldn’t go incorporeal anymore. Whenever he did that before, he was really going to the Bicus homeland and just reappearing on Earth wherever he wanted, and that wasn’t possible after being banished. It goes without saying that he had no patience for travel. Walking around the house was tedious and he whined constantly. I was very close to kicking him right in the dick.

      Marie and I were working on recruiting humans in the city to be turned. We were always very careful about selecting potential vampires, but we didn’t have that kind of time now.

      ‘Are you down on your luck? Do you need money? Are you comfortable with needles? Donate your services to the local science emporium for three months. You won’t regret it. Spots are limited, apply today.’

      “Marie,” I said as I looked at her idea for the recruitment flyer. It looked like a chalkboard wedding invitation, with six different fonts adorning it, and little ribbon graphics. “This is awful, and you should feel shame.”

      She snatched it back with a pout. “It took me an hour to make this. Besides, it’s not like you made something.” She had me there.

      “Fine. We’ll use it. Also, a science emporium?”

      “The humans have plenty of ideas what this castle is. I chose one.” Oh, Marie, I might’ve misjudged you. Maybe. She looked down at Kitty sleeping against my chest. “She really is precious. It’s good that you’re exposing everyone to her. They can all get used to having a… what was she called again?”

      “Vipyre. And you’re not afraid of her?”

      Marie shrugged, tossing her blonde hair back. “She’s a baby. Not only was she born with control like the rest of us, she can be taught to respect our kind, and only feed when given permission. I don’t see why she can’t be like any other baby vampire.” Except that she wasn’t. “I’ll make some copies.” She left, and the only thing I could hear was Balthazar slurping on his Pad Thai noodles.

      “She’s kind. Kind but wrong,” he smacked.

      “You believe Kitty can never be accepted by vampires.”

      “She isn’t a vampire. You’re margarine, and she’s butter. Both are spread over bread, but honey, they are not the same.”

      “Lovely. You’re becoming cynical. And speaking of which, now that I have you alone, it’s time we talked.” I set my work down and came to sit across from him by the fire.

      “Talked about what? I’m eating.” To answer, I snapped my fingers to get his attention and pulled my necklace out from under my shirt. “Fuck,” he swore and put his bowl down. “You. That.” He motioned with his finger. “How much do you know?”

      “I’m going to go with ‘everything.’”

      “So you know I loved your grandmother, and when I refused to put a vampire in her belly, she betrayed me. She found another incubus to give her a vampire child, and low and behold, she discovers she’s already pregnant from one of her human lovers. After consulting a vampire seer, she drank human blood to keep both babies alive, and gave birth to twins, one of which was, pardon me, your psycho ass mother?”

      Holy shit. Dumbfounded, I tried to not look surprised. “Umm. Okay. ‘Almost everything’ then.”

      “Fuck. You weren’t supposed to know any of that. The Countess would stab my cock if she were here. Sorry, my love,” he threw to the universe. “Gods above, I miss that woman. I spent every day with her when she was imprisoned, until she drew her last breath. She died for her fucking selfish daughter. No offense.”

      “I can assure you, I have no great love for Anastasia Bathory.” I kissed Kitty’s head to hide my sadness. I’d be lying if I said my mother’s approval didn’t matter to me. How long would it take, I wondered, for me to not care like I used to?

      He leaned forward to take my hand. “I’m glad there are no more secrets between us, pet.” The look on his beautiful face made me feel warm all over. As if he could feel it too, he squeezed my fingers and let go. “If you’d like to hate me for never telling you about your family, please do. I don’t mind.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous. Now that I know, I have to keep it secret too, so really it’s no different. I can think of much better things to hate you for.” I fluttered my eyelashes with a grin. Of course I didn’t hate him. For the moment. Mostly because he’d stop complaining about having to walk.

      Someone knocked at the door and opened it as I stood up. Arthur entered, sidestepping Glenda and motioning for me to come with him. Kitty yawned, grabbing a strand of my curls, but she didn’t wake up when we reached the kitchen. Toni and Cameron had turned the large kitchen counter into a laboratory.

      “Oh, it’s you,” Toni said in disappointment when she saw me. What did I do to deserve the wrath of a succubus? Maybe she thought I was hotter than her. Or she just wanted my body.

      Cameron was happy to see me, at least. “Lisbeth! We invented something.” A crowd of little bottles with blue liquid inside sat on the counter next to a bowl with tiny red capsules. Toni was busy filling more bottles with liquid from a cauldron. Yes. She had a fucking cauldron. “It’s vials of vampire blood,” Cameron explained, picking up one of the capsules. “I know the tradition is supposed to be drinking from an actual vampire, but this will make turning a large group much easier. They just take the pill, and voila. They’re turned.” It made a meaningful ceremony into a pill pop. Changing with the times, I suppose. And one step closer to victory.
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      That was one of the longest days of my life. I could hardly believe that only that morning, I’d been curled up in bed with Knight, and the only thing I cared about was never getting dressed again.

      Weary and drained, I shuffled up the stairs in the early morning and almost fell asleep before I could get my door opened. Oh. The door was fixed. When did that happen?

      All of the corpses were gone, that was good, and the blood had been cleaned up. Almost every inch of the pale vanilla carpet was now a pale shade of pink from the stains. I wasn’t looking forward to getting it replaced. My furniture was trashed, my birds… were gone? Of course they were. How could they not be with what had happened in there. My bedroom was mostly untouched, however, so that was a plus.

      When I walked in, the bedroom smelled like cherries and mint, and the bathroom door was open. Knight stood by the sink holding a fresh towel, looking like he’d just gotten out of the bath himself. The tub was full of hot water with the soapy suds of a bath bomb.

      “Have you been in here cleaning this whole time?” I asked him in wonderment. He’d disappeared at least five hours before, but I’d assumed he’d gone to bed.

      “No talking, only undressing,” he ordered, and I’ll admit, even as tired as I was, that brought a shiver up my spine. He checked behind me to see if we were alone. “Where’s Kitty?”

      “She fell asleep in my office, Balthazar is with her.” Knight took a ragged sigh and looked down at me with desire. He nodded towards the tub, so I slipped out of my jumper and handed it to him. My skin was covered in crusted blood. It was in my hair, under my fingernails. I slid into the hot soapy water and moaned out loud.

      “Sssh. Stop making sexy noises,” Knight complained. He knelt by the tub and soaped up a sponge. I tried to take it, but he started cleaning me himself. The sponge wiped away all the grime and stress. After my skin was done, he lathered up some shampoo and cleaned my long curls. The head massage made me even more sleepy, and I dunked my head underwater to rinse it off.

      Most amazing bath ever.

      My head back above water, I leaned my cheek against the side of the tub. I was so sleepy, I couldn’t keep my eyes open. Every attempt to open them again failed, and I drifted off to sleep in the tub.
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        * * *

      

      It’s not the best way to wake up, remembering where you were when you fell asleep and knowing you’re in a different place. I panicked and had to remember how to breathe at first, then I noticed the familiar things around me and knew that Knight had taken me out of the tub and put me into bed. I looked for him and smelled him in the living room. He’d dressed me in a robe that had come undone. I tied it and took stock of myself in the mirror. My curls were utter chaos from drying while I slept. I twisted them into a bun on the top of my head and put on a dress.

      When I finally emerged, I found Knight and Balthazar laying on the stained carpet beside Kitty. I almost ran to pick her up so she wouldn’t be playing on blood stains, but they’d laid out a large blanket for her. Knight’s idea, I had no doubt.

      “Hey, you,” he greeted when he saw me. “I put out a blanket for her. I figured she might try to lick the carpet.” I smiled at him. He really knew me. “What? Did you want her to lick the carpet?”

      “Not particularly. Has she fed yet?”

      Balthazar picked her up and handed her to me. “Not yet,” he answered. “Everyone else is still asleep. It was quite a long day yesterday.” Judging by the sun, I’d slept half the day away already.

      Kitty gently beat her fist on my blouse, demanding food. I pet her curls and slid the shoulder of my blouse down until the top of my breast was exposed. She latched onto the skin with gusto and drank until she fell asleep against me. I pulled her little fangs away, kissed her, and walked to place her in her crib.

      “Do regular vampire babies breastfeed?” Knight asked when I’d come back.

      “They do. She doesn’t. I tried, but she preferred biting into me, so she gets one feeding a day of my blood, and baby bottles the rest of the time. Speaking of which,” I pointed to Balthazar, “you’ll need to know how to do that. I’m not going to raise our daughter by myself.”

      “I will learn everything,” he promised. “I hope you don’t mind if I move into one of the spare rooms?” I assured him it was fine, so he disappeared into one. I smelled Merrick and Cameron in one of the others.

      Since we were as alone as we were going to be, I approached Knight with an apologetic grin. “I’m sorry I fell asleep last night.”

      He slowly moved his hands up my arms. “I’m only sorry I waited so long to try and kiss you. You were asleep when I made my move.”

      My finger trailed up his chest and I very much wished he wasn’t wearing a shirt. “I’m sure I’m lucid enough now. How about you try again?”

      He picked me up caveman style, slinging me over his shoulder, and walked into our bedroom, kicking the door closed behind him. Dumping me on the bed in a heap, he took a step back and pulled his shirt over his head, then unzipped his pants and let them fall to his ankles. I sat up on my elbows, appreciating the little strip show.

      “Keep it up, I’m liking this,” I said, licking my lips at the sight of his toned body. Eyeing me with a very sexy grin, he pulled his underwear down and straightened, putting his hands on his hips so I could stare at him.

      “Drink that shit in,” he teased with a smile. I reciprocated the show by pulling my thong off and throwing it at his face before I slipped my dress over my head in one movement. I curled a finger at him, urging him to join me on the bed, but just as he dived at me, I rolled to the side and he flopped belly first onto the mattress. “That was dirty, woman. C’mere.” He grabbed at me, but I pressed at him so he’d roll onto his back, and then I straddled his hips with my legs, pressing my center right on his hardened arousal. A hiss slipped between his teeth as I slowwwly rocked forward on him and his hands gripped my hips tightly enough to leave a bruise if I was human. “It’s my turn, sexy,” he warned, almost trying to lift me up.

      I shook my head and my curls fell around my naked breasts. “There are no turns. If I want to ride your cock, then I’m going to. Got a problem with that?”

      His head dropped to the mattress and he closed his eyes in defeat. “Every time I think I have you figured out, you— shit, Christ, fuck!” I interrupted his talking by lifting my ass up just enough to slide his entire length inside me, all the way to his balls. His fists buried into the sheet and I knew he was going to tear them before we were finished. Luckily, I didn’t mind. We’d be breaking things for many years to come.

      “Where’s that control you had our first time?” I purred, thrusting my hips back and forth on his cock, getting a rhythm going that felt amazing at this angle.

      He shook his head and his hair swirled around the sheets. “Nope, gone. Gone. You touch me like that and I don’t even remember what control is. Is that a food? It better be food.”

      “Stop talking,” I ordered smoothly with another twist of my hips. Groaning, he gripped the sheets tighter and thrust his hips up into me when I lifted myself slightly. Using only my own strength, as his hands were busy ripping into the bed, I pressed my palms against his firm stomach and rode up and down his shaft. Setting my own pace meant I was hitting all the right spots and the extra lubrication coming from me made his cock slide out with ease.

      As hazy as I was with pleasure, a thought came to me. Could I push into his mind and connect us even further? What would that feel like? I went for it, and slipped into his mind easily, probably because he was so relaxed, or maybe I’d gotten better at it. Everything running from him to me was incoherent babbles that basically translated to, “fuck this feels good.” Trying not to giggle, I probed further, and then…

      My body washed over with phantom sensations that my brain couldn’t process, and when I lifted off of Knight’s groin again, I felt tingles running down his cock. His cock. I could feel it as if it was my own, and fuck, my pussy really was tight.

      “Oh my god, my cock feels unreal inside my pussy,” Knight moaned, so lost he didn’t immediately realize what he was saying. When he did, his eyes popped open and he sat up, taking me with him. “What are you doing? You’re in my head, I can feel everything.”

      “I don’t know, I was just experimenting, and I guess I pushed too far.” He shifted and we groaned collectively at the feelings the other felt from it. Then a gleam came to his eyes and he reached his head down to take one rosy nipple between his teeth, clamping down on it for dear life, and we both gasped and moaned from the pleasure that ran straight from my nipple to my clit. Not to be outdone, I reached between our bodies and I rubbed at said clit, rocking my hips forward in his lap. Feeling the sensations of two people was making me rise to a climax much faster than normal, so much so that it took only a few flicks of my nub before I was teetering over and falling into the abyss. I was shooting inside my pussy while it pulsed rapidly in climax, and I hardly knew where my pleasure ended and Knight’s began. I was pulsing, he was shaking, I was biting my nipple, he was rubbing his clit.

      We broke apart onto the mattress and our bodies flopped, boneless, onto our stomachs. My face pressed against the sheet and I didn’t have the strength to move. The connection between us faded back until we were in our own heads again.

      “Fucking,” Knight heaved, taking deep measured breaths that did nothing to slow down his rapid heartbeat.

      “Christ,” I finished for him.

      “I’d say never do that again, but god that was the best thing I’ve ever felt.”

      Raising my head, I rested my cheek on the mattress to see his raggedly breathing form. “I am so glad we don’t have anything to do today. I’m going to need eight hours of sleep after that.” I lifted a tired hand and wiped a shank of black hair from his eyes and he gave me a weak smile.

      “You should come with a warning label.” We laughed into the bed and I found enough strength to move closer to him and kiss him on his moist lips.
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      We awoke the next morning, fully rested after our mental sex encounter, ready to begin our plan of attack. We got dressed, grabbed Kitty, and went downstairs. I went to my office to begin my work on getting volunteers while Knight joined the Hunters in the bigger drawing-room to work on their plan.

      Marie’s flyers had surprisingly turned up good results, but it was probably because we were offering a lot of money to the humans. We had at least one hundred from the town that wanted to offer their bodies up for science (‘science’ wink), and that was after Marie had narrowed the volunteers down to ones that would end up stronger vampires or had combat skills. Most of them were men, some women, and all skilled warriors prepared to help us defend our species.

      We needed to evacuate the town, claiming the one hundred recruits had been infected with a deadly virus that would spread if the town’s occupants didn’t leave. After that, the volunteers would be moved into one of the correctional facilities. It was the only building we knew could contain the newly turned and had the space.

      I arrived in town with as many vampires as possible after the humans had been evacuated. Marie was wearing a fake CDC contamination outfit, as were a few others that had come along to assist. She took off her helmet and smiled at me, then finger waved to Kitty who was strapped to my chest.

      “That was fun. The humans are on their way out, we have the Lycans helping with that. The volunteers are at the prison.”

      Neat and tidy. That was Marie.

      I reached out to high five her. “Best assistant ever,” I praised. She looked surprised, and high fived me, her wide smile bright and happy, a look I’d never seen on her. “Come on, assistant. The real work is starting.”

      We led dozens of vampires to the prison. Every window had been covered to protect the newly turned before they could take the potions Toni had made. Olivier was there overseeing everything, and Cameron was helping pass out the little pills he’d made as another vampire came behind him passing out some of the blood we’d stolen from the town hospital. The humans stood crowded inside one of the cafeterias, each holding a pill and a pack of blood. I came to stand in front of them.

      “Welcome, volunteers. By now you have been told what exactly you volunteered for. Immortality. With our new formula, you will walk in the sunlight, something turned vampires have never done before, and after you help us fight our war, you are free to go and live your immortal life wherever you like. There is nothing that can stand in your way now, not even death. But, I won’t lie to you. Becoming a vampire is a long, and torturous process. You will feel pain like you have never felt before. We try to restrain the newly turned in coffins to prevent them from hurting themselves, but today you will be locked in empty cells. With the extra space, you will try to hurt yourselves to escape. Some of you will die. We will not let you out until your screams have passed, otherwise, you can never learn to control your thirst. You all agreed to be fed from, then we will put you in your cells and lock the doors. You take the pill. You drink the blood. And then you survive. If you can. Anyone who would like to leave, you are free to go.” Not a one moved a single muscle. “Good. Then we can begin.”

      My people were starving. I won’t deny the guilt I felt over being fully fed and seeing their gaunt, hungry faces. One by one, they drank from the humans, until every vampire had fed and every human had been bitten.

      “To the cells,” Olivier shouted, her voice echoing off the metal walls. Kitty whimpered against me and I kissed her head to comfort her. Finally, I gave the nod for Olivier to lock the cell doors when the humans had all gotten inside.

      “Take the pills,” I repeated loudly enough for everyone to hear. “Drink the blood. Survive.”

      Olivier pointed to the exit. “Get the baby out.” I left just as the screams began, and the brief exposure to it left Kitty screaming along with them.

      “It’s okay, baby,” I soothed while I rocked her. “They must feel pain to become strong.” I could still hear the screams as if I was standing right up against one of the cell doors, but they were less chilling in the air outside.

      Olivier came out to join me. “Lisbeth, I have a request. With turned vampires back in our midst, I was hoping-”

      “Renard can come home,” I interrupted. “And I’m sorry I made him leave.”

      She nodded, she’d always understood the situation even if it pissed her off at first. “We wanted to become bonded.” A Born vampire and a turned vampire bonded for eternity. It had never been done before. Maybe it should. The start of something new.

      Joy filled me and I smiled. “That sounds perfect. We’ll do it when the raiding party comes back. The new turned will still be with us. We’ll show them how vampires party.”

      But first, it was time for us to gain the upper hand.
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        * * *

      

      Three days passed, and we stood inside the silent prison. The cells were a hell house. Some held only corpses, and the others were coated with blood. Many had not survived the process. Those that lived now had that haunted look the turned carried with them. I was pleased to see many of the strongest were still alive.

      “Those of you who survived, I welcome you to the immortal race of vampires. I’m sure you will be hungry. We have more blood for you, so don’t be afraid to ask. We’ll be returning to the castle as soon as you’re ready.”

      Toni passed out the vials to everyone. They drank, and one stepped forward to test the potion. I removed a piece of cardboard from the wall, revealing the sunlight. He recoiled away from the brightness, but he didn’t turn to ash.

      It worked. Shit, it really worked.

      Cameron held out a fist bump to Toni, and she ignored him, so he leaned over to kiss Merrick on the lips. Knight was going to kill him.

      A clean-up detail stayed behind to respectfully dispose of the bodies and mop up the blood. The rest of us began the hike up to the castle. It came into view, our symbol of strength and safe haven. In the clearing around it, we’d set up tents and trailers for the turned to live in. The Lycans set up some for them as well so they would be there if anything happened to us.

      Half of the packs were staying behind to protect the castle, and the other half was going with the raiding party, along with our new vampires. We didn’t have the numbers, but we had a fighting chance now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            21. The pit of despair
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      With Balthazar and Kitty close behind me, I joined the raiding party in the bigger drawing-room. Everyone was strapped to the hilt with artillery, swords, and the little bomb cocktails from Toni. Knight looked especially succulent in his camo outfit and protective vest. Noticing me, Arthur approached as he shoved a knife somewhere in his belt.

      “How did the turning go?” he asked casually, my cheeks flushing under his gaze.

      “Swell. Also, I’m coming with you.”

      Arthur and Knight had the same instant reaction: a resounding, “No!”

      My smile flattened. “I’m sorry, I didn’t realize either of you made my decisions.”

      “Lisbeth.” Arthur leaned in to keep our conversation private and I wanted to pinch him for it because hell, I reacted so easily to his proximity. “You are the head of our Order. We look to you for leadership. If you put yourself in danger and get hurt, we would have to rely on someone else to build the alliance and help win the war. I don’t think anyone else here is up for that task.” The words he didn’t speak were, ‘I don’t want to follow anyone else.’ Damn it, Arthur.

      My eyes glared at him when all I wanted to do was plant myself against him. “You flatter me. I’m still going. Gimme a vest. I’m not wearing camo, just to be clear.” I had, however, worn a black outfit for the occasion so I could look like a cat burglar. Arthur wasn’t pleased, but he bowed to my commands all the same, like a good underling. He flicked some fingers and one of the Hunters brought me a box of goodies. A pistol, an assault rifle, three knives, and twenty bomb cocktails with a bag to hold them.

      “Please, please, tell me you know how to shoot a gun,” Arthur said as I put my vest on and buckled it. I glared at him again, pulled the pistol out, and shot at a painting on the wall, hitting it right in the codpiece.

      Fuck, I am awesome.

      I flashed my fangs at Knight and Arthur, showing off. “I might hate conflict, but I know how to use a gun, Jesse James.” I blew on the end of the barrel and tried to slip the gun into its holster that I wasn’t wearing, and dropped it on accident. Both of them snickered at me. “You,” I said as I scrambled to pick the gun up. “Be quiet, knave. You saw nothing.”

      “Is this why you dressed all black and leathery this morning? I thought it was my birthday,” Knight pouted. “At least…” He sauntered up to me and drew my hips to him. “I get a nice view.” My spine shivered when he leaned down for a sultry kiss.

      Arthur cleared his throat, making me jump. “If you two are done, we have things to do. Gear up.”

      Knight continued nuzzling my ear. “If he’s really jealous, he can always join in.” I wasn’t sure how I felt being teased about that, but I wasn’t going to complain about the kisses Knight was giving me.

      I buckled my holster and strapped on the knives, hoisted the assault rifle over my shoulder, and posed for effect. Knight started drooling. The assault rifles wouldn’t kill vampires, they were for any drones we encountered. If we wanted to kill vampires, it was either with our bare hands or fire.

      For fire, we had explosives. Our plan was to find their new base of operation, rescue any humans, and blow it sky high. Our public relations team was even working on what they would tell the human world about what happened to whichever town the turned base was at, depending on how much devastation the turned had caused.

      Once we were ready, we met everyone in the foyer. Kitty reached for me from Balthazar’s arms and my heart tore itself into shreds. Leaving her, again, even for a day was hard.

      “Olivier will feed her blood every morning, you have the bottles and diapers, you’ll be fine,” I assured him.

      Balthazar’s skin looked slightly pale. “What if she runs away?”

      “She’s a baby, not a cat. You can handle her.” He looked doubtful, but smiled at me anyway. I hugged him and Kitty both and kissed them on the forehead. “Mommy will be back.”

      “Okay, Mommy,” Balthazar replied.

      “Don’t fucking push it.”

      My goodbyes said, we filed out of the castle. Knight and I turned to wave at our friends and family staying behind, and then we took each other’s hands and started towards the rest of the group. Arthur swung his arm to show what direction we were going, and we were off. Arthur and Knight walked on either side of me with Cameron and Merrick just ahead and the rest of the group behind us. With my mate and my commander at my side, I could do anything.

      Cameron directed us this way and that until we had to leave the pavement and go off-road. We went so deep into the forest that I wasn’t sure there was anything here except bunnies and the occasional crunchy hippie family. For the record, I’m not calling hippies crunchy, though I’m sure dragons would disagree, for you are crunchy and good with ketchup.

      The path Cameron and Merrick took was odd but deliberate, and seemed like it was designed by a paranoid crazy person with turns and backtracking, and several jumps over running water. It eventually led to caverns hidden deep inside a rock formation, the perfect hiding place for those that used to have sunlight issues. That was still the weirdest thing ever that the turned could be out in the sun. It was the equivalent of aliens landing here.

      I wonder how aliens would feel about vampires…

      We followed Cameron inside to find only a large empty cave lit only by our superior eyesight, littered with garbage, and stains on the floor I knew had to be dried blood. I stepped to one and scraped off a few flakes, bringing it to my nose to smell.

      Human blood.

      There were as many stains as there were plastic containers, papers, and soda cans, and there was enough of those to fill three garbage bags. This wasn’t just where the turned hid and ate take-out, this was where they tortured humans and drank without consent. My stomach turned over and I struggled not to throw up. The horror before my eyes was unimaginable. I met Cameron’s knowing gaze and felt everything. He’d been here and endured all of this for us. Even Merrick gave me a knowing look of horror, and I saw her study me as if she hadn’t expected my reaction.

      Righteous overlords we may be, but we would never hurt humans in such a manner. It was utterly, unbelievably disgraceful. No one had any words as they absorbed the scene around them. The Lycans lit up torches and hung them on mounted holders that were already there. Cameron walked over to a hole near the edge of the room. He knelt in front of it and seemed to be searching in its depths for something.

      “Someone hand me a torch,” he asked with a wave of his arm. Merrick took a torch from the wall and handed it to Cameron. He threw it into the pit and we all waited for it to hit the ground. A bottomless pit it was not, and several beats later the torch hit the stone floor with a crash. Cameron appeared both disappointed and relieved at the same time. He sat back on his heels, looking up when I approached him. “They held Othello in here. I was hoping they’d left him.” I knelt beside the hole, straining with him to see movement, but everything was still down below. “They made him insane with thirst so he’d give them information. Every week they threw a human down to feed him.” From the light of the torch, I saw shadows I didn’t want to look at. Bodies.

      Gods, I was going to be sick.

      Shaking my shoulders to brush off my emotions, I hugged Cameron and stood up to address our army. “If you doubted what we said before now about the devastation the turned will bring, take a good look around.” I emphasized my point, holding my hands out at the glorious horror show we’d been left to deal with. “Alexander, please search for survivors. Arthur, I want someone in that pit and those bodies taken care of.” Before I’d even spoken the command, he was already pulling a rope from his bag and preparing to rappel down the hole. Everyone went to do their tasks, while Knight and I stayed to help Arthur. I watched Arthur’s face and couldn’t help but feel a sense of pride. “To think,” I said quietly. “When you came to me, you had no respect for humans. And now you’re ready to help bury bodies of people we never knew.”

      He was busy tying off and clipping the rope to him, but he still looked over at me with a glance that wasn’t quite so icy, the only scenario of us sharing a smile. “I’ve seen the opposite of respect, and if I have to choose between respect and utter disrespect, I will choose the former. Not because I care. Because I’d rather care than not care.”

      Arthur being poetic, everybody. He’ll be here all weekend.

      Knight gave Arthur a bro pat on his shoulder. “That was nice, man. Wanna hug later?” The vampire Hunter flipped him the bird before jumping off the edge of the hole. I reached behind me for Knight’s hand and waited on bated breath for Arthur to hit the bottom. Less than a minute later, we heard his boots crunch on gravel.

      “Made it,” he yelled up. I saw the shadow of his face in the torchlight, looking this way and that in the pit. “Othello was down here a good long while,” he commented loosely. That was Arthur speak for, there’s a fuck ton of bodies down here. Too many to bury.

      I leaned further over and Knight’s hand came to keep me steady. Arthur was a small dot by the torchlight, so far away my anxiety rose for him. “Burn them.”

      Arthur nodded and got to work. His shadow danced here and there as he built the pyre in one corner. What was the air like down there? Could he see very well? Was it scary?

      Would he be okay?

      I moved away from the edge in fear, hearing the click of a lighter that he tossed into the pile of bodies. The smell of burning remains wafted up the hole to permeate the cave. Ehh, fuckin’ gross. God, that was going to be in my nose for a week.

      “Lisbeth,” Merrick called from the other side of the cave, standing next to a table. Knight and Cameron automatically moved towards her, and I wanted to stay behind to make sure Arthur was okay. His small form in the hole waved a hand for me to go, so I stood up and joined everyone at the table.

      “This was his desk,” Merrick said.

      “He who?” I asked, looking around at the haphazard papers and lumps of candle wax. I had to clench my fingers to stop myself from straightening everything.

      Cameron picked up some of the papers to look for clues. “The one who made the potion. He never said his name, or why he was here. He wasn’t in charge either. He was just… here. He seemed to hate Othello quite a bit, I will say. If that helps.” It didn’t. The papers on the table were written in as many different languages as the planet had, even some that were dead and forgotten, suggesting this man was older than I was. There was something about the handwriting that drew my attention. It wasn’t that I couldn’t grasp the memory, like the little glimpses I had of the castle I was born in. This was more like I’d never paid attention to what I was remembering.

      “You know him?” Knight said, noticing me studying the papers closely.

      I shrugged. “I don’t know. I… the handwriting is familiar, but I can’t place it. I remember seeing it in the castle in England, just not who wrote it. I could discount it as not noticing, but I remember everything, and this I don’t remember.” Gaps in my memory were like gaps in my teeth. I felt it at every second. And this wasn’t even a gap, I just didn’t have the memory and I knew that I should’ve. I should’ve known who this man was, and I didn’t. I folded the papers together and stuck them into my jacket. Arthur came to join us, igniting a deep sigh of relief inside me, and we nodded to each other. “Noses alert for any scent. It’s time to track them down.”
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      With four wolf packs plus our newly turned, we numbered around three hundred. That’s three hundred noses to catch a scent. Cameron and Merrick knew the people connected to the smells so they would be best at catching even the smallest whiff. Cameron walked around the cave entrance searching for something. Anything. We split up to search in all directions, using any type of tracking to try and find where they went. Then I realized we were looking in the wrong direction.

      “Back inside,” I ordered my group. We entered the cave again and searched there. Sure enough, we found a small exit that Cameron hadn’t known about, and it led further into the formation before coming to the surface far from the entrance. A quick text later, and the other groups met up with us.

      Merrick sniffed around carefully and yelled when she found something. Everyone came to the spot to get a good whiff, and we were off. Though we were on foot, we made good time now that we had a scent to track.

      Seeing all that blood, and the bodies they forced Othello to murder had enraged me, and only spilling worthless rebel blood would assuage me. I was done with this. I was done with them, and I would be damned if I let them continue their murder spree for one more day.

      The packs started to howl as the scent got stronger, and more scents were thrown into the mix as we got closer and closer. One by one the Lycans turned into wolves, and we ran side by side with those that used to be our brothers, and were once more.

      The sun was starting to set when we arrived at a town that was overflowing with the scents we’d been tracking. Jackpot. It was time to scout and plan our moves wisely. We sent off groups of both wolf and vampire to check things out. My group found a spot higher up so we could see into the city.

      The first thing I noticed was how little humans were roaming the streets, as in none, even after an hour of watching. The second was how much Knight was sweating.

      I approached him where he sat a bit away from everyone and put a hand on his forehead. He was burning up, almost scorching my hand. “What’s wrong, babe?”

      “I thought it would be okay, I thought the clouds were going to be thick tonight,” he groaned, and his breath caught in his lungs. I almost asked what he was talking about until I saw something peeking out through the clouds.

      The moon. The full moon.

      I’d been so busy, I hadn’t noticed. I was so stupid and self-centered, how could I have missed this? At least Merrick had gone with one of the scouting groups so she wouldn’t be here to kill me.

      “Oh, oh love, what do we do? What if we locked you inside a shed or something? Will you transform if the light doesn’t touch you?” Questions I’d never gotten to ask before then.

      “I can manage if the light doesn’t touch me. It’s very uncomfortable, but I won’t shift without the moon. The best months are when it’s too cloudy to see the sky, though I pay for it the next time. It’s doubly painful if I miss a month, typically not worth it in my opinion.” He made it sound like missing a period.

      I got up to start moving him somewhere the light couldn’t get to, but the moon had other plans. She found him, and she pulled him into her grip like she’d just thrown her line and caught a fish.

      He stood up and fixed his eyes upon the only thing he loved more than me: his precious moon. It was the saddest love story one could think of. He only got to see his girlfriend three days a month, and then it was back to me, his side piece. Oh. I liked the idea of being his side piece. It made me feel wicked.

      Arthur saw what was going on and ran to grab me away from my mate. I fought him but he held me tight.

      “If he howls, we’re dead,” Arthur grunted in my ear.

      Knight had begun changing. His skin sprouted fur, his nose grew to a small snout, and he grew long fangs. Once the transformation was complete, he was sure to howl at his moony girlfriend. I’d seen it happen every time he changed. He lifted his head to stare longingly at the moonlight.

      Hey baby. How about I do that thing you like.

      I ran into him like a freight train to interrupt his catcall. He skidded away from me and growled, claws out for attack, when he realized it was me. I saw the recognition in his eyes and held out my hand for him to smell. He leaned his furry, misshapen skull against my hand and rubbed it gently, his arms grabbing me by the waist and holding me against him.

      He growled at Arthur protectively.

      Really.

      Though he was partly there, I knew it wouldn’t last long, and he’d probably run away and blow our cover. I had to do something. Still in Knight’s grasp, I shut my eyes and tapped into his mind. The power rose inside me until I could see a human Knight standing in a white room.

      ‘Knight,’ I spoke to him. ‘We need you. You have to wake up. Control the wolf. You can do this.’ I saw his eyes change as if he understood me.

      ‘It’s hard to stay focused,’ he confessed. ‘My wolf side doesn’t have much in the way of comprehension.’

      ‘There is no wolf side. There’s only you. You can control the beast because you are the beast.’

      ‘Does that make you Beauty in this scenario?’

      ‘Focus.’

      I snapped back into my head, Arthur standing right next to us, ready to protect me if he had to. “Okay Tarzan, put Jane down,” I told Knight. He let me go when I pushed at him and stared down at me with his brown eyes, turned golden from the change. After a few seconds, the gold faded and they were brown again. “You still in there? Blink once for yes and two for no.” He made a face at me like I was stupid. “Definitely in there. Fist bump.” He brought his clawed hand up to bump me back.

      “I noticed he was comprehensive, if only a little, that time I captured you. I thought it was a fluke.” Knight’s long wolf ears twitched and moved towards Arthur’s voice. He growled quietly until I elbowed him.

      “He understands now. See? Sit, boy.” Knight shoved me over and laughed through his nose.

      Alexander’s group was coming back in human form, and they stopped when they saw the transformed Knight beside us. His ears drooped at the sight of their frightened faces. They spared his life, but they still saw him as a monster. I took his clawed hand in mine.

      “Status?” Arthur asked the Alpha, deflecting their attention from Knight.

      “There’s a large building in town, seems to be the hotspot for activity. We’ve seen lots of vampires in and out of it involved in… various activities.” For humans, that meant booty. For us, it meant they were feeding, and openly.

      “Security?”

      “There’s a few with guns and some drones on the perimeter. I don’t think they’re expecting any attacks, it’s the perfect time to strike, while they’re… partying.” He glanced at me, and away.

      “Alexander,” I told him. “We’ll set the humans free. I’ll wipe their memories and we’ll set them up in a nearby hospital until they’ve recovered.”

      “I expected nothing less from you, I can assure you. It’s still unsettling to see.” Knight whined, and Alexander noticed it thoughtfully. “I saw him when he was a prisoner, he was wild as a wolf-man. I never thought I’d see him conscious like this. Must be you.”

      Lisbeth, tamer of hearts, Hunters, and wolf-men.

      Our objectives set, we moved the plan in motion. The other two packs joined us, reporting about the same as Alexander. Empty town, large crowd of vampires. We snuck down the empty streets that howled with ghosts of the humans that had been destroyed. This was not a small town by any stretch of the imagination, and the turned vampires had laid waste to it. Was this where the human drones had come from?

      At the center of town was a coliseum, made for things like graduations and nerd conventions. The lawn outside of it had bodies lying forgotten in the grass. Dead bodies. Everywhere.

      I knew, I knew that this was what the turned were doing, but seeing it was not the same. Tears sprang in my eyes, tears of anger. Knight whined quietly and put his claw on my shoulder. Rage built inside me, the purest I’d ever known. I wanted to wipe the planet with the blood of turned vampires, to let it soak into the ground where the only thing that would remember it was the plants that sprang from the earth above it.

      I was the daughter of a killer, and by god, I was going to follow in her footsteps now. I flung my hands out until my claws were the furthest they’d ever been. My teeth dropped, my eyes glowed, and I growled with such wrath that everyone near me responded with their own snarls until it was a chorus of warning growls that grew until I couldn’t stay still anymore.

      I charged.

      My feet pounded down the road, up the sidewalk, past the bodies, and into the center of demons. The Coliseum opened out before me, and the inside made the bloodied lawn look like a fucking parade.

      There would be no humans to save.

      In the center of the room, on a makeshift throne that looked like someone had been watching too many medieval dramas, sat Wyatt. He lounged on the throne, one leg over the arm, his back against the other side, sipping something in a metal goblet.

      Blood.

      If my wrath could’ve grown more intense, even with it filling every inch of me, the sight of Wyatt drinking human blood like this was a damn Christmas party did me in. The revelries around me was distracting the turned so they didn’t notice me for several seconds, and by that time, my army had caught up to me.

      “Kill them,” I growled over my fangs. “Decimate them into the earth. Get the humans to safety.”

      Knight let out the mournful howl he’d been holding in, and we stormed the coliseum. Left and right, I sliced through the turned that came at me. I threw bombs up into the spectator seats on the upper levels and heard the appropriate screams when they exploded. Whatever came at me, I carved it to pieces. My eyes only saw one man. Wyatt.

      Wyatt was the leader of the turned from my house, the ones who had stolen Othello. I’d killed the vampire that led them to rebel, and I enjoyed it. I would enjoy killing him too. He was still lounging on the throne, not a care in the world, looking up when he saw me.

      “Well, well, well. Look what the cat drag—” I cut him off by wrapping my hand around his throat. “Don’t be hasty, oh fearless leader. You kill me, and—”

      “This ends,” I emphasized with a squeeze.

      He laughed around my hand. “You always were narrow-minded. When you killed Randall, you were terrifying and beautiful. The long and short of it is, if you kill me, you won’t get Othello back.” His taunting about my leader sent a spike of rage through me, ending with another twist of my hand on his throat.

      “What makes you think he wants to stay alive after what you made him do?”

      Wyatt’s grin turned evil, sadistic, exactly like him. “Hmm. You should’ve seen him. We always waited until he was close to madness. Close, but not there yet. Sometimes you could see the moral dilemma in his eyes, but in the end, he always—”

      I cut Wyatt’s speech short with a snap of my fingers, cutting his life short as well. You worthless piece of fuck. I hope there is a hell so you can rot in it for eternity.

      Our few numbers were no match for the hundreds of vampires in the Coliseum, even with the bombs. The only strategy we needed to win was fear. I dragged Wyatt’s meaningless corpse to the center of the room and roared as loudly as I could to get everyone’s attention, half of them stopping to see what the commotion was.

      “Surrender to us now, or you will end up like your leader.” I hoisted his body over my head and tore it in half with my claws, the blood spraying out in front of me.. “You were all once human, and humans fear death more than anything else. Do you want to die? Because I will slaughter everyone here if I have to.”

      Their answer was a resounding ‘no’ on the surrender. Arthur was knee deep in bodies and quickly making more, but he saw me nodding to him. It was time to blow the building up. Knight had been making the most headway in the ranks of our enemies, having made it to the second floor. I saw him on the edge of a balcony laying waste to five vampires at once. I’ll admit, it was a major turn-on. I whistled to him and he jumped down from the balcony to my side. Mounting his back, I called out to our soldiers.

      “Retreat!” We led the way out the doors with Arthur last so he could close them before twisting a piece of metal to keep the doors closed and holding up the detonator, waiting for my nod.

      Go time.

      He clicked it, and the explosions started going off, one by one, all over the building. Arthur rolled down the sidewalk to stand with us. We watched the Coliseum burn to the ground. Still on Knight’s back, I called Arthur and Cameron to me.

      “There were too few,” I said, my eyes flicking around the structure in case there were any survivors trying to escape.

      “That’s all there ever was,” Cameron insisted. Merrick came to his side, trying to catch her breath from the fight.

      As always, Arthur understood me. “No, she’s not talking about that. She means there are more turned vampires than this. On the planet. There should be several thousand. That was barely one.”

      “Maybe most just bolted and didn’t join the army. I do remember the alchemist making extra sunlight potions and sending them somewhere. He said we had other brothers that weren’t in the fight,” Cameron said, shrugging.

      Something felt wrong, and I didn’t like it. I’d always assumed that every turned vampire had joined the rebellion against us. Now to learn that a mere percentage had, I feared the consequences if we were wrong. I had no evidence to believe I was, and I couldn’t keep an army together on a feeling.

      “Check for survivors, vampire or human. Begin the coverup. Plan N.” N meant no humans left, the last ditch scenario. I didn’t know what it entailed, but it was utterly thorough so the humans wouldn’t ask questions. “The cleanup crew stays. Everyone else, head out.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            23. Is it him I’m looking for?
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      It was late, and we were exhausted. None of us wanted to stop until we got back home. We’d lost many warriors in the battle, but what I saw on everyone’s faces wasn’t just sadness. They were relieved. They all believed this was over.

      I wanted to believe it. I did. With every ounce of my being, I wanted this over. Only I couldn’t shake the fear, no matter how hard I tried.

      The road led us home at the earliest light, when the sunrise began to peek over the mountains that dotted the horizon. Knight stepped back, lifted his bag from my hand with a claw, and nudged me forward to go on without him. He needed to shift back once the moon was gone. I let the army go ahead, Arthur stopping when he saw me waiting, and he came to stand beside me.

      “I can’t shake this fear, Arthur,” I said to him. We’d barely spoken since I came back from Europe, and I was so tired I almost leaned against him. “This isn’t over, I know it. I feel it.”

      Arthur hadn’t answered by the time Knight came out of the trees, fully changed into a man again. He didn’t say a word, just walked straight to me and folded me into his arms.

      “Glad I’m me again,” he said as he pet my hair.

      “You’re always you. Just sometimes you actually have body hair.” He chuckled at me and kissed my head. Despite my fear about our future, I felt safe in his arms. Not enough to erase the feeling creeping over me, but enough where my body relaxed a little, and I peered at Arthur over Knight’s shoulder. “What if I’m right? What if they come again and again until there’s nothing left of us?”

      “Ssh,” Knight soothed, kissing my hair. “We won.”

      “Today.”

      “Today,” he conceded gently. He let me go and turned as he knelt on the road. “On my back. Let’s go home.” My tired limbs were basically useless. Arthur had to help me onto Knight’s back, the werewolf secured my legs with his hands, and we were off, the three of us headed back home.

      The warmth of his back coupled with being up all night, I knew I would fall asleep, and I was right. I drifted off with my men beside me, the morning sun on my face lulling me to sleep.
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        * * *

      

      When I woke up, I was lying on one of the couches in my office, coincidentally the one I’d been on when Arthur and I first kissed, a blanket over me and my shoes on the floor beside the sofa. Still hazy and trying to find where Knight was, I heard my name being spoken.

      “We have no reason to believe that the other turned are part of the rebellion. You killed them, it’s over. Now we can live in peace.”

      “You are blinded by fear,” someone argued passionately. “Look at her.” Her? Who her? “She has taken the entire race of Born vampires on her shoulders because all of you were too afraid of your own shadows to lead your people. You outcast her, and she still protects you with everything she has. I would rather trust her instincts than trust any of you with ordering a fucking happy meal.” Who was that? He sounded like Arthur, but he was too emotional for the stoic warrior I knew.

      “The Council has voted, and we will not continue asking the Lycans or the newly turned to stay here. They will attend the festivities in two days, and then they will leave. That is the end of this discussion, Arthur. And next time, make sure this meeting is exclusive. Good day.”

      My sleepy haze started to lift once the room was quiet, and I moaned as I tried to get up. Knight was there to stop me from falling over in a dizzy spell.

      “How long did I sleep?” I yawned and rubbed my eyes. I heard Glenda whirring around somewhere.

      “Not long enough,” he remarked with a sigh.

      Arthur was there too, looking the tiniest bit sheepish as he met my eyes. “You heard?”

      “You singing my praises? Mm, yes.” I stretched, not caring that he was watching me. “They’re right,” I said, still yawning. “We have no proof there are more in the turned army.”

      “There’s still the alchemist,” he offered. “I asked the Council if they knew him. Oddly enough, it was Olivier who recognized the handwriting. She said it belonged to a turned vampire named Alistair.”

      That name sparked at least some recognition. Alistair was in the back of my memories, but I’d never spoken to him directly. Those days, the turned had to stay far underneath the castle in England, so any memory I had of Alistair was him skulking around corners or catching my eye as he passed. There was no clear picture of his face in my mind, beyond black hair and maybe a mole on his cheek. Not enough to go on.

      “Alistair was a turned vampire. He lived with us in England,” I told them when I resurfaced from my memories.

      “What happened to him?” Knight asked, but sadly I could only shrug because I hadn’t paid attention at the time.

      “He didn’t come with us to America. I haven’t seen him since.” Standing, I picked up my shoes and wrapped the soft blue blanket around myself. “I want to believe it’s over. Maybe if I believe it hard enough, it’ll come true. Keep the scouts on alert, just in case. Lisbeth, out.” I shuffled out of the room and didn’t hear or see anything until I was back in my bedroom and could flop onto the bed. Knight was there for me to snuggle against and fall back asleep.
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        * * *

      

      When I woke up later that day, Knight was gone, probably off getting food for himself. I was thirsty, but I could manage until I saw him. After a bath and a change of clothes, I checked on Kitty in her nursery. Balthazar held her against his shoulder in the rocker I’d gotten. He looked like he was about to fall asleep as she cooed at me, trying to wiggle away from him. I slipped her quickly from his grasp and held her in my arms.

      “I wasn’t sleeping,” he croaked. Kitty looked happy to see me, and she wasn’t dead, so that was a plus. “She’s starting to hold her head up.”

      “But she’s so young!” I marveled at her, and as if she knew what we were saying, which she probably did, she demonstrated her mad skills for me. She braced herself against my shoulder and held her little head up on her own. It plopped back down not two seconds later, and she sunk her fangs into my shoulder, content with herself as she gnawed on my skin like a chew toy and drank from me at the same time.

      “She’s over a month old,” Balthazar noted, smiling at our baby. “Well past time for a young vampire to hold her head up. I expect her to know her letters before lunchtime. We won’t have slackers in this house.” She snorted at him as she drank from me. “You came in very messy this morning. Are we safe now?”

      The feeling I still had curled my mouth into a frown. “That’s what they’ve agreed to believe.” Sleep hadn’t dulled my mood, and I pet Kitty’s curls, kissing her cheek and drinking in her smell to relax me.

      “If anyone can lead them out of this, it’s you.”

      Remembering Arthur speaking about me with such passion made me smile. “Everyone seems to think that, but I couldn’t prevent it from happening. I was right there on the cusp of this before the word rebellion was even mentioned, and everything I did made it more of a shit show. Maybe it was the system and not me, but still.” Something Lucas had said came to the forefront of my mind. “My father told me about the way life was before Anastasia did what she did. We were brothers with Lycans, and they sat by our side on the Council. Maybe it’s time for a change. A Council where every voice is represented, not just Born vampires.”

      “They’ll never go for it,” he said dryly, resting his hands on his stomach in the rocking chair.

      “Maybe not. Maybe someday, when the world is different. When we’re different.” Kitty rested her head against me when she finished drinking. With that feeling of dread still there, I knew making plans was necessary, even if nothing happened. “Balthazar,” I said, turning to him, and he looked up at my serious tone, rubbing the sleep from his eyes. “If they come. If we’re threatened again, I want you to take Kitty away. Take Cameron with you to feed her, or make a new vampire baby with a really attractive librarian, someone who will stay with you and her forever. I don’t care what you do. I won’t have her pay for the crimes of others. I’ve given everything to this war, and I won’t lose her too.”

      “It will not come to that,” he assured me, his words not calming me down in the slightest, not when it came to our daughter.

      “I want you to promise,” I insisted.

      Sighing, he stood up and laid the blanket from his lap across the rocker. “I promise.” He came closer and I let him hug me, his kiss on my forehead warm and loving. “I hope you’re wrong.”

      I did too.

      Kitty spent the rest of the day with me before Balthazar took her again and I could work late. Olivier came into my office when it was almost midnight.

      “Someone is waiting for you in your room,” she said, yawning into her dark hand.

      A visitor? Castilla’s prediction came to me. I’d have three pairs of visitors, and two pairs had already come. Maybe… no. She wouldn’t come here. Even so, I was excited, and I raced upstairs to see who was there.

      Slowly, I creaked the front suite door open and heard Lionel Richie on a speaker. Was he who I was looking for? The song played out and I marveled at everything in the sparse living room that hadn’t been there before. There was a fur rug with pillows on it, and a tray of chocolate with strawberries. What in the world?

      A large arrow of rose petals pointed to the bedroom, so I went there next. The petals danced around the carpet, leading this way and that in a very precise path. I followed as best I could without falling over. The bed had more rose petals, and there was a bottle of champagne chilling on the nightstand. Another arrow led to the open bathroom door.

      Just as the song said hello, I stepped inside the bathroom to see Knight sitting in a tub of hot water wearing a very fancy tux. He sipped champagne like this was completely normal and pretended to be startled when he saw me.

      “Oh, I didn’t see you there. Come. Sit. Stay awhile,” he said in a weird voice. He flashed me a flirty smile and drew shapes on the water’s surface.

      “I missed you.” He didn’t respond beyond flicking the water more, as if the mere act would turn me on somehow. “Why are you sitting in a tub with clothes on?”

      “Why indeed. You see, I was hanging out with the Lycans the other day. I’m surrounded by testosterone, and I realize there’s something I forgot to do before we attacked the turned vampires.” What had he forgotten? To not wear camo? “And then, I talked to someone about what I was planning, and he told me just how these things are done. Only, I’m not one of you, so I need to do things my way.”

      “What things?” He flicked a finger to the counter where a wooden box sat. I eyed it with suspicion. What was in that… I picked it up, opened it, and found a pewter bracelet with three pink crystal hearts in the center. “A bracelet?”

      “For you. Because I’m your blood sugar daddy. Your snack with benefits.” I tried and failed to not laugh. He glared at me in a playful way. “Sssh, no laughing. I’m giving you my best Deadpool impression right now.”

      I laughed harder, wiping my eyes. “That’s what that was? It was pretty spot on. Keep going.”

      Sighing happily, he looked towards the heavens. “She knows who Deadpool is,” he squeaked. “Anyhoo, so I got you that bracelet because an inside source said that vampires don’t wear rings.”

      Rings? …

      “I’ll wear a ring,” I said without missing a beat.

      He was out of the tub and down on one knee in front of me before I could say, ‘you’re getting water all over the fucking floor.’ Right then, I didn’t care that he was sopping wet. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a gold signet ring with flowers on the sides and the initials EB on the top. It was old, but it shined like a star. He took my hand, as serious as I’d ever seen him.

      “Lisbeth. When I first met you, I said to myself, ‘fuck that chick is hot.’ I kid you not. My first thought. And I hated that I was so attracted to you right off the bat when we were enemies, and you had just fanged me out of nowhere. Of course, I was repulsed by you, and that helped curb any attraction I felt for you. Totally not true now. Flag up the pole, I swear. But every day you changed my perspective until I stopped seeing the vampire, and all I saw was you. The attraction came back and the only thing I wanted was to stay by your side. I knew you didn’t feel the same, and I was okay with that, until you did, and it was perfect. Kissing you was like… like I’d never really kissed anyone before. It was all pretend before you. Touching you was like running my fingers along a holy text, and I wanted to make it my life’s mission to memorize every line.”

      He kissed my hand and studied it mournfully. “And then you were taken away from me. I was locked away and I knew, I knew the vampires would execute you. I drifted in and out of sanity because I can’t live in a world without you. The only thing that kept me together was the hope I could be freed and then kill Arthur for capturing you. It’s totally cool, he understood.” I giggled. “Finally, I was free, and the first thing I did, after months of a freezing, cold cage and only scraps to eat, I went back and I found the bracelet from Alexander. It would’ve been the only thing of yours I’d have if you were gone. Alexander ended up finding me afterward, and he brought me to the castle, your home, where I saw you with a baby, and it was more than obvious that things had changed between you and Arthur.”

      I twisted my hand so I could hold his tightly, and he continued. “I got sad, then angry. I’d thought we had something, and you apparently didn’t feel that way.” Don’t cry. For god’s sake, don’t cry. “Then I saw the way you were looking at me, and eventually I realized that you had been trying to move on. You were trying to find a way to be happy without me, not because you didn’t care, it was because you cared too much. I know you well enough to know that. Am I wrong?”

      I shook my head.

      “I was mad for about ten minutes, and when that first meeting was over, I understood you. I wanted you back so badly, I ached for you. Then you told me that you felt you didn’t deserve forgiveness for what you did, so I forgave you, but I did it to make you happy. I don’t want to forgive you, because there is nothing to forgive. You tried to continue living a life you felt was meaningless without me, and there is no shame in that. And I know you don’t see it that way so I will forgive you every day for the rest of our existence, gladly. And as for what you have with Arthur…” I opened my mouth to stop him, but he held up his free hand. “I meant what I said. I am willing to share you with him, but I know Arthur has said he doesn’t want you, and I know it hurt you when he rejected you like that. I can see it all over your face when you look at him, it makes me want to strangle his stupid face.” Amidst my giggles, he swallowed and kissed my hand. “If one day Arthur feels differently, don’t fear my feelings. I’ll always be yours, no matter what.”

      I was speechless, so he let go of my hand to hold the ring out again. “Clara gave me this at the airport. She said it belonged to her mother, the Countess, and she wanted me to give it to you as a wedding ring if you were okay with wearing one. Only, vampires don’t get married. You bond, and it’s deeper than marriage, because its meant to last a lifetime, and it can never be undone. I love you, Lisbeth Bathory. I want you. Forever.”

      He slipped the signet ring on my ring finger and my heart burst into a thousand pieces. I pulled him up from where he knelt and hugged him, wet tux and all.

      “Knight,” I whispered with a sob. “I could live a thousand years and never say anything that beautiful. When I first met you, I felt weak at the knees over your eyes.” He laughed out loud at me. “I pushed the attraction away too until I was blinded by the fact that you were a wolf. Even so, something inside me made me want to be around you, and it wasn’t the fact that your scent masked mine when the Hunters came. It was you. I liked you. Your grumpy attitude, and your stupid jokes. I enjoyed your company. Every time I felt attraction to you, I had to remind myself over and over that you weren’t for me, even when your smell was turning me on so badly I wanted to drown in it. Since you insisted on hating me. I kept thinking you would leave me, and you didn’t. You stayed long after anyone else would’ve left. No one had ever been there for me like that. I needed you, and you wanted me to need you. Your kisses burned a hole in my soul, a hole you filled like you were always meant to be there. Love isn’t something vampires do on a whim. We have to really feel as if we will not survive without someone. I felt that way about you long before I realized. Long before either of us realized.” I ran my fingers through his long black hair and leaned down to kiss his forehead. “No matter what I feel for Arthur, or what will happen in the future with him, you’re my mate now. I will stay with you forever.”

      “Awwww,” he cooed. “And you said you’d never hear anything more beautiful than my speech.” We drew apart to stare in each other’s eyes, the places we would live for the rest of our immortal lives.

      “I love you,” I said, and I leaned in to kiss him again, burning inside with a need for him I had no intention of ignoring for more sleep. “Get that tux off, I want you naked.”

      “Yes, ma’am!” Standing, he removed the jacket and started on the buttons. After ten seconds of them slipping out of his wet fingers, I stopped his hands and held up a claw, earning a pout from him. “Aww. This is a nice suit.”

      “I’ll buy you a new one,” I promised, and I tore the shirt open with one swipe. We both pulled it the rest of the way off, stopping to slice his cuffs, and then his pants.

      “Now you.” My dress hit the floor faster than he’d jumped out of the tub, and he picked me up to bring me to the bed.

      Our kisses were fevered and had more passion than we’d ever had before. I needed him now, no waiting, no anticipation. My legs drew him in from around his waist. When he pushed his cock into me this time, I felt as if I would explode right then and there.

      I pushed into his mind again, and every thrust, every movement, made me wonder if one could ever feel so much pleasure and survive. Your touch is my harbor, pulling me in until I can bear it no longer. I need you now, I need you always.

      He fucked me hard and without mercy, driving us close to an explosive climax as we felt each other’s pleasure rising. I exploded like a canon, shooting ropes of come and gushing wet from my core onto the sheets. The pleasure burst from me and Knight’s lips were there to steady us both, his own breath ragged and harsh. Not stopping his intense rhythm, he kept going this time, and my overly-sensitive body responded slowly, but the sensations built until I was overflowing again and everything became a blur except for both of our bodies coming a second time and Knight holding me closely while I came apart at the seams.

      Everything was laid bare in my head now, as I lay in Knight’s arms completely relaxed. I’d been worrying for nothing. We killed the turned. We destroyed them. We could live in peace now. There was no reason why we couldn’t. Maybe we could find the other turned and give them the sunlight immunity in exchange for their promise to never attack us.

      “Stop thinking, or I will punish you,” Knight murmured.

      “Make me,” I challenged. I grazed his ear with my teeth and nibbled on it, slowly. He swore under his breath, gripping my hair so tightly he was pulling it. His cock was still inside me, and it was becoming hard again, after two orgasms within a half hour. Moving on top of me, he slowly made love to me until I was so sated, nothing else mattered.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            24. Stay by my side
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      Two days later was the bonding ceremony of Olivier and Renard. Bestie, and bestie hubby. In the midst of everything, we’d pulled it together, with everyone chipping in to help. The human women from the Lycan families helped us with food, the Lycans brought in chairs and benches for people to sit on, and the Born vampires gathered flowers to decorate everything with. Most of our newly turned had taken their money and left, but those that stayed were interested in learning our ways and were helping out where they could.

      This was what the alliance had created. Not an army. A community, a family. Vampires and Lycans were brothers again. I hoped that part would stay now that we were safe. Watching the vampires chatting with Lycans, and the Lycan mates laughing over something a vampire said, the Lycan children playing with the newly turned, and the sunlight beaming over our head. It was magic. A magic I had created.

      We all ate the grilled feast and laughed over stories of times long past. Every table was a mix of pale and tan, with blonde hair next to black hair next to red hair. Kitty sat strapped to Balthazar’s chest and strained to look at everything going on. Her purple-blue eyes were happy and bright. Everything was beautiful.

      After our bellies were full, the ceremony began. Olivier emerged wearing a red silk dress fitted to perfection on her rocking body. She joined her mate in front of us. In our ceremonies, there is no chaplain, and no paper to symbolize the union.

      Two goblets sat next to a knife on a table behind the couple. Renard sliced his wrist and filled one goblet, while Olivier did the same. They exchanged goblets and drank of each other’s blood. With the wounds still open, they pressed their wrists together, their hands tight on each other’s arms, and they stepped around in a circle. Then they spoke the words:

      I pledge my life to you. I will spend every moment hereafter with you. You are my family, my hearth. And though the seasons change and the world renews, within your embrace is where I will stay. I will never love another the way I love you, even should there be a day when you are not by my side. Our love will never fade. Eternal and unchanging we shall be. Together.

      I sobbed like a baby in my rose pink lace dress and Knight pat my back, kissing my hair consolingly. After their vows were made, the couple came together for a tender kiss, and we clapped and hollered for their new happiness.

      This is what we fought for. The freedom to enjoy our lives in peace.

      Our ceremony might’ve been different from humans, but we still liked to dance afterward, so that was one thing the Lycans and their mates could understand. First, the couple danced together to a sweet love song. Then we were off onto the dance floor teaching the younger generations dances long forgotten. Everyone was laughing and having a good time, it was almost enough to shake away my fears.

      The sun started to go down, and our dancing turned to couples in each other’s arms by the light of a bonfire. I danced slowly with my mate, enjoying the feel of his hands and how long his hair was getting. I ran my fingers through it as I studied his face.

      “I’m moon free tonight,” he said happily, totally making it sound like a period. “No wolf to interrupt the party.”

      “I rather like your wolf,” I said, giving him a look I knew would give him an instant erection. He hissed at me and smacked my ass as punishment.

      In the corner, I saw Arthur sitting alone after over an hour of dancing. No one had asked him, but he didn’t seem like he wanted to ask anyone either. He just stared at the fire like it was a television. And I felt my heart hurting.

      “I’m going to talk to Arthur,” I told Knight. He raised his eyebrows but didn’t comment, as he promised he wouldn’t. “You know exactly how much I love you… especially,” I trailed a finger up his buttons, “after what I did last night.”

      “That’s sexy face. You know I can’t say no to sexy face. Playing dirty with me, woman, and I love every second.” He kissed my forehead. “Go, talk to your boyfriend. I’ll be here, reminding you how attractive I am. I might even dance with your baby daddy and cop a feel. Who knows?”

      I squinted at his teasing and left him trying to dance up on Balthazar who stared at him like he was a cockroach. Arthur looked surprised when I approached him and my stomach flipped as I met his cold blue eyes.

      “May I?” I asked him, motioning to the seat next to him. He shrugged, so I sat. We didn’t look at each other, and that made it more awkward. “I’m going to ask you—”

      “I’m in love with you.”

      Direct as always. I blinked a few times to get my bearings. “Okay. Well. That kind of ruined my speech. I had it all planned out.”

      “I don’t need a speech,” he insisted, in a tone I could call grumpy.

      “Fair enough. I just had to ask you something.” His silence prompted me to continue. “Are you following me because you love me, or are you following me because you believe I deserve to be followed?”

      “I’m surprised you need to ask that.”

      “Well, I do. So tell me.”

      “The second one, the one where I’m not emotional all the time. If it was the first one, I’d have left a long time ago.”

      Good. That was the answer I wanted.

      “Can I ask why if you love me you insist on not being with me?”

      He didn’t answer at first, every silent second that passed making me feel sick to my stomach. “Because you belong with Knight. He can make you happy. He can protect you, and raise your daughter with you.”

      And I can’t.

      His unspoken words somehow hurt more than the ones he’d said out loud.

      I braced my hands against my knees and stared out at the party going on in front of us. “I’m going to say something you don’t want me to, so shut up and listen.” Sighing, I brushed at my skirt to distract me. “You know if things had been different, I would’ve stayed with you,” I said quietly, watching the couples dancing in each other’s arms. “It would’ve been impossible without him, but you made me sane again.” He remained his quiet self, his shoulders taunt and indifferent. “And… I want to tell you something else.” His head turned ever so slightly towards me, as perked up with interest as he could be. “I couldn’t have made it through without you.”

      “That’s where you’re wrong,” he said, so quiet I almost didn’t hear. “You didn’t need me. You’re the strongest woman I’ve ever met. You don’t need either of us to be who you are. You led us through this war on your own.”

      A smile came to my face and I looked down to hide the flush on my cheeks. “Want to dance?” I offered, turning my head to look at him.

      “No,” he answered, and I laughed to myself. “Go back and dance with your mate.” We watched Knight holding Kitty as Balthazar pouted at her being taken away. “If he betrays you, I’ll kill him.” Other people joked when they said that. Arthur was not joking.

      “I’d rather you didn’t.”

      “Just go dance and let me enjoy my ex-lover’s bonding ceremony in peace.” Oh yeah, I’d forgotten he used to have a thing with Olivier, a thing that they were both so over that they never talked about it and if you didn’t know about it you would’ve never known. He glanced over at me, but I didn’t budge. “You’re not going to leave, are you.”

      “Nope. Not without a dance.” I stood and held out my hand to him. He stared at it like it was a grenade.

      “I don’t want to touch you.” The look on his face made me want to grab him to my breasts in a hug.

      “Fine. I just didn’t want you to be by yourself at a party.”

      “I’m always by myself.”

      I bent to stare into his icy blue eyes and noticed him glancing at my cleavage before he met my gaze. Pervert. “No, you’re not. You’re here with me, in whatever capacity that might be. I’m not saying we’ll go get perms and French manicures. It’s just a dance.” He hesitated and took my hand, then I led him to the dance floor, putting my hand around his waist.

      “What are you doing?”

      “I’m leading. You don’t have to touch me very much, just my shoulder and my hand.” We moved side to side, awkwardly, but smoothly.

      “I feel stupid,” he complained.

      “And you are. Stupid. Stop talking.”

      Being that close to him, with our hands together and his hand on my shoulder, I felt… so warm, so safe. Ignoring any protest he might’ve had, I put my arms around his waist and laid my head against his chest. I felt part of me breaking off, knowing he didn’t want me, but at least I knew of one thing I wanted, if I couldn’t have him as my mate.

      “Don’t ever leave my side, Arthur,” I whispered. “I’m going to be selfish for once in my life.”

      “Is that an order?” he cheeked, one of his hands just barely twisting around the end of one of my curls.

      “Yes.”

      “You’re a terrifying woman.”

      “Aww, you say the sweetest things.” We swayed from side to side in each other’s arms, the music setting our rhythm. “Arthur…” I hesitated, lifting my head up to stare up at him.

      His fingers ran across my scalp, his eyes vulnerable and unguarded. “Don’t say it. It won’t change my mind.”

      I love you.

      My lips didn’t move, but he heard it, his nostrils flaring, his jaw clenching, and I had to look away to steady myself enough where I wouldn’t cry.

      My eyes moved up to look at the sunset when I saw something. I pulled away from Arthur to look closer. “What is that?” He saw what I was seeing and grabbed me to him to protect me, but it was a useless gesture, as the objects in the sky were not aimed at us.

      They were missiles. And they were aimed at the castle.
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      The explosion rocked the earth when the bombs hit our home. Chunks of stone broke off and fell to the ground. A second round of projectiles came, but these were on fire. They followed the explosions and lit the castle in flames.

      Arthur still held me against him and I clung to him until I could get my bearings. Our ears were ringing from the blast. I got little breaks of sound now and then of people screaming and Kitty crying. Where was Kitty? Balthazar promised. He promised he would take her away to protect her, and if he didn’t I was going to wring his neck. When my ears cleared up, I took Arthur to the group of Hunters that had been sitting in a huddle playing dominoes, Olivier and Renard among them.

      “Get the humans and children to safety,” I told the Hunters over the shouting. “Check the castle if anyone was inside.” They nodded and were off, Arthur taking my hand as more missiles came every second. I heard Kitty screaming again but her cries got quieter. Where was she? I searched everywhere and couldn’t see her. Knight was by my side in an instant, taking me in his arms and holding me close.

      “You okay?” he asked me as he checked me for injuries, and I nodded, still looking for my daughter. “Arthur, we need to find where they’re at. Maybe we can use the bombs on them.”

      “The bombs were in the castle,” Arthur told him. Our weapons, our bombs, everything was in the castle. Half of the packs had gone home, we had no army now. We were fucked.

      “We need to retreat,” I said. “We can’t fight them and win.” I saw Castilla’s body in a bloodied heap where my friends had said their vows, a chunk of the castle on top of her.

      Olivier came holding Renard’s hand, ducking through another explosion. “We couldn’t get the humans out. There’s turned vampires everywhere blocking the way.”

      Arthur looked this way and that, probably using his power to see what we were up against. I was too unfocused to assist. “We’re surrounded.”

      “By?”

      “The turned. Thousands.”

      No. It can’t be. It can’t be where we end. I took Knight’s hand and tried to push past the overwhelming shock.

      “We uhh…” I squeezed my eyes shut. “We need to protect the humans. Make a circle with the benches for them to be in that we can surround. If we have to die, we will die protecting them.”

      We got to work with the circle and getting all the humans inside it. Kitty and Balthazar were gone, and it was my only comfort now. She would continue living long after we were gone. Lycan beside vampire, we stood outside the circle and waited.

      I kissed Knight one last time, just in case one or both of us died. Probably both. What did positive thinking matter now? We were done for. All that effort, all the planning, the alliance, all of it for nothing.

      In one last thought, I turned to Arthur and he reached for my hand as I reached for his. He offered no apology, no promises for if we made it out alive. Either he knew we wouldn’t, or it still wouldn’t have changed his mind. But he was still here by my side as I’d asked. That was enough for now.

      More missiles came, making very sure there was no part of our castle still standing, and then the turned came in waves upon waves to surround us. At their head, there was a vampire I didn’t know, wearing a coat that looked very expensive. Was he the one who started this?

      “Welcome all,” he said humorlessly in a British accent, “to the end of Born vampires. I trust you all had fun at the party? We saw a little slow dancing in front of the fire. Someone got handsy a few times, am I right?” He laughed. “You probably don’t know who I am, but that’s fine.”

      “Alistair?” Knight asked in my ear. I shook my head. This vampire had red hair.

      “My name is Kent.” He waited for a reaction and got none. “That’s fine, that’s fine. I am not surprised. Annoyed. Not surprised. You see, I came from this Order. This one right here, the one I just blew up. This Order used to be in England, did you know that? They moved over during one of those silly human wars, I forget which. They were afraid they would be discovered. And while everyone was packing up their little bobbles and fancy clothes, my colleagues and myself assumed we would be coming with our vampire family. Only, when the time came, the leader of the Order told us we were mistaken. They weren’t taking turned vampires with them. Only the superior Born vampires, our betters, as it were.”

      I remembered that. We’d left the turned vampires behind because we couldn’t have assured their safety from the sun in the voyage and the building of our new home. We were trying to protect them.

      This was why the rebellion had happened. It all clicked into place for me. A simple misunderstanding about why we left the turned vampires in England. That idea had grown inside them for over a century until it cascaded into full-blown war.

      Wars had been fought for less.

      “My vampire brother and I, Alistair.” There it was. “We asked ourselves, how can we punish such insolence? Such disrespect. Such callousness from the ones that made us what we are. We bring them to their knees, and we grind them into dust. A fitting end for a fitting crime, don’t you think?” Was he James’s son? I felt the stink of that kind of crazy. “First, before we slaughter you, we have a special guest.” He flicked his fingers and someone brought out a very fragile looking Othello and dumped him at Kent’s feet. “Your fearless leader. The very one that gave the order to abandon us. We made him pay, I can assure you. All those values and rules all of you drummed into our heads, we made him break them all, and watched as his humanity slipped further and further from him. It was quite enjoyable, I must say.”

      Othello didn’t move from the ground. He was broken inside from what they’d done to him. I felt sadness at the sight of him, but the rage overcame me until I was seething with it. If we were going to be killed, I wanted to take Kent with me. Slowly. Painfully.

      “Now comes the fun part. We’re going to kill you. We’re going to rid the earth of the stink of Born vampires, and then, when your bodies are lying on the ground and your blood runs cold, we will kill your Lycan friends. And after that, we will feed on the humans until they are dead too. Even the little ones.” He waved at the humans and we all growled in response, moving so he couldn’t see them anymore. It wouldn’t protect them, but we certainly would, with our dying breaths.

      “If you touch them, we will end you,” Olivier shouted to him, hissing out her anger.

      Kent laughed. “No, sweet one. You’ll be dead. Did you not hear me? Must’ve been the explosions. I admit we got a bit carried away on those.” He grinned sheepishly like explosions were adorable. “So, who’s dying first? Oh yes, I know. That one.” He pointed to me, but then his finger moved to Knight. “Kill their leader’s mate. I want her to watch all of this happen before I end her. Bring him to me.” I stepped in front of Knight and hissed threateningly, but that only made Kent laugh again. Not one of his soldiers moved to take Knight. He noticed a few seconds after I did. “I said bring him to me. Are you all dead? I’ll get him myself.” He took one step before he too was frozen.

      “What’s happening?” Knight asked, looking around. None of the turned were moving. They strained against invisible bonds.

      I felt something behind us. Something was coming. A power like I’d never felt before. A being that radiated vampire force. With the levels I was feeling, this vampire could do anything. Anything. This vampire was holding the entire turned army captive, thousands of bodies frozen under their grasp. Every step this vampire took was a jarring pulse through my body. I felt the approach like I felt hunger or pain.

      The turned army parted underneath the vampire’s power until a figure emerged.

      Mother.
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      She entered like a strike of lightning. Everyone felt the power coming from her in a sickly wave. It was unnatural, like a dead thing in a forest of life. No one should have that much power. Her face was flushed, her eyes sunken and hollow. This was Anastasia after a blood binge, and I was shuddering with terror at the prospect of her being near me. Would she be as unstable as James and I had been? She was already unstable, this might tip her over the edge. Even so, her power made her terrifyingly beautiful. Her skin radiated with it and I tried not to gape.

      Kent looked appropriately surprised at her arrival. “Who are you, bitch?” His second mistake was his worst one so far.

      Walking further into the clearing, she blinked at him like he was an annoying fly, her long cape swirling behind her. “I am Anastasia Bathory.” Her voice sounded strange, almost like an echo. “I am here to save my people.” Who better to save us than the one who almost destroyed us? Loving the irony, mom. She came closer to the center where we stood. For a split second, she caught my eye. “The humans can leave.” We moved one of the benches so the humans could get out. Olivier and Renard went with them to ensure they got to safety.

      Kent still managed to laugh as he strained under Anastasia’s control. “Not going to kill us all at once, love? Disappointing. I would’ve—” She held out a hand and cut him off with her powers.

      “Don’t speak again,” she ordered. “Your voice makes my spine rattle, and I dislike that. One word and I will snap your worthless neck.” I felt her power diminish slightly. She couldn’t keep this up forever. “We will accept your surrender.”

      Kent laughed again. “You really think you are in a position to—” Her hand still out, she cut him off a second time, this one permanently, and when her fist closed, his neck broke with a sickening crack.

      “We will accept your surrender,” she repeated, her strange voice echo growing stronger.

      “Release us,” one of the turned ground out. She contemplated for a moment, listening for something, and then she held out both hands, our enemies relaxing like she’d let go of their puppet strings. The turned were free, and they had no intention of surrendering. They charged at us, but Anastasia had her hands out for a reason. She made them both into fists and dozens of the turned fell with broken necks.

      My mom still sucked, but lame she was not.

      “We will accept your surrender,” I shouted, my own voice echoing in the clearing. “Kneel and you will be spared.”

      Half of the turned had been frightened into submission. The instant they knelt, the vampires next to them made sure they would not get up again.

      “So be it,” I declared stepping up beside Anastasia. “Mom, fucking smash ‘em.” She nodded to me, and as our enemies came, together we destroyed them until nothing was left except the few that surrendered, and our small army of survivors.

      The battle won and victory ours, Anastasia floated over to me. She said nothing, simply pressed a paper into my hand. Knight and Arthur came up, dragging a survivor from the carnage. I pulled the turned’s face close to mine.

      “Where is Alistair?” I demanded.

      He coughed up blood and had the nerve to smile. “Gone. And you’ll never fucking find him. The day you see him again is the day your world dies.” He laughed and gurgled when my claw swiped his neck open. I dumped him onto the ground with the other bodies.

      Anastasia was gone into the night, the phantom who saved our kind from destruction. The paper was still in my hand and I opened it to see she’d written three words.

      ‘I love you.’
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      Lace and flowers reigned today. In a small, white tent, I checked my small bit of makeup in the mirror and adjusted a few hairs here and there where I’d pinned my curls into an elaborate style. I’d done it mostly by myself, with the unskilled help of Olivier and Merrick. My calf length dress was a simple thing, with embroidered flowers and sheer fabrics. Nothing fancy.

      Olivier was wearing black like she usually did, and Merrick wore green to go with her bright, green eyes. She and I had come to a comfortable friendship, thankfully. I fluffed my curls one more time and breathed out some anxiety.

      “Jitters?” Olivier teased.

      “No. Not one bit.” Knight would always be the man I wanted to spend eternity with.

      Finished, I stood and slipped on my silver flats, and we left the tent. Outside lay the ruins of a castle that was once our home. Several months of work was turning it into a meeting hall for us to gather in. We didn’t live together anymore. Instead, we were forming a community around the area with our new brothers, the Lycans. Some of the rogue packs had decided to stay and become our neighbors, Jesse’s among them, one of the many Lycans who had helped us along the way and ensured the continuation of both our species.

      One wall had been finished of the new meeting hall, a wall with three large windows that pointed at the top. I liked the bright, open space and was glad our new designer hadn’t chosen hunter green to decorate it.

      Knight stood in the middle of the windows, looking very nice in a tux. I’d insisted he didn’t need to, but he insisted he did so I would tear it off him again later. Still, he looked handsome with his hair slicked back and a smile on his tanned face.

      Everyone stopped when they saw me. Olivier and Merrick stayed by the steps where there wasn’t a wall anymore, only bits of stone were left. I walked alone up the aisle to the man standing at the end.

      On the front row of the crowd was my father and aunt. Lucas sobbed beautifully into a handkerchief while Clara pat him consolingly on the shoulder. They were my third set of visitors, and after everyone had agreed to pardon Lucas and let them both stay, it had made me very happy, as Castilla said it would. Balthazar was next to them holding Kitty. She sat up on his lap and kept trying to climb into Clara’s, much to Balthazar’s chagrin. Toni sat on his other side and she gave me a blank nod. She and I would never be buddies, but Balthazar adored having her around so she tolerated me. Arthur was on the other side of the room, watching from afar. We’d been a good team since the war ended, as we always had been. I wasn’t sure what would happen between us in the future, because even when he had that glint in his eye, the one he had when we kissed, the one he had right at that moment as I stood before him in my wedding dress, he still insisted on pushing me away. I smiled at the icy warrior and continued up the steps to the real man of the hour.

      Knight looked at me like I’d always imagined a man looking at me on our bonding day, with love and a devotion so pure, it was like staring into the sunlight. He held out his hand when I reached him and helped me up the steps to the platform. A table was there for us, with the goblets and the knife. I filled mine, he filled his, and we drank our lovers’ blood. I knew what his tasted like, but he had never drunk blood before. He smacked and looked like he was about to burp, then it passed. We put our wounds together, held wrists, and stepped in a circle. My blood flowing into his blood flowing into my blood. The circle ended, and we said the words:

      I pledge my life to you. I will spend every moment hereafter with you. You are my family, my hearth. And though the seasons change and the world renews, within your embrace is where I will stay. I will never love another the way I love you, even should there be a day when you are not by my side. Our love will never fade. Eternal and unchanging we shall be. Together.

      We drew close and kissed tenderly, forever bonded. Everyone clapped for us and we stood before them as one. We had a party again, with good food and games and dancing. Our numbers were so small now, we had few friends left, and those that we did, we cherished.

      Knight and I danced to the song he’d played when he proposed, and I sang along to it with my head against his shoulder.

      You’re all I ever wanted…

      We left the party first and went to our new little yellow home down the road. Knight tried to carry me over the threshold, but I told him that was silly, so he picked me up and did it. We made mad passionate love all over the house and then after our passion was thoroughly sated, we drifted off to sleep in our bed, and I fell into a dream.
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      I dreamed of the house again, the one from my nightmare. I was frozen in fear of having the same dream, but this time was different. The house wasn’t in shambles now. There was fresh paint on the walls, simple furniture, and the smell of bread in the air. I walked from one room to the other until I got to the front door.

      The screen door opened for me and I saw a party outside. I was wearing a white cotton dress and flowers in my hair. A woman approached me. She had dark curls and tanned skin. Kitty? No, Kitty didn’t have tanned skin.

      “Mother, we’re about to start,” she said. She tugged my hand to a table decorated with party things like balloons and cake. Another woman with dark curls saw me and smiled.

      “Mother,” she said too. Her eyes were purple and blue. Kitty.

      Then a man and another woman came. The man was tan with black locks that looked like they refused to be tamed. The third woman looked different from the others, with blonde straight hair and blue eyes. She looked like Arthur.

      The man came and kissed my cheek. “Happy birthday, mother.”

      The third woman came too and did the same. “Happy birthday, mother.”

      Birthday? Vampires didn’t celebrate birthdays. And four people calling me mother? What kind of dream was this?

      “Give her some room, kids,” a voice said from behind me. Knight was here too. He set his chin on my head and held me tightly in his arms. “You know how she feels about birthdays.”

      I turned to look at him, and there was something about his face that made me believe he knew what was going on. “What is this?” I asked him.

      He chuckled at me and stroked my cheek. “Four hundred years of life and you still don’t know what a vision looks like.”

      “This is my future?”

      He shrugged. “Who wants cake?”

      The four adult children scrambled to get some cake from him. The haze of sleep left and I slipped into the dream like it wasn’t a vision, as if it was simply a dream. I joined them at the table and joked over who would get the biggest piece and put icing on the boy’s nose with a laugh as we celebrated my birthday.
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      When I woke up the next morning, I felt strange to be back in the yellow house instead of the farmhouse with the four children. The other side of our bed was empty, but I smelled food cooking, so I put on a robe and walked into the kitchen. Knight was at the stove making something. He saw me and smiled.

      “Good morning, my bonded mate. I made bacon.” He held out two plates, each holding an entire package of cooked bacon. “My bacon, your bacon.” True love. He handed me one and I sat at one of the bar stools.

      “I had a dream.”

      “A dream? Was it about me? Was it naughty?” He gasped with a grin.

      I simpered at him, smiling. “We were at a farmhouse somewhere. I’ve never seen it before. There was a party outside and there were four children calling me mother. One of them was Kitty.”

      He crunched some bacon and brought over a pan of eggs to dump onto my plate. “Four kids? Sounds like a lot of work. How many looked like me?”

      “Two.”

      “Only two? Pssh. I need to step up my game.” He sat next to me and kissed my hand to quell the frown that had risen on my face.

      “What if Alistair comes back?”

      “If he comes back, we’ll deal with him. Between us and Arthur, nothing can stop us.” He paused, chewing on a bite of eggs. “Was it happy? The dream you had. Was it a happy dream?”

      “Yes,” I said, smiling.

      He toasted bacon with me and kissed me with tasty bacon breath. “Then no matter what, our future looks pretty good.”
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      “Pick a booth. Any booth.” My pale skinned mate, Lisbeth, stood next to me with a skeptical look on her face under the blinking carnival lights. The cool spring air smelled like cinnamon, barbeque, and human sweat. It was the perfect combination to make my stomach rumble.

      “I don’t need a teddy bear,” she complained, and wrinkled her nose in the adorable fashion I’d come to love. Standing beside her was our fifteen-year-old son, Jason, who was munching on a funnel cake and enjoying himself much more than his mother was.

      “I need a teddy bear,” he demanded, mouth full of food. “Win me a teddy bear, dad.”

      Raising an eyebrow at him, I responded, “What are you, five? Win your own teddy bear.” I ruffled his long black curls, a slightly difficult act since he was almost as tall as I was. He stuck his tongue out at me and showed me his half-chewed funnel cake. That’s my boy.

      Lisbeth furrowed her eyebrows at him this time. “Jason, stop imitating your father.” I gasped in mock indignation, but she had me there. Showing my chewed food was one of my quirks. I enjoyed making her squirm, one of the many things we’d started doing to each other after so many years together. Her favorite thing to do to me was eating bacon and not sharing it. Fuck, I loved her so much. She stepped up and gave me a peck on the cheek. “I’m going to the Halloween ghost ride.” Unable to help myself, I gently took her chin in my hand and kissed her slowly, enjoying the soft curves of her plush lips and the gentle moans that escaped them under my mouth.

      Daddy like.

      When she pulled away, I saw the flush in her cheeks before her smell changed to an arousal so intense that I very much wished we were alone. I contemplated slipping one of the ride guys fifty bucks so I could get her alone inside one of the fun houses. Time hadn’t dulled my attraction to her, on the contrary. I still wanted her as badly as I had the first moment I laid eyes on her.

      “No teddy bears,” she whispered and licked her moist lips. My voice deserted me with her so close, smelling like desire, and I could only nod dumbly. She walked away, giving me the opportunity to watch appreciatively at the sway of her hips.

      “Get a room,” Jason complained around his bite of funnel cake. “Seriously, you’ve been bonded for thirty-five years. Humans hate each other after that long. You two act like you’ve only been together for two weeks during summer camp.” An intriguing scenario. We’d have to act that out later. Slowly. And with costumes.

      Far away from our spot next to the spinning puke-inducing ride, I saw Kitty standing alone at one of the booths. My step-daughter was wearing a black hoodie with the hood over her head. The kids around her were all on their holo-phones, but she paid them no mind and was staring at an aquarium filled with goldfish in the center of the booth.

      “I’ll be back,” I told Jason. He nodded and started walking over to a tornado ride. In the darkness, lit only by the lights on the booths, I walked over to Kitty and stood beside her. The booth was one where you throw golf balls into vases to win goldfish. A few groups of kids threw endless supplies of the balls, trying desperately to get one into the vases, to no avail. The vases had spouts that repelled the balls if you didn’t throw them with perfect accuracy. “You not playing?” I asked my step-daughter cautiously.

      Kitty might’ve been thirty-five years old in age, but for a vampire, she was still a teenager. It meant most of the time she was moody and sullen. Standing at the booth, she looked like she was in a bad mood, and she came from a family of volatile women, one of whom was my beloved wife. Lisbeth’s temper was terrifyingly sexy though, so I didn’t complain. In lieu of an answer, Kitty shrugged at me. We got along just fine, but in her mind, I wasn’t her dad. It was true, sure, but I’d been there her entire life. She didn’t even give me birthday cards. “If you want to talk…” I offered.

      “You’re here,” she finished, her voice flat and slightly agitated. She sighed, her eyes flicking to the humans still urgently trying to get a ball into the vase and win a goldfish. Her fingers braided and re-braided a few strands of her long black hair that looked exactly like her mother’s. “I could easily win every goldfish here without even trying.” She could. I could. Anyone in our family could dominate every booth here with little, if any, effort.

      “Why don’t you? We could get an aquarium. It would look nice in the kitchen.” Would that make her happy? I couldn’t tell. I’d do anything to make her happy.

      “Nah,” she answered evenly. “Wouldn’t want to steal their hope.” She gestured to a new set of ball throwers. “Kind of sucks though. I can never be in the open. I can never show my full power.”

      I resisted the urge to put my arm around her, just to make her feel better. “You can among your kind, and mine,” I comforted.

      “It’s not the same. You understand.” I did. The years before I’d found her mother had been lonely. Living in the human world, and yet never being part of it. We had a nice community now, full of vampires and Lycans, and our two hybrid children. We lived in peace, but we were still hidden from the world.

      “Solemn crowd,” Lisbeth said from behind me. She kissed the bottom of my ear and hugged me, peeking over my shoulder at the ball tossing. Her purple eyes glanced over at her daughter. “Not playing?” Kitty shrugged again. Lisbeth let me go and hugged her instead. “He’ll be back soon, don’t worry,” she soothed, tucking some of Kitty’s long black hair behind her ear. Kitty’s solemn mood made sense now. Her biological father, the Incubus Balthazar, went on trips now and then with his life partner, the Succubus Toni. They weren’t lovers. I know, that was difficult to believe as their way of greeting each other was a peck on the lips. I long suspected they were lying to us, but since they lived next door, we would’ve smelled it if they were fucking.

      Kitty was very close to her father. She hated it when he wasn’t there. I pulled five dollars out of my pocket and handed it to the booth worker. The human handed me fifteen white balls and wished me good luck.

      “What are you doing?” Lisbeth questioned from Kitty’s shoulder, grinning widely.

      “Shooting deer. What’s it look like? I’m winning something for my daughter.” Kitty looked away when I said that. My daughter. She didn’t like me calling her my child, and sometimes I forgot to edit myself. “Sorry,” I told Kitty apologetically. Lisbeth’s eyes dropped with sadness and she stepped away from Kitty. She too felt upset that Kitty wouldn’t accept me, only I wasn’t here for emotional shit. I was going to win a fish.

      Easily, and with so much skill I felt embarrassed for the humans, I sunk all fifteen of my balls inside the lipped vases designed to make everyone fail. The booth worker’s jaw dropped, and she stood frozen for a few moments. One of the other workers quickly stepped in for the sale.

      “Nice skills, dude,” he said with a smile. “Would you like fifteen goldfish, or you can get three Betta fish, and we also have hermit crabs.”

      “Crabs,” I said with an immature smirk. He got out a little plastic terrarium and picked up three hermit crabs from their tank to put inside it. He handed it to me along with a pamphlet on how to care for them.

      “We have some bigger terrariums for them,” he began, ‘fishing’ for more of my money. I pulled out two twenties before he could finish his sales pitch. His smile grew and he grabbed the money, quickly reaching below the booth counter to get a large terrarium with food, a bag of sand, and some decorations for the crabs, along with a water dish.

      “Ooo, crabs.” Jason came up beside us, his arms overflowing with three Pokémon stuffed animals, and some rock candy hanging out the side of his mouth.

      “That better not be our anniversary present,” Lisbeth quipped under her breath at the sight of the terrarium. Glaring at her, I held the two containers out to Kitty. She stared at them like I’d just bought her a rifle.

      “What…” I jiggled the plastic boxes so she’d take them, and she did after I pushed them against her. “Thanks. I guess.”

      “You’re welcome,” I sang and grinned happily. I waited, but she didn’t smile at me, and my heart sank just a bit. I ignored it and pulled Lisbeth to me with a tug on her sweater sleeve. “You, Miss Wifey. You get a prize too.”

      She smiled and placed her slender hands on my large shoulders. Fuck, I needed her right now. “Is it you?”

      “Adorable. No. I spotted some lamb tacos over there, and I’m buying you some.” She squealed and started dragging me in the direction of the lamb tacos, following her nose until we were standing in front of the food truck and ordering eight of them. Two for each of us. “I could eat everything in that truck,” I muttered around a bite of taco. Lisbeth would’ve retorted, but she was busy stuffing her beautiful, pale face.

      I could watch that woman eat tacos all day.

      The only sounds around us were that of humans enjoying the fair as we were too busy eating to speak. These kids were so mine. I stuffed the last large bite of taco in my mouth and pulled my mate in for another kiss, licking the seams of her lips for a last remnant of the taco sauce.

      “Happy anniversary, sexy.” She smiled against my mouth, chewed a few more times, and kissed me back. I loved it when she tasted like Mexican food. Lisbeth con queso.

      “Gross,” one of the kids muttered. “We’re eating here.”

      Lisbeth narrowed her eyes in their direction. “Didn’t I raise you better? There’s nothing wrong with your parents kissing.”

      “Yes, but,” Jason defended. He leaned in close like he had a secret and hissed, “You kiss every five minutes. All day long. It’s like a chick flick I can’t turn off.”

      Kitty laughed and nodded, licking her pinkie. “Truth.”

      “One day, son, you’ll find a girl. Or a boy. Or… person. And you’ll kiss them every five minutes. And when that day comes…” I stepped forward and put a hand on his shoulder. “I will tease you mercilessly because of this moment. Something to look forward to.” Pat, pat.

      “Son-in-law!!” someone shouted at the entrance of the carnival.

      “Oh fuck, no,” I groaned. Lisbeth elbowed me and went to greet her father, Lucas, and Clara, her aunt/step-mother. Once they reached us, Lucas hugged his daughter like they’d been apart for ten years instead of a few hours. He’d missed four hundred odd years of her life, and even though he’d been with us for several decades, there was still lots of time to make up for.

      “My Lisbeth,” he cooed over her like she was a baby. “Another year with this unruly werewolf. It’s not too late for an annulment. I know some people.” I tried not to growl at him.

      She batted him away and stuck a finger out in admonishment. “That stopped being cute fifteen years ago, dad.” She motioned from her eyes to his eyes, signaling she was watching him, and pulled Clara in for a hug.

      “Happy anniversary, darling,” Clara said happily. “I wish Ana was here.” Lisbeth stilled and caught my eyes, then looked away. Anastasia, her mother, was still missing after thirty-five years. We’d all tried to find her, to no avail. My wife and her mother hadn’t parted on the best of terms. As Lisbeth repaired her relationship with her father and aunt/step-mother, she eventually wanted the same with her mother. It had caused many nights of heartache, for all of us. Clara stepped back from Lisbeth and realized she’d brought a frown to everyone’s face. “Oh, dear me. I’m sorry. I spoke without thinking.”

      Lisbeth kissed her aunt/step-mother on the cheek. “We all want her here.”

      Clara, flushed with embarrassment, turned to me and gave me a hug too. She always smelled like bread. I loved hugging her. “Happy anniversary, Knight. I love you, son.” Love this woman. Love, love, love. She was the fourth most important woman in my life. Wife, daughter, sister, and then Clara.

      When our hug didn’t end quickly enough, Lucas huffed and reached in for his bride. “Enough hugs, son-in-law. Don’t think I’ve forgotten about that kiss.” He pet at Clara’s hair like she was a cat. Yes, I’d kissed Clara once. No, I’m not hot for her, I was simply trying to prove a point to my wife. Clara betrayed me by telling Lucas about it, and he’d never let me forget it since.

      “Want one too? Make it even?” I reached out for him and puckered my lips. He gagged in response, because he didn’t know how awesome my kisses were.

      “Dad, play nice,” Lisbeth chided, coming up and embracing me from the side. “We still need to get some stuff for Cameron and Merrick. I’m thinking more Pokémon stuffed animals.”

      A scream in the crowd drew our attention. It wasn’t a, ‘whee this ride is awesome!’ scream. Or even a, ‘ermahgerd I love carnivals!’ scream. It was of the, ‘please help I’m being attacked by a face-hugging alien!’ variety. We sprang into motion towards the noise as more screams filled the air. The sounds led us to the one place in the carnival we hadn’t explored yet.

      Herman’s House of Horrors.

      A little tent shanty sat on the edge of the carnival, resembling a sad, little remnant of the circus in Dumbo, like after his mom had wrecked everything and it all went to shit. I was half tempted to sniff test some of the stains on the tent fabric, just to be sure I didn’t need to use a blacklight before entering.

      Just as we arrived, a group of humans came out, probably the source of the screams. Some of the women were clutching their hands to their breasts in shock, and the men looked equally green. I recalled humans having a similar response when I’d first seen a moving picture. They were silly creatures.

      “Smell anything?” Lisbeth asked me in a whisper. I shook my head and took her slender hand in mine. There were too many smells there for me to single anything out. Too many bodies. She wrinkled her nose, under the same predicament.

      “Herman,” Lucas commented, looking up at the sign. “What kind of mystical name is Herman?”

      I snorted out a laugh. “Nice point, dad.” Lucas huffed at me calling him dad, which is exactly why I said it.

      “Let’s go inside,” Clara suggested with a smile as if she hadn’t seen the terrified humans around us.

      The screams had drawn in other humans to see what all the fuss was about, and we all piled into the dilapidated tent. Three rows of low wooden benches sat in front of a stage that had a tall box in the center, covered with a red drape. Jason led us to a bench near the middle and we all sat down.

      “I feel like I’m at a cultish religious gathering,” Lisbeth complained, crossing her legs. “If they bring out a little boy and say he has healing powers, I’m out.” Kitty brought the hermit crabs up to her face to inspect up close. Or maybe she was trying to block out everything as the tent filled up. Once every seat was occupied, a flamboyantly dressed man appeared from behind the stage.

      “Welcome all to—” He swished his silky cape around, trying to look mysterious. “—Herman’s House of Horrors!” Herman bowed and his hat fell off onto the ground. Everyone snickered, watching him fumble to pick it back up.

      “Humph,” Lucas said in front of me. “This is where the screams came from? Were they screaming at his bad breath?”

      The man onstage hadn’t heard the complaint and went back into his dramatic pose. “This is no ordinary house of horrors, I guarantee you. We have something truly…” He paused for effect and smiled to reveal fake vampire fangs. “…terrifying.”

      A few humans actually had the nerve to gasp, and we all glared in their direction. Fake fangs were scary? Wait until they saw real ones, they’d all piss themselves.

      “I need a volunteer from the audience,” Herman said, flicking his hand towards us. Lisbeth popped up literally faster than any of the humans could raise their hands, and walked up to the stage without prompting. “Ahh, an eager beaver, I see!” Herman chided in a teasing tone. “What is your name, my dear?”

      Lisbeth’s purple eyes found me, and I felt a wave of fear from the look on her face. What was she sensing that I wasn’t? Hackles raised, I edged forward on my bench, as close as I could get to her without standing up.

      “Erzsébet,” she answered loudly, enough where everyone in the tent could hear her.

      “Ahh, a strange name. Are you foreign?” She nodded, internally rolling her eyes over his small talk. “Well, Erzbet.”

      “Erzsébet,” she corrected with a sniff.

      “My apologies. Erzsébet.” Herman walked closer to her, intending to put a hand on her arm. My wife didn’t allow anyone except family to touch her, but she graciously let the human take her arm and walked a few steps over to the covered box. “What do you think is in this cage here?” She leaned in for a delicate sniff, earning a chuckle from Herman, and immediately recoiled so fast, she practically disappeared. Herman laughed and tried to pull her back to him. “Now, now, my dear. Nothing to be afraid of. There’s no way what’s under there can harm you.”

      Our group was on edge now from Lisbeth’s behavior. Jason leaned over to me, fear coming off him in waves. “Dad, what’s wrong? What’s up there?”

      Every inch of my skin crawled, and being so far apart from Lisbeth when she could be in danger was pulling against everything inside me.

      “Here, let me show you,” Herman said, at the same moment when I heard Lisbeth in my head.

      ‘Get Arthur here now. Protect the children.’

      I shot up from my seat, Jason yelled for me, and Herman yanked the cover away from the box, effectively destroying with one action any semblance of normalcy we’d had for decades.

      What was in the box, you ask?

      Standing inside, amidst thick metal bars, restrained with heavy chains on its decaying skin, was a vampire drone.

      A drone. In our city.

      A white hot pulse of fear went through me, laced with drone related PTSD, stronger than anything I’d felt in the minutes leading up to that moment. We’d fought off drones before, many years ago, and it almost destroyed Lycans and vampires both. I pushed through the anxiety and started moving towards the stage. The humans had screamed that screech again, the ‘please save me from the killer zombies’ kind, and most had stood up from their seats, blocking my way to Lisbeth.

      Like a stupid, naïve human, Herman was chuckling again and waving his hands to calm the crowd down. His laughs weren’t kind. They were almost jeering, like he thought our reactions were fucking adorable. “I want to remind everyone that there is nothing to fear.”

      “Dad, what is that?” Jason said from beside me, grabbing at my arm.

      I could feel fear lifting off him and reached a hand back on his shoulder to steady him. “I left my holo-phone at home, text Arthur.” He flipped his wrist to bring up his holo-phone and I saw him text Arthur ‘SOS at carnival. Weird zombie thing with the humans.’ My wife’s right hand would be here faster than Barry Allen if she was in danger.

      Lucas held Clara to him, his fragile human bride. “How did he restrain it?”

      On the stage, Lisbeth pulled on Herman this time, her face pinched with worry. “You should get out of here. It’s not safe.”

      He waved a hand with a chuckle, ignoring Lisbeth’s wise attempts to move him away. “My dear, I know what I’m doing. The creature has been properly restrained.”

      Human brains were funny. If not presented with proper proof, they easily replaced fact with a truth that was easier to accept. The crowd was doing just that, and calming down enough for us to move to the front of the stage.

      Lisbeth met my eyes and shook her head as I tried to climb the stairs to get to her. She’d want me to stay with the children, just in case something went wrong.

      “How did you make it?” a woman asked.

      “Special effects, right? Boring!” a man countered.

      “Controlling it with a remote, I bet,” another said.

      Herman was offended by the doubt. “This is not a robot. This is a real creature.” He stepped closer to the cage, Lisbeth reaching out to stop him as Jason tripped beside me and Kitty knelt to help him up. “He’s restrained, he can’t hurt anyone. You’ll see.”

      “Jason, you okay?” I asked, and my nostrils flared with the fresh scent of blood. Jason had cut himself on the edge of one of the wooden benches, and I wasn’t the only one in the tent smelling the vampiric-like scent his blood had.

      Distracted from Jason’s injury, Lisbeth didn’t have time to stop Herman from unlocking the cage. The drone roared and immediately backhanded Herman away from the stage. He landed with a squishy snap at the edge of the tent. The humans could no longer pretend this wasn’t real, and they ran from the tent as fast as they could, not caring who they knocked over or stepped on. In the confusion, the drone leaped from the stage and landed on Jason, fangs out and ready to drink him dry like a fucking Capris Sun.

      Letting out a battle cry at the sight of her baby being threatened, Lisbeth dove, expertly landing on top of the drone. I went for its legs and we wrestled to get it off of Jason. The drone drew his head back, slamming into her nose, cracking bone and making her blood flow. She swore and rolled off the drone to tend to her nose. Lucas swooped in to take her place.

      “You okay?” I asked her. She gave me a thumbs up while Kitty and Clara inspected her bleeding nose.

      The drone tried to kick me off his legs and unseated me long enough to get the jump on Jason. He sank his fangs into Jason’s arm like a tick. Forgetting her injury, Lisbeth roared in a terrifying screech at the sight of her child being bitten, and grabbed the drone by the throat in a death grip.

      “You bite my son, I fucking rip you apart,” she informed the mindless monster. With her bare hands, she tore the drone’s fangs out by the root, and not going to lie, it was a huge turn on. She was so strong and powerful. Nothing stood in her way.

      And cue Arthur! He pushed into the tent with one of those neck restraints people use on dogs. Lisbeth lifted the drone up for Arthur to put the loop around the bleeding monstrosity’s neck and tighten it.

      “Everyone okay?” he asked as he pulled the drone up by the neck. I didn’t miss the look he gave Lisbeth where she couldn’t see, one of concern for her wellbeing and longing to be near her.

      Lisbeth and I zeroed in on Jason’s arm and the bruising bite mark on it. He had vampire blood, so he would probably be okay. Probably. If not, I shuddered to think of what Lisbeth would do to whoever created this drone. I doubted Herman was involved with it. My eyes went over to his still form on the ground, and I knew by his scent that he wasn’t going to come back up.

      “Jason, I’m so sorry,” Lisbeth sobbed, bringing him in for a kiss on his curly head. “Does it hurt? Do you feel strange?”

      Being a teenage boy, he pushed his mom away and his cheeks flushed with embarrassment. “Mom, stop! I’m fine.” He pulled the sleeve of his shirt down over the bite.

      “He’ll be fine,” Arthur assured, because we totally asked him. Lisbeth scowled in his direction. “I’ve been bitten by a drone before. Not like it can make you a vampire when you’re already a vampire.”

      “Vaewolf,” I reminded Arthur. “He’s a vaewolf.” He waved a hand at me in dismissal. Ass.

      Arriving after her commander, Olivier appeared in the tent opening. “I’m here, what’s… Oh.” She saw the drone struggling to grab onto anything from where it sat on the ground, held by the tool in Arthur’s hand. Its mouth dripped blood from Lisbeth taking its teeth. “That. Is fuckin’ gross. Okay, you guys get back to the village. We’ll fix the humans. Meet you there in an hour.”
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      It takes a village, as the saying goes. A village to rebuild the two supernatural races we’d all come to love after the turned of mass destruction happened thirty-five years before. Where once stood a castle that vampires hid behind to protect their outdated society, there was now a meeting hall where both vampires and Lycans were equally represented. The members of the new ruling committee were elected, and while their term was literally for life, it was in the rules that they could be unseated if their people thought they were being misrepresented.

      The werewolf seat was held by me, after a unanimous vote, and I was doing a fabulous job, if I do say so myself.

      “The Itty Bitty City Committee will come to order,” I said with a thump of my hand on the wooden half circle desk we sat at.

      The Lycan member, Jamie, sunk his face into his hand to rub his temple in irritation at my opening line. “EVERY FUCKING TIME.”

      The turned vampire member, Hades, was equally broody, with his Dracula type outfit and a pale, gaunt complexion to match. Fitting, considering his name was Hades. I had a suspicion he’d named himself that, because what self-respecting mother would call her son Hades, for Christ’s sake? “It’s been thirty-five years and you refuse to stop using that name. I propose we create another werewolf.”

      “Denied,” Balthazar countered smoothly. He had his feet up on the desk in front of his seat on the committee. He represented the Bicus interests and had arrived back from his trip just in time for the meeting.

      “Knight, must you goad everyone?” Clara whispered next to me. She represented the human interests. Having humans represented on the committee brought all kinds of controversy since we remained hidden from their world, but Lisbeth was quick to point out that while we were not part of the human world, our world did not exist without them, and therefore their interests should be protected. Humans could be so lucky to be protected by her.

      “Let’s focus, please.” My wife pat my hand from her spot on my other side. I resisted the urge to suck her fingers into my mouth. That sweet, sweet anniversary sex hadn’t happened yet. My entire body was on edge with anticipation. Oblivious to my arousal, Lisbeth was all business. “We have a very big issue to discuss.” A flick of her fingers and Arthur opened the side door to drag in the vampire drone. Muzzled and trussed up like a Thanksgiving turkey, it still made everyone in the room flinch at the sight of it.

      “Were there more?” Hades asked, his eyes betraying his fear, the fear we all felt. He pulled at a strand of his lanky, red hair to quell his emotions.

      Lisbeth held out a comforting hand so he wouldn’t yank his hair out. “So far, no. It’s the only one we’ve found. Thank god. We have dispatched Olivier and Renard to search for more in the area.” She reached for a glass of water with a shaky hand. I put my hand on her knee and rubbed it to calm her.

      ‘It’s okay,’ I thought, pushing my thoughts through.

      I heard a response, her voice echoing in my mind. ‘The last time one of them was on these grounds, we almost lost everything.’

      Pretty neat trick, right? Years of focusing on her connection to me meant we could talk telepathically. Go ahead. Be impressed.

      It goes without saying that almost everyone had drone-related PTSD. Time could never erase the war. Kitty, sitting on the far end of the table, was one of two who didn’t react with utter terror. Kitty had only been a baby when the turned war happened, and while she understood what everyone else was feeling, she couldn’t relate the same way. The second of us showing no reaction was Arthur, because duh. Dude was a brick wall. He could be peeing his pants over his worst nightmare and you’d never see it on his face. The only time that icy structure cracked was when he looked at my wife.

      “Where’d the thing come from?” Kitty asked. She also had her feet on the table to match her biological father’s pose, and she was making it clear she didn’t care about anyone with her hood pulled over her head. Teenagers.

      “We haven’t I.D.’d him yet. Someone had the good sense to burn his fingerprints off,” Arthur told her, running a hand through his short, blonde hair, trying to look all cool and handsome. Pssh. “His DNA is useless since he’s part vampire, and his face is rotting off so we can’t use facial recognition.” Arthur was right, this drone was literally decaying in front of us, and fuck it was gross.

      “I don’t remember the other drones decomposing like this one,” I noted grimly. Fuck, the smell coming from that thing was enough to turn even my stomach, and I’d eaten my fair share of questionable refrigerator leftovers.

      “It could be age,” Jamie reasoned. He brushed his long black braid against the table in thought. “Mayhap this is what happens if a drone is allowed to live for a long time. Unless I’m incorrect.”

      Lisbeth shrugged, tapping her fingertip against her kissable lips. “No idea. I could ask my father. He might know.”

      Clara drummed her thumb against the table, as agitated as I’d ever seen her. “We still need to find out who created him.”

      Lisbeth tensed beside me, making me tense in response. “I can read him if no one objects.” With extra blood, she’d be able to read the creature’s thoughts and see who its master was. No one objected, so she took my offered arm and sunk her fangs into my skin. It was equal parts pain and pleasure. Not like a drug high, more like a release of pressure with the sting of her teeth. After so long I associated it with the pleasure she brought me, and yeah, my blood rushed straight to my groin. Finished, she stood and planted a kiss to my head on her way around the table to the drone. Arthur held it up for her to put her hands on its sickly face. A wrinkle formed on her forehead and she closed her eyes to focus. Almost instantly, she recoiled and moved away like the monster was a viper about to attack her.

      “Alistair,” she said under her breath.

      Fuck.
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      Chili cheese dog pizza. That was about the only thing that could’ve taken my mind off our situation, and my wife knew how to play me like a fiddle. She waltzed into our yellow house like a delivery goddess and placed the takeout pizza boxes onto the kitchen island.

      Dinner was the one time of the day where we put away our holo-phones, told our lovers to wait until bedtime, and spent time together as a family. Equally important was when once a month our little community had a block party cookout, and we all spent time with our brothers and sisters. That wasn’t happening for a few days, so it was time for pizza.

      With a kiss to her cheek, I helped my wife bring plates and drinks to our large dining table as our family trickled in. Jason poked a finger in Kitty’s ear and she responded with several well-placed slaps. Cameron kissed Merrick on the forehead, their conversation in Japanese not stopping for one second. Clara delicately placed a napkin on her lap and handed one to Lucas. He stared at it like it was a grenade, but allowed her to lay it over his legs. Balthazar had Toni on his knee, looking like a sexy photo shoot with their effortless perfection as they both sipped drinks in martini glasses and spoke together in a language none of us knew, their special Bicus language. Lisbeth sat down next to me, sliding a hand up my knee, and we all started grabbing slices of pizza.

      Several languages spread around the table as each small group traded inside jokes and had private conversations that everyone except me added to. Leaning back in my chair, I took a bite of pizza before putting an arm around my wife.

      “Iway ikelay ouryay uttbay,” I said to her in a sexy voice. She turned to me with a mouth full of food and her eyebrows knit together in confusion.

      “Did you just say something in pig latin?”

      “Well, I’m the only one here that doesn’t know another language. I have to say sexy things to you somehow.”

      “Opstay aringstay atway ymay aughter’sday uttbay,” Lucas ordered from the other side of the table.

      Jason, mid-chew, added, “Ancay eway opstay alkingtay aboutway om’smay uttbay?”

      Lisbeth leaned into me with a sarcastic serious face. “Look at what you’ve done!” she hissed.

      “I’m bringing culture to the peasants,” I remarked and took a swig of my drink. “Also I like your butt. Sorry not sorry.” She rolled her eyes at me, but still came closer for a quick kiss. Mmm, Lisbeth kisses. My body still hadn’t forgotten how hot she made me when she drank from my arm, and I was seriously regretting having family time when all I wanted was to get my wife naked.

      Lucas grabbed his goblet from King Arthur’s table (still unsure if he was joking about that) and stood up dramatically. “On this blessed day of giving thanks, I am thankful—”

      “Dad, it’s April.”

      “—for family. Long may we sit at this table talking about frivolities, while somewhere in the world lurks a danger none of us can foresee.”

      I stood up too and held out my grape soda. “I’m thankful that I’m not the weirdest person at this table. Love you, dad.” He scowled at me, toasted my toast, and sipped from his goblet. Dude didn’t really hate me, he just liked disliking me, on principle, since I was fucking his daughter on a regular basis. I bet hating me made him feel like a traditional dad, one who liked to polish his rifle when the boyfriend came over. And don’t think he’s never done that, because he has. Lucas was like a television, constantly changing stations and mimicking the things he’d seen, or simply getting lost in the past. I’d seen him impersonate Arnold Schwarzenegger more than once. It wasn’t that bad either.

      Lisbeth tugged on me until I sat back down. “Thank you for the toasts. We’re all very thankful for our family. And we’ll be more thankful when we’re all safe from threats. So here’s to those that would stand against us. May they all fall on their faces in front of their crush.” She held out her glass and we all brought ours up before taking a sip.

      Kitty was the only one sitting there like a turtle, unwilling to move or participate from under her hood. Her only movement was picking up her pizza and putting it back down after she’d taken a bite.

      What was wrong with her? Her real dad was back, she should be happy. No more spending time with substitute dad. Lisbeth’s hand slid over my shoulder and she gave me a quick squeeze. I didn’t have to say what I was feeling, and I was tired of being upset over it after all this time. There’s only so many times you can come to your partner upset about the same thing, even if she never complained.

      Luckily, there was a pound at the door to interrupt my thoughts. Only one person in our community ignored the doorbell and used his fist to announce himself.

      Arthur.

      Lisbeth wiped her hands against each other to get the crumbs off and stood up, walking over to answer the door. Icy boy was standing there like he’d arrived to take her out for a night on the town. “Evening, Arthur. We were having some pizza. Would you like some?”

      He shook his head and bent low to Lisbeth’s face for a hushed whisper. The love between them was painfully obvious, it made my heart hurt to see it. I was respectful of what they shared and had no reason to be jealous. I hurt for my wife, loving Arthur so much but he refused to be with her. I watched him carefully, just to make sure his hands stayed where I could see them. I was still a territorial werewolf when it came to my pack, and if he ever got out of his noble BS funk and wanted anything beyond friendship with my wife, I expected him to ask me first, even if it would be an automatic yes on my part.

      His icy blue eyes fell on me, something passing between us that I had no name for, and he gave me a deep nod before leaving the way he came. Lisbeth came back to her chair without comment, a fresh flush across her delicate cheeks.

      ‘Was that about the… thing?’ I thought to her.

      She lifted her leg to lay over the other and pushed against my hip with her toe. ‘No. And stop calling it the thing. You know it’s important to the three of us.’

      “What’d he want?” Lucas asked, mouth full of pizza.

      I saw her consider whether to mention whatever Arthur had said, and I felt a small fear that it had in fact been about ‘the thing’ and therefore she was trying to spare my feelings on the subject. Turns out she was just being mindful of the fact that we were all eating.

      “The drone destroyed itself by trying to escape the cell Arthur put it in. It was… apparently very messy.” Half of the table set their partially eaten pizza slices down at the thought. With a curled lip, Kitty put hers on Jason’s plate and he gobbled it up like a puppy, while Balthazar and Toni were unfazed. I suspected they weren’t even paying attention, but that wasn’t uncommon for them.

      The meal effectively ruined, everyone said their goodbyes and went home while the kids went to bed and I stayed behind to help clean up. Lisbeth looked over at me when I stopped in the kitchen doorway. She gathered up a large handful of silverware from the dishwasher and turned away to start putting them in their drawer.

      “I’m assuming by your comments that you’re not as ‘cool’ with my plans as you said you were, which would’ve been nice to hear before we did my treatment last month.” Her tone was even, and it took a practiced ear to know she was upset. I could only feel sad because I knew exactly what this meant to her, but somehow, I couldn’t be completely on board. And I wanted to be. My brain and my heart were doing a nasty duel inside me. When I didn’t answer, she knew I was in turmoil inside and couldn’t organize my thoughts into a response. “Look, Knight. I love you. I do. And I want you to be happy.”

      “And I want you to be happy,” I pointed out. My defense was weak, and I knew it. “You’re settling for less than what you really want.”

      She pressed her hands together under her nose, taking in a deep breath to calm herself. “I need to have a vampire child.” I sighed and raked a hand through my long hair, looking away. “Knight, please. There are so few Born vampires now, everyone is doing their part to repopulate.”

      I knew she wasn’t doing this for any other reason than helping vampires rebuild their species, even though she’d known this entire time that the third child in her dream was Arthur’s. As soon as the Born vampires pointed out she hadn’t done her part to help them repopulate, we had to have a conversation with him. It goes without saying he was reluctant to offer his services as a test tube baby daddy, but when it came to Lisbeth, he could hardly say no.

      “And you couldn’t hold off until… until things changed between you?”

      Her eyes darted around the room, a glistening layer of unshed tears forming in her eyes. “I can’t wait for that anymore. I saw her in my dreams. I know she’s going to happen.”

      “One vision and you got never-ending baby fever,” I joked dryly.

      “Can you blame me?” she asked, her mouth pulling into a deeper smile. She looked so happy, it twisted my stomach. “Knowing that the children from my dream will exist? It’s why I never gave up hope for Jason, even though it took me nineteen years to have him, and it wasn’t like we weren’t trying. When I knew he was coming, and when I held him in my arms and saw those eyes looking up at me, it was the most beautiful moment. After this child, our daughter will come, and I don’t care how long it takes to have her. Their souls are burned into my heart. I’ve never seen them again after that night, but I know what I saw. And who knows, that might not have been a final look. We could have more children after the first four. I definitely woke up before the dream was over, I could feel it.”

      Sighing, I walked over to her and folded her into my embrace. “I know it matters to you. I know. I just wish things could be different.”

      She traced her fingers over my bicep and my entire body sighed with relief from her touch. “Arthur is a good man. He understands the situation, and he’s prepared to help raise our daughter with us. I think he’s a little excited about it.” The corners of her mouth slowly fell from a smile to a frown.

      The only problem I had with this situation was Lisbeth’s unconscious hope that this baby would’ve been created out of love, that Arthur would stop pushing her away after thirty-five years and just admit he was a lying jerk face when he told her he didn’t want her. A blind man could see the truth in his eyes when he looked at her. He was absolutely crazy about her, time hadn’t dulled that one iota.

      Leaning down, I kissed her forehead so tenderly she gripped my shirt with her fingers. “I’m sorry, Lis. I’m sorry this didn’t happen the way you wanted.”

      She pushed away, sliding some hair behind her ear and turning back to the dishes. “It’s fine. I’m not upset.” She was such a liar. A beautiful, loving, heart-broken liar.

      “Maybe if you did a little dance, twerked until your butt was chafed, he might reconsider?”

      She burst out laughing. “You are a bad man.” Oh, I definitely was. “Are you sure you’re comfortable with this? We can wait for a few months to try again.” I shut my eyes, floating my hand through her hair in contemplation.

      “If this is what you want, no matter the circumstances, then it’s what I want too,” I mentioned, kissing her head. She started protesting, so I hushed her with a finger to her lips. “I want you to be happy.”

      “I am,” she said against my finger. I sighed in defeat, she stood up on her tiptoes and pulled me down for a passionate kiss, one that made my blood burn with an unquenchable fire. I picked her up, dishes unfinished and pizza boxes still on the table, and carried her to our bedroom, shutting the door with my foot.

      It was time for that sweet anniversary sex. Not to be confused with the sex we had every single day, this was special sex. The anniversary of the first time I made love to her as my bonded mate.

      I set her down on the bed and slowly untied the front closure of her dress, the soft blue fabric fluttering open, revealing her pert breasts. They’d grown only slightly in our long years together from breastfeeding Jason, but it didn’t matter what size they were, because they were hers. I devoured her mouth in a kiss and placed my hand on top of her hard nipple, flicking it with my thumb and giving it a twist that made her moan and lift her hips up. Every spot of her skin was burned into my memory, and I knew exactly where to touch her to make her writhe against me. There was something to be said about decades of making love.

      We pulled her dress off and tossed it expertly to the clothes hamper where her panties soon followed, until she was naked beneath me, as she belonged. I leaned over her, her arms around my neck and her lips hungrily moving against mine, inching her onto the middle of the bed.

      “You’re a little overdressed,” she chastised, biting my lip slightly and making a groan rise out of me. My cock was painfully erect against the waistband of my pants, but I would hold out for as long as possible. I never fucked her before making her come at least once, and since she’d brought me a feast, it was only fair to have dessert.

      I shoved her forward, sliding her along the sheet, until her head was against the headboard and her exposed center was right beneath my head. My hands gripped her thighs, parting them to show her dripping slit, wet with so much moisture it was like a damn waterfall. I dove in, slurping it all up and lapping at her folds like a saltlick. She tasted like sweet desire, my cock jerking against my pants in response. I reached down to unbutton the front of my jeans and release the pressure, not stopping on her for a moment.

      Her moans made me very happy the house was soundproof, because she was about to scream. Carefully avoiding her clit, I focused on thrusting my tongue inside her opening, making her pleasure rise higher. She gripped the sheets in ecstasy, and when I measured her noises just right, I moved up and suckled her sensitive clit into my mouth, making her come instantly on my face.

      Her hips buckled and she cried out, screeching through the waves of pleasure, my mouth never letting go of her nub until she was limp and boneless. I rested my chin against her navel and watched her trying to catch her breath, her fists holding onto big handfuls of the sheets for dear life.

      “I’ve heard *gasp* of couples trying *gasp* to kill each other as they get older. I never figured it would be with passion.” She let out one long sigh and lolled her head back against the headboard.

      “If you’re not screaming, I’m not doing my job right,” I said against her stomach, slowly easing my way up her sweaty, naked body until I hovered over her gasping lips, mixing my breath with hers. I leaned back on my heels and removed my clothes until I was as naked as she was, and I picked her up, rolling us over until I was sitting legs splayed against the headboard and she was on top of my lap, facing away from me. I took her legs and placed them on either side of mine, spreading her wide, exposing her sensitive core to the open air. She lifted her ass up and I slid my cock inside her, all the way to the hilt. She felt so hot and tight, I had to take a moment against her back to steady myself. I kissed up her spine and took her legs in my hands, starting a gentle rhythm fucking her in and out, her ass bouncing against my stomach with every movement.

      “Connect us,” I moaned out, biting her shoulder gently, and she was in my head, and I was in her head. I could feel exactly what she felt when I pushed my cock into her. She could feel the way my legs were shaking slightly with the effort of staving off a climax because she felt so good. We gasped when her walls contracted against my shaft, and she reached down between us to rub at her exposed clit. My cock hardened more, impossibly, from the feeling of her fingers tickling her nub, so much so I was feeling light headed. She mewled out a moan, leaning her head back onto my shoulder.

      “Fuck us hard,” she begged, her fingers a blur against her clit. Always willing to oblige her every whim, I threw us forward until she was stomach down on the mattress and her sopping pussy was waiting for me. I took hold of her hips and thrust inside, fucking her hard and fast, and her cries and moans were only echoed by the sensations she was sending to me. Using them as a guide, I worked my hips at the right angle until we both were squealing in exquisite ecstasy. I hit her pleasure spot over and over, her pussy started pulsing but she wasn’t quite there yet. Tingles shot from my tip and all down my cock from every surge inside her, and she moaned when the feelings washed over her.

      An orgasm was building, right at the base of my cock, where it grew until my entire body was tensed up like a tightly wound clock. Lisbeth lifted up on her hands and I pulled her hair back, bringing her up against my body, and I ravaged her hard and swift. When I felt I could take it no longer, every muscle inside me as tight as her sheath, I reached my spare hand down and flicked her clit, the added pleasure sending us careening over in an orgasm that rocked us like a hurricane. My cock burst out its release inside her, and not only did I feel her thundering around me, I felt my fingers pulling every last dredge of orgasm out of her until we were both utterly spent.

      We collapsed on top of each other, still entwined in every way possible. I sank my hand into her plush hip, pulling her into the crook of my tired body, and enjoyed the way it felt on her end.

      “Who needs a million orgasms when you can just have two at once,” she joked, kissing my bicep under her head. “God, that takes so much out of me.”

      “And yet,” I said with a kiss against her bare shoulder. “We do it every night. And every morning. And sometimes.” I brought my hand up to cup her breast. “At lunchtime.”

      She giggled and leaned her head to look up at me. “It’s a wonder I have enough energy at all. Ever.” I leaned down to kiss her tender lips, and she stared into my eyes when we broke apart, stroking at my cheek. “One hundred years from now, I will still need you as desperately as I did the day we met.”

      “And I’ll fuck you like my life depends on it on that day too,” I vowed, kissing her again, and again, until we fell asleep with our lips pressed together.
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      Even with the drone effectively dead, our problems were far from over. Alistair was making a comeback, one that no one wanted, like smallpox, and fashion from the 1990’s. Arthur had spent the better part of a decade searching everywhere for the dude and came up with bupkis, so we had to face the reality that whatever move Alistair made, we would be blind until it came to the surface. And that wasn’t sitting well with anyone.

      We spent an anxious few days debating our next move, and the best distraction was our monthly cook out. Lisbeth and I packed up what we needed and we set up in a corner of the council hall lawn. Arthur approached carrying some of his famous chocolate chip cookies, and Lisbeth squealed when she saw them in his hands. An enigma this guy was, being a hard ass warrior, and knowing exactly how to bake the perfect cookie. He stopped right next to where I was grilling some ribs and burgers, closer to me than her.

      “All for me!” Lisbeth declared, trying to take the plate from him, but he lifted it up on his fingertips, holding his arms up above his head where she would never reach it. “Asshole,” she complained, putting her hands on her hips and pouting at him. If Arthur could ever crack a smile, it was with Lisbeth standing in front of him with her bottom lip sticking out. His mouth was stark straight, but the twinkle in his eyes was unmistakable, and Lisbeth knew she’d won when she saw it. He produced a baggie with several cookies from his back pocket and handed it to her, earning another squeal from her lips.

      “Pssh, I spend hours slaving over these ribs and you’re excited about cookies,” I joked, not serious in the slightest. Lisbeth bit into one of Arthur’s cookie with gusto and she started smelling like pure love, most of which was not directed at me for the moment.

      “You know how much she likes pastries,” Arthur defended, but he gave my meat a sniff and a look of appreciation, just in case I was actually wounded.

      “Mk crssn nx tm,” Lisbeth said, mouth full to the brim with cookies. Arthur raised an eyebrow at her, and she just smiled back as she chewed. I almost translated her food talk, but Arthur was already rolling his eyes at her.

      “I’m not making croissants.”

      “Fk yu,” she protested, and stuck her tongue out at him with cookie all over it.

      Glaring, Arthur set the cookies down on the table we’d set up beside the grill. “You’re so gross.” She flung her leg out to kick at him but he deflected without looking. “Two kids in and you’re still as immature as ever.”

      “Three if this works out,” she noted, taking more bites of cookie. “But I don’t intend to change. Ever.”

      “God help us if this baby turns out like you,” he said as he took a cookie for himself.

      “Hey,” I interjected, having enjoyed watching their banter up to that point. I stuck my spatula at him in warning. “You know Lisbeth is awesome, and you’d be lucky for your little sperm baby to turn out like her.” I pictured him jerking off into a cup before the vampire doctor squirted it up Lisbeth’s baby maker. Did he think about her when he did it, when he stroked himself up and down until he came? I shook my head and flipped another burger, taking a sip of my drink, and tried to erase the image of Arthur jerking off. When I looked up, Lisbeth was gaping at me, cookie halfway to her mouth, and her thoughts pushed into my head.

      ‘Why were you just picturing Arthur wanking his cock?’

      Turning to explain, I got interrupted when Jason approached with his Lycan friends. They were too busy grabbing cookies to notice my face flush with embarrassment. The boys went back to playing a game in the middle of the lawn and Lisbeth left us to go talk to her friends, giving me a wicked look that meant we’d be discussing my transgressions later.

      Heaven help me.

      Arthur took one of my sodas and opened the bottle-cap top without a tool, show off, took a long sip and leaned against the table next to me as Lisbeth walked away from us to meander through the crowd of our friends.

      “How’s she been?” he asked quietly, watching her laughing at a friend’s joke.

      “Why don’t you ask her?” I met his eyes to see his typical look of ‘you’re asking me a dumb question.’ “She’s fine, as you can see. Sometimes she has her moments, even though you’ve been back for ten years now. It really did a number on her, you going away like that.” He tipped his drink back for a sip, watching me turn some burgers over. “You still love her, I know you do.”

      “Why do you think I left?”

      I met his eyes again and he had his guard down, giving me an unfiltered look of longing. I knew it was for Lisbeth, but the sight of it brought a flush to my cheeks. What was wrong with me?

      I looked down to get control of myself again and poked at the ribs with my spatula. “How’d that work out for you?”

      “It didn’t.” He took another drink and the look disappeared behind his icy wall until he saw her again, and he looked so… forlorn. It tore at me, but I didn’t know why. I had to stop myself from reaching out to take his hand.

      “Cheer up, bro. She’s got your spunk in her now. That’s almost like fucking her.” I smiled through his death glare and we watched our girl, both near and far away at the same time.
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      With the cookout over, the committee gathered the next night to discuss the fate of the drone.

      “The thing is dead,” Jamie pointed out. He was a clean cut, hair braided into tight braids, family man type of guy. “I don’t see the reason to panic further. It’s not like there are dozens of them on the streets. It was just one.”

      Hades crossed himself at the thought of more drones. “You mind yourself, son. You weren’t there for the war, you don’t understand.” Hades had been a rogue vampire at the time and came out of hiding after the war was over. None of us had the heart to point out that he hadn’t been there either, because his words were correct.

      “We know it came from Alistair, and that’s enough to be concerning,” Lisbeth said gently, trying to keep everyone as calm as possible. “Olivier and Renard are still out searching for more drones. Meanwhile, Toni is doing some lab work on the creature, trying to see if we can find out where it came from and how long its been alive.”

      “And then what? We sit on our hands until Alistair makes his next move? I like that plan less than pretending this isn’t serious.” Hades sent a pointed glare to Jamie to emphasize his point, and Jamie flipped him off as an answer. Those two. They should just kiss and get it over with.

      Toni appeared through the door Arthur was standing at. I caught his eyes on me and we both looked away quickly. Toni’s sun-kissed skin and luscious curves fueled her seductive aura, and it had an effect on Jamie and Hades despite their dislike for her, and Hades’ asexual orientation. Both pretended to be very interested in something on their nails. The succubus had a folder in her perfectly manicured hands, which she passed to Lisbeth before standing in front of the committee. Lisbeth opened it where Clara and I could see, peeking over her shoulders like good little nosy bodies.

      “Preliminary testing suggests,” Toni started. Damn it, science jargon. Can’t she just say, so I did the thing and this is what I found out? I realized I’d zoned out because she was talking about spore samples or something like the dude was made from mushrooms. “Since the flora testing was negative, I went instead to finding out the age of the drone. He’s been that way for ten years.”

      Lisbeth’s forehead wrinkled in thought, and she passed the folder when Hades wiggled his fingers at her for it. “Why ten years ago? There wasn’t a drone issue then.”

      “My best guess?” Toni offered, shrugging. “An experiment. The drone was imperfect. I conducted multiple tests, this is unlike any drone I’ve ever seen.”

      “So Alistair is being all ‘Frankenstein-y,’” I surmised, sneering at the thought. “That’s great. What if he starts going bigger than just one?”

      As soon as I said it, we collectively realized that he probably would. After all, last time he pulled all the stops when he turned an entire city into drones. He clearly had no reservations about mass turnings, and he’d had decades to plan his revenge on us. All because the Born vampires had abandoned him centuries ago.

      If only we’d caught him sooner. Someone hadn’t done his job well enough. A rage built inside me, focused on the fuckwad blue-eyed soldier standing at his post, whose gaze on me went from an almost smile to deadpan annoyance when he saw the look I was giving him. My fingers thrummed against the desk in front of me and I waited for everyone to stop talking so the meeting would be over. As soon as Lisbeth said meeting adjourned, I was out of my seat and across the room before she’d even gotten up. Arthur’s eyes stayed forward even when I stood so close I could smell his cologne. And man, it smelled good. Damn it.

      “Her office. Now,” I demanded, locking eyes with him. My fists clenched, I made my way to Lisbeth’s office with Arthur on my tail. She joined the line behind him almost immediately, yelling something to Kitty to make her stay behind. Once I reached Lisbeth’s office, I stopped at her desk, and even the little dancing sunflower on the wooden surface couldn’t make me smile.

      “What’s this about, Knight?” Arthur asked evenly. Lisbeth closed the door and stood in front of it. I could hear every breath she took as if I was right beside her. That helped calm me, just a smidge. I wished, more than ever, that I was a normal Lycan and I could just shift to show everyone how ticked off I was. Instead, I had to actually live with the rage, become one with it. No amount of anger would let me hide behind fur and claws.

      “Ten years,” I ground out finally, opening and closing my fist. “You had literally ten fucking years to look for Alistair, if that’s in fact what you were actually doing. You. The Hunter they all feared, the one who never missed his mark, who never came home empty-handed, was bested by a feeble old fuck. One that’s going to come after us now.”

      “I see. It’s my fault he’s still out there, is that it? And yes, by the way, that’s exactly what I was doing for most of those ten years.” His blasé attitude was enough to enrage me a second time.

      “You could’ve prevented this if you’d done your damn job and caught him the first time,” I accused bitterly. Lisbeth’s sudden disapproval of my words was like a smell in the air. I knew exactly what face she was making without turning around.

      Arthur let out a very small sigh. Gigantic, for him. “And you think blaming me for your inadequacies will make it better?”

      I turned on him so quickly, Lisbeth jumped forward to make sure I wasn’t about to tear his head off. “What the fuck does that mean? You want to push me, icy breath?”

      A muscle ticked in his jaw, and he watched Lisbeth put her hand on my chest to steady me. “You say I’m to blame because I couldn’t find him after a decade? I didn’t see you helping. Was that because you didn’t have any blood to do your little werewolf tracking parlor trick? Or maybe you didn’t realize the ramifications of not finding him until it was staring you in the face?” Even after all that, the only indication of his anger was his hands clenched into fists. We glared at each other for much longer than necessary. Only Lisbeth by my side kept me from lunging at him and taking a chunk of him with me.

      “I didn’t…” I swore under my breath and looked away. Damn him. Sometimes he knew me better than I knew myself. Why did this pissant get under my skin so much? “I didn’t volunteer because I knew Lisbeth would come with me.”

      “I know, and I understood that.” His fists relaxed. Back to the normal Arthur. “As if either of us can tell her what to do.” We shared a rare smile then, in respect for our lady.

      “Standing right here,” Lisbeth stated, waving her spare hand.

      The tension disappeared and Arthur loosened up just a bit. Lisbeth had that effect on both of us. He really did love her as much as I did. “Knight,” he said calmly, his hands almost reaching out before he stopped himself. “I know you well enough to understand that your anger is only because you know your family is in danger. We all are. We did everything we could to prevent this.”

      Lisbeth searched my eyes with hers, her fingers pressing into my skin. “You know that, right?”

      I picked her pale white hand off my chest and kissed every finger gently, only feeling slight shame that Arthur was watching. Let him watch. “Yes. I do. And I’m sorry about the tirade. I’m just worried about my…”

      “Inadequacies?” Arthur offered, like a cheeky ass.

      “Yes, thank you, that’s fucking perfect.” I flipped him off and leaned against Lisbeth’s desk. She fit between my legs when I pulled her to me. Right where I liked her. “What are we supposed to do?” I asked absently, my fingers working the fabric on Lisbeth’s hips.

      “We’re supposed to discuss these kinds of things with the committee,” Lisbeth chided with a smile, her finger touching right on my stomach where my scars were. I tried not to react with Arthur standing there, and I pulled up off of her desk, taking her hand and kissing her fingers.

      “Sure, fine. Let’s do it.” We marched out of the room the way we came and into the meeting room chamber. Everyone was still there chit chatting, thankfully. “I have a proposal for the committee.”

      Hades curled his lip at me, but he lifted a hand in acknowledgment. “You have the floor.”

      “We send out as many as we can to find Alistair and stop him before he puts his plans in motion. No matter what he’s plotting, we have to stop him. Everyone has to help. Everyone.”

      “We’re a committee, not a parliament,” Jamie pointed out cautiously. “We can’t force the people to do anything they don’t want to do.” Or anything he didn’t want to do.

      “Volunteers then,” I conceded, though the mere thought of people saying no made me uncomfortable. “As many as we can get.”

      Balthazar clicked his cane against his foot in thought. “It is bewitchingly easy to believe that Alistair remains on the loose from an oversight on our part. I’m glad my ego is too large for guilt trips. We all did what we could to stop Alistair, and now we’re going to do even more. I’ll be the first to volunteer.”

      “Dad,” Kitty exclaimed, pulling on his jacket sleeve with worry building on her face. “It’s too dangerous.”

      He reached back to her, pinching her hooded cheek, and they shared a smile that made my stomach hurt. “I’m aware, my crumpet. The risk of further danger outweighs the risk at present.”

      Kitty stepped forward, chin up and determined. “Then I volunteer as well.”

      Lisbeth, Arthur, and I chimed out a harsh ‘no’ before Balthazar waved his cane at us. “While I realize no one is asking me, and I don’t get a say in the matter, I believe the girl is old enough. It should be her choice.”

      Lisbeth bit back several remarks, making her face twitch for a few seconds. “I… you…. Shit. This isn’t…” Finally, she facepalmed so hard Captain Picard would’ve been proud. “Let’s discuss it later,” she murmured and then pointed a finger out to Arthur with her other hand. “Hush, you. I can manage my daughter.” It didn’t matter how many times she, or I, told him to be quiet, he was never going to.

      Arthur stiffened and directed a minuscule glare at her finger. “I was merely concerned for your mental state should she be in danger.” Of course he was.

      “Anywaaaay,” Hades said, drawing it out. “We should hold a city meeting for volunteers.”

      Jamie was on it, eager to get away from our family drama. “I’ll go post it on the website and social media. Hades, want to go door to door?”

      “You mean talking to people I don’t like?” Hades chewed on it with a frown. “Fine, whatever. Let’s go.”

      As soon as they were gone, Lisbeth’s hand dropped and she focused on her daughter’s face. “Kitty, I understand you want to go out and save the world.”

      “You have no idea how old you sound saying that,” Kitty quipped. All three of us guys took a step back from the women, just to be on the safe side. It would either end with blood and tears or just tears by themselves. Neither option was preferable.

      Lisbeth’s face appeared blank, but I could see the fire raging underneath as she fumed at her child. “I literally remember exactly what it was like to be your age. Literally. Perfect memory.” Kitty attempted and failed to not roll her eyes.

      Mayday, mayday. Abort mission. Save the women and children. Tell my mother I loved her.

      Lisbeth let out a string of unintelligible words before placing her hands together against her mouth and sighing. “Okay. Let’s do it your way. You can go out with whomever you want and look for Alistair.”

      What the fuck.

      “I’m sorry, I just died. What did you say, dear?” I asked her sweetly.

      “You all heard me, don’t be dramatic,” Lisbeth sauced, waving her hand in dismissal. “Vampires need to get out and be on their own when they’re old enough, and I don’t get to decide what that age is. It could be thirty-five, it could be one hundred and five. Either way, you have my permission, but you don’t need it. I certainly never did.”

      Kitty brightened, like her night sky had turned to sunlight. When had I last seen her that happy? “Really? What about you, dad?”

      Balthazar shrugged with a smile. “Your mother is correct. It’s not our job to stop you from growing. Do whatever you want. Date boys. Date girls. Get a tattoo. Maybe one of those piercings the humans like.”

      Making a noise of disapproval, Lisbeth held out a hand to stop him. “Okay, whoa there, cowboy. I said she could go hunt for a dangerous criminal, not get inked.”

      Kitty didn’t care, and she vaulted into her mom’s arms for a hug. “I love you, mom.” She pulled back and I desperately wanted to offer her a high five or a fist bump. I knew she wouldn’t go for it, because she never did. I had about as much of a chance of getting Arthur to high five, and he also refused to do so.

      “I assume one of your team will keep you fed?” my wife asked Kitty, petting her daughter’s long curls with silent worry. Kitty nodded. She didn’t have a companion, so all the vampires close to us rotated who she fed from every day. “Good. Please make sure they are very discrete with their feeding.”

      Kitty rolled her eyes. “I know, mom.”

      “Does that mean I can go out too?” Jason asked, popping up at the front door to catch the last of the conversation.

      That time, all five of us shouted out a crisp, “NO!”
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      After nightfall, once the meeting was over and everyone was in bed, I went outside in the cool, spring air to our backyard where Lisbeth was swimming in our large pool. Her lithe body sliced through the water like she was parting the seas. She dipped under and surfaced with a smile in my direction.

      “I seem to recall a time when I found you swimming late at night,” she said, pushing her wet hair back. Even with the threat of Alistair looming over everything, I was very appreciative of the amount of skin she was showing. Her black two-piece bathing suit was a favorite of mine. It had many straps decorating it, including ones that hugged her cleavage.

      “As I recall,” I noted huskily. “That was the first time you saw me shirtless. I’ve held up hope all these years that you liked what you saw.”

      Lisbeth’s hair still managed to curl even when soaking wet and it formed a tussled halo around her as she walked seductively up the pool steps. “I very much so liked what I saw, I can assure you, as much as I pretended not to notice.” Her mouth twisted into a heated grin.

      Boner alert.

      “I very much…” My voice gave out when she stepped up to me and ran a single finger down the middle of my shirt, speeding my heart up so much I was going to need a dunk in that water before too long. “Oh, you are a bad woman. Remember that city meeting they held when we disrupted the entire city’s sleep with very loud pool sex? I’m not saying the words, ‘aquatic coitus’ in public ever again.”

      Her bottom lip stuck out and I wanted to catch it with my teeth. “A disappointment, since I rather enjoyed that aquatic coitus. That’s why we bought that lake house up in the mountains, where no one is around for miles.”

      The shiver that ran up my spine was very uncalled for since I was trying very hard to control myself around my insanely sexy wife. Ahh fuck, I was so hard.

      “Wife,” I admonished with a judgmental finger. “If this wasn’t the most inopportune time, we’d be off to that cabin right now so I can fuck you to my heart’s content.”

      She looked down and all the heat left her face. “Right. Going away for the weekend isn’t going to happen with the hunt for Alistair starting. We got so many volunteers, but we have to stay here to map out where everyone’s been, and technical things, and blah blah blah.” Sighing, she leaned her head against me, her damp hair making a wet spot on my shirt. “I was a different woman during the war. Stronger, ruthless. I’ve put her away since then, and I went back to the Lisbeth that loved peace and making jokes. The Lisbeth that spared Simon’s life. War Lisbeth might not have made that choice. I don’t want to bring her back.”

      “Hey,” I soothed and pulled her face up to stare into my brown eyes. “War Lisbeth was so unbelievably sexy, it was insane. She was terrifying to be around, but she would’ve spared Simon, I guarantee it. You can be both versions of yourself. I’ll be right here for you every step of the way. And like I promised you long ago, if you go too far, I’ll be here to stop you. Scouts honor this time.” I kissed her forehead gently, and moved slowly down to her lips, capturing them with mine in a dance that heated my blood so intensely, I could swear it was exactly like the first time I’d kissed her. I’d always react like a hot-blooded teenager with her in my arms.

      “We’re going to have another aquatic coitus issue if you don’t move us inside right now,” Lisbeth whispered when I let her up for air.

      No further prompting necessary.

      I lifted her up and her legs wrapped around my waist, right on my erection, and I let out a whimper because my feet couldn’t carry us back inside fast enough. The back door slammed, but we didn’t notice, our kisses reaching a fever pitch. I backed Lisbeth up against the kitchen counter and swiped off a few bowls that were in the way so I could lift her on top of the surface. The bowls clanked into the sink and one fell off onto the tile floor, bouncing noisily. The racket we were making didn’t disturb the house at all.

      As I said, this house was soundproof.

      That was also the reason why no one disturbed us when I peeled Lisbeth’s wet suit off and removed my pants. Your kids only need to walk in on that once before they realize it’s not safe to be out of bed after nine pm.

      Lisbeth was soaking wet, in more ways than one, and I buried my cock inside her with one thrust. She kissed my lips like I held the air she needed to live. I shoved myself inside her, hitting the counters over and over, having no interest in taking it slow and easy. She creamed around me, her body bursting with a climax already because she was so wound up. I didn’t let up as she erupted, shaking in my arms.

      We were making such a ruckus, banging the counters loudly, and when Lisbeth started screaming and moaning, I was actually afraid we’d be interrupted by someone, telling us to be quiet. It didn’t matter even if we were interrupted, I needed Lisbeth desperately, and by god, I was going to have her.

      I picked her up by her ass and walked her to the rug in the kitchen, laying her down on it so we’d stop hitting the counters. I took her knees in my hands and spread her legs in front of me. Cock still inside her, I picked my pace back up, impaling her until she was throwing her head back in pleasure.

      “You like that?” I asked her with more thrusts. One of her hands gripped her breast, the other reached up and scratched down my chest until I gasped. She sat up from the floor, scorching me with her lustful purple eyes, and she sank her fangs right below my collarbone, drinking just enough to give us both pleasure. She crawled up me and ran her fangs along my neck, making me gasp again. With me distracted, she rolled us over until she was on top of me, not even breaking the contact of our bodies.

      “God, your cock always feels so good,” she cried out, desperately trying to keep her damp hair out of her face as it fell in a curtain around her naked breasts. I took her hips in my hands, lifted my legs up to bend at the knee, and I fucked her, my cock darting in and out with a blur, so fast it was making both of us breathless. “God, fuck me, Knight. Make me come again,” she begged, not even aware she was speaking out loud. She crested, her body shaking, in that blinding moment right before an orgasm, her head towards the ceiling and her breasts thrown out as her back arched. I never let up my pace while she was frozen on the cusp of ecstasy, because I was on the verge myself, those tingles down my cock building and building until I was about to burst wide open.

      I let out a cry that was sure to bring another town meeting, and Lisbeth’s echoed it, even louder than I was, as my cock unloaded rope after rope inside her, and she shuddered uncontrollably in my arms, a stream of wet coming from her as she gushed out her orgasm.

      Her body fell against me and I kissed her sweaty temple, moving her hair from my face before resting my head against the floor.

      “Jesus, if Alistair walked in right now, I don’t think I would have the strength to get up,” she whispered contently, catching her breath.

      Smiling, I kissed her hair, feeling a bit winded myself. “Good, my job is done. Also same. Not even a drone army could move me from this floor. Mostly because I’m spent.” Her hand came up for a fist bump.

      I loved this woman.

      Her fist appropriately bumped, she settled into my body with a sigh, my softening cock still inside her. “We have to find him.”

      “Sssh,” I hissed, holding her closer. “Our house is a neutral bubble. We agreed on it. There’s even a plaque on the wall. No talking about serious things here. Only fucking and cuddles. We have enough to worry about without making our house stressful.” She made a noise meaning she agreed, but begrudgingly.

      Eventually, I picked her up and walked us to our bed where we lay together, our bodies entwined, until Lisbeth’s breathing deepened and she was asleep. I stayed there with her in my arms and felt that spike of fear again. Fear that Alistair would try again to take my family from me, and this time he would succeed. I had much more to lose now. Our children, for starters. Lisbeth’s parents, my sister and her mate, Balthazar, and even Arthur.

      My arms tightened around Lisbeth, bringing her even closer to me. What if she lost me? What if I was the one who perished in the fight? If she was gone, I wouldn’t recover from that. If I was gone, what would happen to her?

      She twisted in my arms. I’d woken her up. “What’s wrong?” she whispered, turning to look up at me with a sleepy smile, and I kissed her lips gently to reassure her.

      “Nothing, love. Go back to sleep.”
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        * * *

      

      Working together, the committee took over a week to figure out where each team of volunteers would search and for how long. The main issue was that we didn’t have a picture of Alistair. It was difficult to say, ‘Go find the thing even though we have no idea what the thing looks like.’

      Merrick had seen his face, but she couldn’t draw well enough to make a picture, so since one of the Lycans was a Police suspect artist, they worked together to come up with a depiction of our man. Her perfect memory meant accurate attention to details. When it was finished, she brought the drawing to us in the meeting hall where we were all gathered around our long desk sorting papers and putting together agendas.

      Lisbeth took the paper from Merrick, and her eyebrows raised, her mouth forming a delicate ‘o’, her cheeks flushing slightly. I’d only seen her make that face when she saw pictures of Tom Hiddleston. Balthazar and I peeked over her shoulder, eager to see the face of this mystery vampire.

      He looked like a damned vampiric old spice commercial.

      “Holy fuck,” Lisbeth whispered, eyes fixed on the drawing. “Silver romance alert. Is this a steamy book cover model? Where’s the creepy mastermind?”

      “I know,” Merrick said with a dreamy grin. “Dude is wasted on being evil.” She flicked her fingers to the women in the room. “I can make copies for you guys. Just saying.”

      Lisbeth whimpered in complaint when I took the paper from her. “Okay, let’s stop mooning over the psychopath,” I told her. Damn it. He was pretty fine. For a dude. “Focus. He’s evil. Let’s repeat that to ourselves. He’s evil. He’s evil.”

      “Alright, Jesus.” Lisbeth took the paper back and handed it to Arthur, who also examined it carefully to see what the fuss was about, and judging by his reaction, he thought Silver Spice was sexy too. I’d been around vampires enough to know they weren’t so guarded about liking both men and women. Most of them were bisexual, my wife and Arthur included. Jury was still out on Kitty and Jason. “Tell Marie to make small copies for everyone, and laminate them as well.” Arthur nodded and was off to Marie’s office. Lisbeth cleared her throat, brushing her hair off her shoulders to try and remove the image from her head of Silver Spice.

      “Man’s not even in the room and he’s already causing Incubus-like havoc,” Balthazar muttered, sliding some papers into envelopes. “Imagine what it’ll be like when he’s actually in front of us.”

      Kitty hadn’t seen the drawing, but she shuddered from where she sat putting papers into folders. “Imagine him having an aura and we all just stop fighting and beg to be his servants.”

      My wife’s mouth curled up in a frown. “I never beg.”

      Ha. Liar.

      “Should there be an instance of a siren’s call, I will be there to make you come to your senses,” Hades said confidently. “I’m not attracted to either gender.”

      “I highly doubt it will come to that,” Lisbeth told him, hiding a smile. “But in case it does, you’re our last line of defense.”

      Scary thought.

      We finished putting everyone’s folders together, including airplane tickets and passports, and handed them out once all the volunteers had gathered in the meeting hall. Kitty was going with a small group of Lycans and vampires around her age. They looked like a biker gang, complete with mohawks, leather jackets, and tattoos. Kitty getting inked was definitely a possibility now. Maybe she’d get a unicorn, or something awesome. Just no tribal art, for the love of god.

      Maybe I should get a tattoo, and we’d be tattoo twinsies.

      Lisbeth saw where I was looking. “You’re thinking of getting a tattoo?”

      “Mind reader,” I muttered.

      “I don’t need to use my powers to know your thoughts,” she retorted with a smile. “Just please, for the love of all that’s holy, no Chinese characters. I saw a lady once that thought her arm said ‘pleasant blessings,’ but it really meant ‘lawn chairs.’”

      I moved behind her and started braiding some of her curls. It was very good for stress, and she always let me do it. “You don’t mind if I get a tattoo?”

      She shrugged. “I don’t own you. You can do what you want with your body. Plus, I’m surprised you don’t have any yet. Every adult Lycan we’ve ever met has at least three.”

      I leaned in and planted a slowly heated kiss on her neck. “I’ve never liked anything enough to put it on my skin before.”

      She let out a noise that was not appropriate for mixed company, giving me a semi. “I know that’s not true, considering how many times you’ve watched Deadpool 5: Deadpoolery.”

      “Hey,” I complained sharply, poking her side. “That movie is a classic. I don’t care what that Tomato site says.” She giggled at me, and I leaned in for more neck kissing. She’d started making more sexy noises, kind of the point, when Arthur approached us, effectively ruining it. Lisbeth straightened with him so close and I went back to braiding her hair.

      “We should move outside,” Arthur said. His icy blue eyes glanced at my hands and back to her face before she nodded and corralled the troops out the front door. Outside the meeting hall on the front half-circle drive sat several retired school buses painted white that we’d purchased a few years back. Our community liked getting together for camping and cookouts at the nearby lake, and the buses helped us transport everyone.

      Lisbeth helped each group onto the buses, and once they were all loaded up, we drove to the airport. I sat next to my wife at the front of the bus that held Kitty, Lucas, and Clara. They too had volunteered to help find Alistair, though I suspected they were also going to try and find Anastasia. She was as aloof as Alistair, if not more so.

      My hand twitched and fidgeted on my wife’s shoulder. She brought it down and kissed it before putting it in her lap. “Something on your mind?” she asked quietly. There was enough conversation going on around us where I was reasonably certain we wouldn’t be overheard.

      “I want to go out and look for Alistair. And your mom. I feel like it’s my responsibility to do both of those things, and I’m stuck at home while everyone else is helping.” It all came out in one breath and I felt deflated.

      Lisbeth smiled and kissed my hand again. “You’re a little moody lately. Is it that time of the month?” I scowled and tried to take my hand away from her, but she held on fast, giggling in her cute way until I pulled her onto my lap.

      “Touché,” I conceded. “I am feeling a bit moony. Things might get hairy later.” She giggled again and snuggled closer to me. “Sorry. I feel like I’ve been super whiny lately.”

      “You forget,” she said, sitting up to look at me. “I know you. And I know behavior. You’re not upset about what you say you’re upset about. It’s just piling on top of the real issue.”

      My fingers started absently unraveling the braid I’d made in her hair. “And that is?”

      Her hand went up to play with my hair too. “We had peace for decades, and during that peace, we ignored the real problems. It’s a vampire thing. If the danger is not right in our faces, it might as well be forgotten.” She leaned in and kissed me on the cheek before resting her head there. “You can’t lay the blame on yourself. We all did this, and we will all work to make it right again.”

      I held her tightly against me as if she would blow away without my arms around her. “I love you so damn much.”

      “And I love you, you big hairy wolf.”

      We sat in the bus seat, cuddled together until the bus rolled into the airport parking lot. Lisbeth’s body tensed, gripping my hand in wordless anxiety, and before I led her out of the bus, I planted a comforting kiss onto her cheek. Our large group entered the small airport and fanned out to the ticket kiosks before bag and security checks, and then traveling to their respective gates.

      Lucas, Clara, Merrick, and Cameron were on different planes than Kitty, so we said our goodbyes to the other volunteers before walking the biker gang to their gate. Lisbeth’s dad and aunt/step-mom hugged her for far longer than necessary, but she made no moves to pull away. Being away from them would be hard on her. Lucas released his daughter to let the women talk, approaching me with a serious expression.

      “Son-in-law,” he said with a nod, running his hand through his messy blonde hair before straightening his Napoleon looking jacket. Sometimes it felt like the less crazy he behaved, the crazier he looked. “Take care of my child. Thirty-five years together isn’t enough to make up for four hundred years apart, and I intend to return in one piece to my little girl.” He stepped into my offered hug, his head coming up to my chin, and he was by no means a small dude. I was simply ginormous. “I know I jest with you, werewolf, about my daughter leaving you, but I figure she has about as good a chance of surviving with you by her side as she does with the stoic one.”

      I pat his head, making sure not to sideswipe him like I wanted to. “Thanks, dad. That makes me feel better.” Our hug started to last too long as well and I wiggled under his grasp. “Find Anastasia,” I whispered to him. “She needs her mother.”

      Lucas sniffed and straightened. “Of course she does. You needn’t ask. Clara and I do not intend to return without her.” He did the hair and jacket adjustment again as Clara came over to us.

      “Knight,” she said with a smile. Yesss, mother-in-law hugs. I was enveloped in the scent of baked bread and fresh plants for a few seconds before Lucas pulled his bride away from me, as usual. “Take care of them both. Give Jason my love.”

      “Always,” I told her as I leaned in for a kiss on her cheek. Lucas whined, and Lisbeth cut him off with a light smack on his arm. Our goodbyes said, Lucas took Clara’s hand and they waved as they disappeared into the crowd of humans. Cameron and Merrick were busy chatting with Kitty, and their goodbyes were swift and sweet. A hug, a kiss, a stiff warning for Cameron to take care of my sister, and they were gone too.

      Kitty’s group was ready to leave, and while they waited impatiently, she gave Lisbeth a very long hug. She was about to leave us for the first time. The thought was palpable for all three of us. I stood there, watching my women hug, and I found myself wondering how Kitty would say goodbye to me. A wave? A handshake? ‘Bye Knight?’ Shit, I was so selfish. All I ever cared about was myself when it came to Kitty. When would she ever treat ME like her father? When would she call ME Dad? That’s how I felt on the inside. On the outside, I converted that trepidation into respect for her space. It killed me, but I wanted her to be happy.

      “Knight?” Kitty said. I realized I’d zoned out and didn’t hear her talking to me. Her smile melted me, making me feel like a complete ass. “Take care of Mom and Jason, okay? Tell Arthur I said he’d better keep you three safe.” Her perfect little hand with her perfectly sharp and manicured fingernails curled up into a fist and she held it out for me.

      A fist bump. Our first fist bump.

      Bump.

      She hugged Lisbeth again and was gone with the leather biker gang before I could lower my hand. Lisbeth looked over at me and at my still raised arm. Smiling, she walked to me and pulled me into a hug.

      “You can put your hand down now.”

      “She fist bumped me. She’s never fist bumped me.” I might cry.

      Lisbeth’s head only reached my collarbone, like a short little pixie. She looked up at me with her chin against my chest. “Don’t cry. Arthur’s coming.” I cleared my throat and put both arms around my wife as Arthur appeared in front of us.

      Surprisingly, he had a sympathetic look for both me and my wife, so much so I thought he might hug us. Did I want him to hug me?

      “Everyone is off on their flights, so we’re good to go,” he said, and shaking off my weird thoughts, we all left the airport back to the buses in the parking lot.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            5. Going full wolf
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      Nightfall crept up like a slow crawl I couldn’t avoid. My moodiness had a reason, and tonight I would shift into a wolf and do wolfy things like frolicking in the woods and crap. After several hours of insatiable fucking, I left Lisbeth sated and sleeping in our bed before joining Jason in the living room. He was playing a game on the most current holographic gaming console, and looked up at me when I came in.

      “Mom good?” he asked. He didn’t like thinking she would be awake and worrying about us.

      “She’s asleep,” I answered, picking up my bag. I had learned to leave my wife content and sleepy before going out for my moon escapades. It took a lot of my energy to sate my lioness, but I’d soon have more than enough to spare. My skin grew goosebumps in anticipation of what the night would bring.

      “Good,” Jason whispered as he was powering his console down. Flipping the lights off, we left the house as quietly as possible.

      We walked down the street through our little village. A lot of our neighbors were still awake, and some waved to us as we walked by. I smelled barbeque and burning wood chips. My stomach growled at the thought of cooked meat. I was always starving right before a change, no matter what I ate. In this case it was Lisbeth’s soaking wet slit, and I’d indulged myself several times over before she fell asleep.

      “We’ll be back to your mom before she knows it,” I assured my son when I saw him looking back to our house.

      “I hope my wife is like that someday,” Jason said with a thoughtful smile that was far too mature for his age. “I want her to worry about me. Mom worries about all of us because she loves us. If my wife worries about me, I think that means she loves me.”

      I ruffled his dark hair and he dodged the attack. “Very insightful, my young padawan. And you’re right. Women worry out of love. If she doesn’t worry, she doesn’t love you.” We were reaching the end of the road and beyond it was dense forest.

      “How many women were you with before mom?” Jason asked. He took a rubber band from his wrist to tie back his thick curls and I did the same with my long hair. The night air felt cold against my neck.

      “A few. You can’t really compare it, though. Once you find your mate, everything before fades away like it never mattered. If I saw those women today, they’d be invisible next to your mom.”

      Jason smiled at that and leaned in to whisper a secret. “Mom told me about her first. She slept with a French male prostitute.”

      I groaned and stepped into the forest. “She should’ve never told you that story. Remind me to complain to her later.” Out of context, that story was fucking hot because it was when she first felt desire, after over one hundred years of life. In context, it involved a prostitute. “Why were you two discussing that anyways? …. Are you… Are you getting jiggy with it?”

      He snorted out a laugh. “No, dad. I’m just not a kid anymore. And mom wanted to tell me why you were different for her, how she knew you were her mate, even though she’d had lovers before. She didn’t wait for love, but it wasn’t the same before you.”

      “Your mom is a better woman than me, that’s for sure,” I said, my shoes crunching on the forest floor. “You make the choice that’s right for you, son. We’ll support it, no matter what. Boy. Girl. Non-binary. Android. Alien.”

      He laughed at me again. “C’mon dad, I’m being serious.”

      Deeper into the forest we went, and we fell silent walking beside each other. Jason didn’t have to come with me on my moon trips, as he could change whenever he wanted to like Lycans could. He chose to be there by my side.

      When Jason was born, we assumed he would need regular blood even if he was only half vampire, but my hybrid son was more human than vampire and only required blood if he was seriously injured. One time he’d broken his arm climbing a tree, and a quick bite into my shoulder fixed it in seconds. The fact that he preferred to only run with me was comforting. I’d always be here to give him blood if he got hurt.

      Side by side, once we found a clearing we undressed down to our underwear and put our clothes into my bag.

      “Shit, it’s cold,” Jason complained and gripped himself in a hug for warmth.

      “Hey, we’re werewolves, not swearwolves.” But he was right, it was pretty damn cold, even for us.

      I hung my bag on a tree limb and glanced up at the sky. Not long now. I felt the moon coming, like an internal alarm inside my body. My skin felt itchy, and my muscles ached with need. Steam shot from my mouth in a ragged breath and I looked to the sky to see Her.

      The moon.

      She had me in her grip, and there would be no escape. Pain shot through every corner of my body. My joints cracked as my bones rearranged themselves. I tried not to cry out from the agony I was feeling. It was so hard. My hands grew into claws with a pain that felt like they were breaking in half. An audible groan escaped my lips as my face went white-hot and my snout formed. With a pop, my jaw snapped into place, and my transformation was complete. Panting, I looked up at the moon and howled, letting the pain out.

      I was Hers once again.

      Beside me, Jason had turned into his wolf form and he howled at the moon in harmony with me, echoing my mournful call. Jason was a bi-pedal wolf like me, but he was more wolf-like in appearance. He had more fur, bigger teeth, and his hands were more like paws. I had hoped he would resemble the wolf Lycans so they would accept him as part of their pack, but we were monsters in their eyes, no matter how much they liked us.

      I turned to my pup and barked in signal before taking off into the forest. Jason followed me, step for step, under logs, and over creeks. Running helped take my mind off how much my body was throbbing with pain from the shift. The more I ran, the better I felt. Energy started surging through me, erasing how tired I’d felt before from making love to my wife for hours. I kind of felt sad that she wasn’t there because I was already starting to miss her. Maybe I’d bring her along the next time. It had been a while since she’d run with me during the full moon.

      Jason was gaining speed on me, his body better suited to running on all fours than mine, but he made sure to stay on my flank in respect for his Alpha. That felt nice to say, that I was someone’s Alpha. Maybe one day he and I would have another wolf running with us, whenever that fourth child from Lisbeth’s dream arrived. Everything would turn out fine with baby number three, because the next baby was mine, and I found myself anticipating it with relish as we picked up speed.

      An hour passed and we hadn’t stopped running for anything. I felt free and happy. My chaotic emotions would even out now, thank god. No more whiny, moody Knight. Back to manly me. We jumped over another river bank, sailing through the sky to land on the other side. My paws fell onto wet leaves and I skidded across the mud until I crashed into a tree, slamming my head against the trunk.

      Jason was by my side in an instant, whining and sniffing at me for wounds. I felt a sharp pain in my side that was dulled by the adrenaline running through my system. The scent of blood drifted to my snout. My blood. I whined and I slumped to the ground, passing out.

      When I woke up, I smelled Lisbeth nearby, and I felt her lifting me up in her arms. Leaves shuffled around her feet from Jason pacing in his wolf form.

      “Have a fun night out with the boys?” she joked, her fingers pressing to my wounds. I whined and snorted at her. “Jason, stop pacing. Your father is okay. He’s been in worse scrapes, believe me.” The leaves stopped rustling and I heard Jason’s tail swish back and forth on them. I opened my eyes and saw her beautiful, pale face in front of me. She was so god damn gorgeous, like a goddess in Mount Olympus. People should erect monuments to her, and worship her smoking hot body.

      I think I was loopy from blood loss.

      “Jason, go get your dad’s bag.” Jason scurried off, leaving us alone. If only I could kiss her with my dog lips. “Jesus, Knight, seriously? We’re not making out when you’re in werewolf form.” Oh, right, she could hear my thoughts with her vampire voodoo powers. “Yes, I can. And we’re not making monuments for people to worship my smoking hot body. Loopy from blood loss, indeed. You hit your head, don’t be dramatic. And I don’t have vampire voodoo powers.” I chuckled through my snout, sounding like a bulldog coughing. Her fingers pressed into my side, feeling the wound. “You’re healing fine, let’s get you up.” Thanks for coming, love. “Always,” she said with a smile and helped me stand on my hind legs. “You’re lucky I can still walk after earlier.” I held out a paw for a high five but she narrowed her eyes at me. “I’m not high fiving that.” Whine.

      Standing in my wolf form, Lisbeth’s head barely reached the top of my stomach. I leaned down and gave her a practiced kiss on the cheek with my dog-like lips. She put her arms around my neck and I lifted her up like she weighed nothing.

      Mine.

      “Yes, I know.” She squeezed me harder and took a deep contented breath. “Mine.” Lifting her head up, she brushed her nose against my wet dog snout. “I’m glad you’re okay.” Footsteps approached, it was Jason with my bag across his hairy shoulders. “Thank you, baby,” Lisbeth told him. She took the bag and ruffled Jason’s furry head, scratching behind his ears and making his foot pump up and down with his scratch reflex. He licked her hand appreciatively when she finished.

      Can I has ear scratchies?

      She rolled her eyes with a smile. “Yes, you big baby.” Her fingers found the spot behind my ears I liked her to scratch, and my foot pumped up and down too.

      Jason snorted at us, doggie language for ‘get a room.’ I growled at him in a friendly manner and launched myself at him for some father-son wrestling. We nibbled at each other and fought to keep the other pinned while Lisbeth watched. My animal side felt the need to show her my strength as her mate, but I held back to make sure Jason stayed safe.

      Finished playing, I jumped at Lisbeth and landed in front of her with a huff. She climbed on my back and I took off into the forest with our son behind me.

      The moonlight eventually gave way to dawn, and Lisbeth took the small tent out of my bag for us to get inside after we were all human and dressed again. We crashed on the tent floor and instantly fell asleep. It was noon before I woke up. I’d somehow ended up on the opposite side of the tent than my wife, our son stretched out between us. Her purple eyes fluttered open and she smiled at me from behind Jason’s sleeping form.

      ‘Morning,’ she said inside my mind. Her gaze turned to Jason and she reached out a hand to stroke his cheek and smooth his hair, leaning in to kiss his forehead. He stirred but didn’t wake up, and scooted over to put his arms around her waist, resting his head against her breast as he’d done when he was a child. She kissed him again, holding our son close to her. ‘Come here.’ Moving closer, I snuck a kiss on her lips and got in on that family cuddle. ‘I love you.’ She shut her eyes and started nodding off again, wrapped in mine and Jason’s arms.

      I love you too.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            6. The epidemic begins
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      Our little group didn’t make it back to the village until the full moon was over. We slept during the day and ran all night. Three days later, we emerged from the forest and did a walk of shame down the street in our muddy clothes to our yellow house. Jason took his shoes off and waved a hand behind him as he shuffled to his bathroom for a shower, yawning loudly. Lisbeth came up behind me for a hug and she yawned too.

      “Such a bad dad, keeping us up all night,” she joked sleepily. “Not my preferred reason to stay up.”

      “Mine either,” I told her through my hoarse vocal cords. I was too tired for sex jokes. “Shower, then sleep.” She nodded and followed me to our bathroom to clean up four days of filth. Not even her succulent naked body was enough to rouse me. We used half a bottle of liquid soap before our skin was sparkly clean. I stayed under the water a little longer and kissed her tenderly before she stepped out to put on one of our fluffy robes.

      My ears pricked when I heard a knock at the door. Arthur.

      “I got it,” she shouted over the water and left the room.

      I felt like I’d just done a juice cleanse, as if my entire body had been on edge and now I was finally relaxed. The water ran on my face, washing away the turmoil. Maybe it would wash away those weird thoughts I kept having about Arthur.

      Lisbeth’s small knuckles rapped on the bathroom door, interrupting my shower musings. “Knight, we need you.” I twisted the shower handle, cutting off the water spray, and left the shower, grabbing a robe and putting it on before leaving the bathroom.

      Arthur stood in the living room with Lisbeth next to him, and she held out a hand for me to take when I approached them.

      “What’s up?” I asked him, the look on his face setting my skin ablaze with dread.

      “One of the teams we sent out went dark,” he said grimly. Shit, even he couldn’t mask the emotion behind the words. “It wasn’t any of your family’s groups.” The air in my lungs expelled with a sigh of relief.

      “Where were they?” I asked, squeezing Lisbeth’s hand.

      “We sent them to search Egypt and the surrounding countries, but they hadn’t made it there before communication stopped. I estimate they were somewhere around Italy.”

      Lisbeth let go of my hand to grip the collar of her robe, as if it would shield her from all of this. “So Alistair is in Italy?”

      Arthur shook his head, eyeing her like he wanted to reach out a hand and rub her shoulder, or anything to comfort her. “We don’t know that yet. We’d have to re-route another group to check, but there’s a chance they could also go dark from whatever got the first group.”

      “And then we’d never know for sure,” I affirmed.

      “Alistair isn’t the only psycho out there,” Arthur pointed out with a nod to me. “Plus some of the packs still aren’t on our side, even after the alliance was made.”

      Leaning against the couch, Lisbeth fluffed up the top of her wet hair in thought. “I’m not sure what we can do at this point. We only have half the committee here. We can’t make big decisions without everyone represented.”

      Arthur’s holo-phone beeped and he flicked his wrist to answer it. “Report,” he said into the microphone. I heard bits of the other person talking, a hurried message in a language I didn’t understand, and Lisbeth’s body tensed up as she eavesdropped. Apparently, she spoke the language, and it wasn’t good news. “Wait for my orders,” Arthur told the person and hung up. He gave a grave look to Lisbeth before turning his gaze to me. “Another team went dark. They were in Australia.”

      I ran both hands through my dark, wet hair to calm myself. “Dude can’t be in two places at once.”

      Lisbeth gripped her neckline tighter. “I’m not making plans wearing a robe. Brb.” She left the room quickly, leaving me with Arthur.

      I leveled him with as serious a look as I could muster, and he met it with his own. “Bring Kitty back here now,” I told him. “I know you don’t take orders from me, and that’s fine, but do it for her.”

      “I’m surprised you think you have to ask. I already messaged Kitty’s team before I got here. You should get dressed too.”

      I saluted him with two fingers on the side of my head and passed Lisbeth on my way out. She was already dressed in a blue cocktail number, complete with heels and jewelry. She always looked classic, and crazy beautiful. I kissed her and quickly closed our bedroom door before pulling on a pair of jeans and a t-shirt. Jason had joined the group when I emerged again, and Lisbeth was holding his hand, her face paler than usual.

      Jason looked worried when he caught my eye. “Is Kitty okay?”

      Lisbeth sniffed as quietly as she could. “Kitty is fine. We’re all fine. Let’s go to the meeting hall and see what’s happening.” Still holding Jason’s hand, she marched out the door with all of us behind her, her heels clicking on the pavement. I allowed myself five seconds to appreciate the view of her ass in front of me. More than that felt wrong, considering the circumstances.

      We burst through the meeting room doors like Aragorn in The Two Towers. Hades and Balthazar were at the committee table and they hopped up when they saw us.

      “Another one went dark?” Hades asked. I almost panicked, but I realized he was asking about the second group Arthur had mentioned before.

      Arthur stomped up the steps to the table and shoved open a laptop before typing furiously at the keys. “All teams are being recalled until we find out what’s happening.” He typed more and lifted his eyes for a few seconds to where Lisbeth was, hugging Balthazar tightly. “Your parents are refusing to return.”

      She froze in the hug and slowly set her feet back to the ground. “I know. They’re looking for Anastasia.” Arthur made a noise that almost sounded like a groan. Hades wasn’t quite that subtle.

      “They can’t bring that murderer here!” he bellowed, puffing up like a white balloon wearing coattails. “We pardoned your father and his bride, but I draw the line at your treacherous whore mother.”

      Lisbeth turned from Balthazar and leveled Hades with her serious face. No one could match her serious face. “If it wasn’t for my mother, we’d all be dead. Deny it. I dare you.”

      He withered under her ire and looked away. “The fact…” His voice cracked. “The fact remains that someone, or something, is killing our people. What if your mother went cray cray again? How do we know it’s not her?” Hades saying ‘cray cray’ was worse than his ghastly fashion statements.

      “I highly doubt this is one person,” Arthur interjected from his laptop. He straightened and opened his holo-phone to text really fast. “Another team went dark. Brazil. That makes three.”

      “Mom,” Jason said quietly, brokenly, and not even Arthur was exempt from a reaction to it.

      Lisbeth reached for his hand again, keeping her face very still. She was holding it together for his sake. “Kitty is in Canada. She’s fine.”

      “Your family isn’t more important than others,” Hades huffed, pulling at his vest.

      Lisbeth poked a finger at him. “You hush. My son is worried about his sister, and you’re not helping.” She turned to Arthur who was still typing away at his holo-phone, ignoring her just enough where she looked pissed. “I need answers, Arthur. I need them now.”

      “Apologies,” he said, switching back to the laptop. “I have nothing yet.”

      Lisbeth sighed and pulled her holo-phone up. She typed with one hand, the other still holding Jason’s, and then flicked her wrist to turn the holographic projection off. “I need to drink. Can we?” She motioned to me and I nodded back. Holding a hand out, I walked her to her office, closing the door behind us. She put her arms around my neck as soon as we were alone and held me close for several minutes. I wrapped her in my arms, felt her breathing become ragged with sobs. She sniffed, trying to hold back tears of worry. “If a leaf hit me right now, I’d fall into a thousand pieces.”

      “Putting you back together would be the best jigsaw puzzle ever.” She shook against me with laughter, but it didn’t last long. I stroked her hair and lifted her chin up to kiss her lips. Neither of us was in the mood for passion, we just needed the intimacy of each other’s touch. A reminder that we weren’t alone. One more kiss and she had her arms around my neck again. “You need to drink.”

      She shook her head. “I can’t, I’m not thirsty.”

      “For Jason.”

      Groaning, she loosened her grip on me and sank her teeth into my neck with a pop. Godddd, that pleasure-pain. I pushed away the way it went straight to my groin. Her fangs retracted and she licked my neck to clean it up before her plump lips sucked my skin in a kiss and I had to pull her away.

      “Woman,” I admonished. “Totally sexy. Not the right time.”

      “Sorry,” she said with a smile. “I forgot where I was for a few seconds. You’re just so devastatingly attractive.” Her smile faded quickly when she remembered why we were there. “Let’s go.”
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        * * *

      

      Lisbeth’s furious texting was apparently ordering takeout because Jason was paying for it when we came back into the meeting room. There was fried chicken, mashed potatoes, coleslaw, biscuits, and hush puppies. Nothing like Southern food to make you forget your troubles. Even Hades was interested in snagging a plate.

      We stayed there all afternoon but Arthur had no new information for us, so we went home to sleep. Sleep was a relative term because none of us could relax enough to nod off, and eventually, we sat in the living room on the couch, all three of us, watching Star Trek: The Next Generation. By the cock crow, we’d all managed to slip into a doze that was interrupted by furious pounding on the front door.

      “Fucking ass, what does he want?” Lisbeth groaned, and stumbled over to the door to un-click the security bolts. Arthur came in like a hurricane and immediately grabbed the remote from my sleepy hand.

      “Hey, man. My house, my remote,” I complained drowsily, wiping my eyes with my fingers.

      “Shut up,” he ordered frostily and clicked the buttons on the remote until it switched off Netflix and onto the cable channels.

      Lisbeth was the frosty one now, about to go full blizzard on his ass. “Do not talk to him like that. I don’t care what’s happening out there.”

      “You shut up too,” he ground out, his words like a slap in the face. “How do I get it to show the fucking Weather Channel?” He didn’t use the word ‘effing,’ I’ll say that much. Lisbeth had switched from pissed off to worried, and she locked eyes with me. Something was wrong. Arthur would never behave like this unless something was wrong. Like catastrophic wrong. The sky is falling wrong.

      Jason stole the remote from Arthur and quickly switched it to the Weather Channel with little effort. “You know my mom is going to rip you a new one for talking to her like that.” His smirk died when he saw what was on the screen.

      A female news reporter was sitting at a desk with a stack of papers in front of her. “Authorities are calling this the worst epidemic in over a century, spanning all corners of the globe. Symptoms of this mystery disease include cold skin, manic behavior, and an unnatural surge in strength. Those affected are being restrained in order for doctors to treat them. We urge everyone to stay in their homes and try to get anyone affected by this disease to a hospital as soon as possible. We’re now going live to our reporter on location for more insight on this epidemic.”

      Lisbeth wordlessly held her hand out for the remote and muted the television as soon as Jason gave it to her. We watched footage of the diseased humans restrained in hospital beds, fighting with everything they had to get free. A doctor pointed towards one human’s mouth and showed the beginnings of fangs growing on the canine teeth. The screen switched back to the newscaster and Lisbeth turned the sound up again.

      “No word yet on what this disease is, but doctors are working on a cure, and remain hopeful to get the affected back on their feet as soon as they can. Coming up next, how hurricanes affect the weather.” Lisbeth clicked the television off and dropped the remote onto the carpet.

      “That wasn’t a disease,” Jason said, almost phrasing it as a question.

      “No,” Arthur confirmed grimly. “That’s the early stages of creating a drone. Somehow it’s not happening instantaneously like it’s supposed to. The humans are turning into vampires, and if they aren’t given human blood at the moment of turning, they’ll go insane. They’ll kill anything in sight with a pulse.”

      “They can’t be turning… they can’t…” Lisbeth wrapped her hands around the back of her neck, pacing the floor slightly in her worry. “How? Is someone biting them? Dropping blood in the water supply? I’ve seen it happen.”

      “I have as well. But even those humans turned the instant the vampire blood touched their lips,” Arthur said, running his hand over his stubble.

      “If it’s Alistair, he’s an Alchemist,” Jason said, making us look over at him. “He’d have figured out how to prolong the turning. Maybe that’s why he made that drone we found?”

      “Genius,” I praised, and reached a hand out for a fist bump, which he accepted. “What’s our next move, team vamp-wolf-vae?”

      “I’m not calling us that,” Arthur protested with a grumpy sigh.

      “I have an idea,” Lisbeth offered, her face pinched in worry. “And none of you will like it.”

      I raised my eyebrows at her. “Ooo, do tell.”

      “Town meeting.”

      “You’re right, I hate town meetings,” Arthur said.

      She shook her head at him. “Nope. That’s not the part you won’t like. Let’s round up the troops.”
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        * * *

      

      Half an hour later, everyone from our village that hadn’t left to search for Alistair was sitting in the meeting hall, waiting for Lisbeth’s plan that she insisted we would hate. When everyone had found a seat and quieted down, Lisbeth stood up at the front of the stage, away from the committee table where the remaining members sat. Jason was sitting in for Kitty, and a silver-haired Alexander sat in for Jamie. The human spot remained empty without Clara.

      “Good morning, everyone,” Lisbeth opened. “I’m sure you’ve seen the news. The humans are fighting an epidemic, only it’s not a disease. It’s humans slowly turning into vampires. We suspect the difference in the change is because of Alistair. He’s finally made his move to get revenge for what we did to him.” She hesitated and fiddled her fingers together, Arthur and I sharing a mutual look of concern over her behavior. “I have a proposal. I can promise you that no one here will agree with me, but I urge you to understand that this is the only course of action that I believe can change the outcome of this situation for the better.”

      “Has the committee discussed this?” someone asked in the crowd.

      Lisbeth shook her head and twisted her fingers more. “No. I didn’t bring this to the committee first, because I wanted everyone to be aware of this before it is discussed and voted on.”

      I sent out a thought to her. ‘Tell me first. It’ll be easier.’ I saw her flinch slightly but she didn’t answer me.

      “The only way we can salvage this epidemic of mass turning is…” She gulped.

      ‘Lis, please.’

      Resolved, she raised her head. “We have to go public.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            7. Drastic measures
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      The outrage that erupted in that room after Lisbeth said those five words was indescribable. The shouting, the panic, and the finger-pointing. Lisbeth stood still through it all, her hands turning red from the constant twisting and turning. Arthur hopped up onto the stage to stand beside her to try and quiet the crowd, but it was no use. They were outraged, and no amount of shushing would shut their asses up.

      I felt Lisbeth send a thought to me.

      ‘Do you hate me?’

      My heart broke into a thousand pieces. She actually thought that I’d be mad at her for this. If I truly thought it over, this probably was a last-ditch plan, but I didn’t know of any other options. I shot from my chair and walked across the red-carpeted stage to stand beside my wife.

      “Shut your pieholes and sit the eff down!” I shouted at the top of my lungs. While the room quieted, I took Lisbeth’s swollen hand. “The committee is going to discuss this down the hall. We ask you to please stay here and wait for us to finish.”

      I heard Jason whisper, “Title of your sex tape.” I snapped a finger at him and led the committee to Lisbeth’s office.

      “This is madness,” Hades said when the door had shut behind us.

      “I’m pretty sure this is Sparta,” I muttered, because I couldn’t help myself. He leveled me with a glare and ran his fingers through his oily black locks.

      “We have remained in hiding for thousands of years, and this wet-nosed female thinks she can undo that? Poppycock.”

      “I suggest you chill out, Nosferatu,” I ordered and flicked a finger to him in warning.

      “I agree with the plan,” Alexander said suddenly. He had found a chair to sit in and was leaning forward with his elbows on his knees.

      Hades crossed his arms over his chest. “Well, that’s two votes for insanity.”

      Balthazar was perched on the desk, legs crossed effortlessly like this was a Sunday picnic. “There are no other viable options?” He looked at Arthur for confirmation. The room held its breath for the stoic warrior to speak his peace. He chewed on it for longer than I would’ve thought necessary, even for this situation. Then his icy blue eyes found me.

      “What do you think?”

      Arthur. Asking for my opinion. Someone get the paddles, I’m going into shock.

      I looked down at my doe-eyed wife, so afraid that she would lose me with this decision. I kissed her on the head to comfort her and she held onto my waist tightly, like I was going to float away if she didn’t.

      “This is for the humans?” I asked her.

      She nodded against my stomach. “Yes. If we don’t act fast, the humans might suffer a catastrophic population failure. We can’t exist without them.”

      “So they get reduced in number, big deal,” Hades reasoned, being as unhelpful as possible. “We can survive.”

      “It’s not just that,” she countered. “Say they start to hunt the drones. They develop a test to see if anyone is affected. A test that vampires won’t pass. They’ll shoot us on sight.”

      Arthur stroked his chin and studied the ceiling in thought. “But if we come forward first, and help the humans prevent the drones from turning as much as possible, they’ll view us as allies. They’ll hunt the drones, but not us.”

      “Exactly,” Lisbeth affirmed. Hades muttered under his breath some very unkind things. I signaled with my fingers that I was watching him.

      “There are no other options,” Arthur told Balthazar, and all of us as well.

      Balthazar uncrossed his legs and plopped his feet down onto the carpet. “That settles it. I vote yes.”

      “Me too,” Jason said.

      “Humph, he’s not even an official member,” Hades complained.

      “I vote yes too,” I echoed. “Five against one.”

      Lisbeth was chewing her lip now, and I was starting to smell her blood. “They won’t like it.”

      “Of course they won’t,” Hades commented dryly. “Our way of life will end. Nothing will be certain. If they don’t unseat all of us over this, I will be shockingly surprised.”

      “They can’t unseat me,” I pointed out, not that it helped.

      Hades rolled his eyes. “I’m sure they will find a way if they’re pissed enough.” He straightened his black jacket. “Let’s go break the news, and pray we leave with our heads attached.”
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        * * *

      

      To put it mildly, the crowd didn’t take it well when we stood on the stage and told them that a vote of five to one had decided we would go public to the humans.

      “I will not be party to this blasphemy,” a vampire shouted.

      “The agreement of this committee is that you would represent us fairly, and if we thought you were misrepresenting us, we could replace you,” another yelled out, his ugly, pale finger pointed at my wife. “I vote we replace this traitorous woman, and leave her in the gutter like her harlot mother!”

      And like that, the crowd turned ugly.

      Funny how we always feared humans taking up their pitchforks and trying to burn us to the ground when we should’ve feared our own kind doing just that. The people we’d sworn to protect and fought for with our damn lives no longer wanted us to help them. The vampires replaced Lisbeth on the committee, and the Lycans quickly did the same with myself and Alexander.

      To make matters worse, they locked us inside our house to make sure we wouldn’t go public to the humans. They would’ve locked us in prison, but we didn’t have jail cells anymore.

      An hour into our imprisonment, Alexander was lying down in Kitty’s room, I sat at the kitchen table with Balthazar, Arthur was pacing the carpet raw, and Lisbeth was on the couch with Jason, petting his hair so he’d fall asleep. She had the television tuned to news coverage about the plague with the volume on mute. Every hour the news got more and more heated, and the epidemic was the only thing discussed on the air.

      “It’s getting worse,” Balthazar commented, drumming his fingers on the table.

      “And we’re stuck in here like criminals,” Arthur ground out. He didn’t like being caged. Score for finding his pressure point, though.

      Lisbeth kissed Jason’s head and left him on the couch. “If we want to go forward with the plan, we have to do something drastic.” Arthur stopped pacing, turning to her. “We have to go rogue and break vampire law.”

      “Oh fuck no,” he muttered. “I am not doing that. I literally hunted our kind for that. Literally.”

      “Yeah,” she said with a smile, batting her eyelashes at him. “And now you work for me. And I say you’re not allowed to hunt me for it. Checkmate.”

      “Fuck,” he swore under his breath. “Also,” she added, turning her grin on me. “They made one fatal error locking us all in here. They let me keep my food supply. No offense, honey.”

      “None taken.”

      “A quick binge and I’ll be able to control anyone we encounter long enough for us to leave. As long as you’re okay with it, dear.”

      I shrugged. It would never be like the first time she blood binged. She’d never go too far again. “Fine by me.”

      “Part two of the plan.” She turned to Balthazar. “We’re outing supernatural beings to humans. Humans with guns, and bombs, and happy trigger fingers. I want my son nowhere near this. Balthazar, I’m asking you to take him far away from here. If we never come back, you have to be his guardian.”

      “I recall the last time you asked me to take a child away for safety you offered to let me marry a sexy librarian. Is that part of this deal too?” Balthazar smiled and drummed his fingers against each other. She glared, asking him to be serious. “What’s wrong with the other wolf? Alexander? Shouldn’t the boy be raised by his own kind?”

      “It would be ideal, but we need him to come with us. I can flash fang all I want to the humans and they might not believe me, but a man turning into a wolf will be hard to ignore.”

      Balthazar sighed in defeat. “As long as Knight is fine with it, I will agree. The boy will be safe with me.” He looked at me, and I nodded. He wouldn’t have been my first choice to raise Jason, but considering the circumstances, he would do his best. “Very well. I own a secret island. We’ll be safe there.”

      “A secret island where?” Arthur asked curiously.

      “Secret as in secret, icy one.” Balthazar stood and kissed Lisbeth reverently on the forehead. “I’ll pack my bag, I suggest the boy does the same. We will await your orders.”

      “On it,” Jason said from the couch, apparently not as asleep as we’d thought. “Also totes going to drive him insane. Just saying. Can I bring my console?”

      Balthazar looked like he was already regretting this. “The flashy game thing? Fine. As long as you never say you’re bored.” Jason got up and gathered his console with the controller and wires and went to his room to pack a bag with Balthazar following behind him.

      “I regret everything,” Lisbeth groaned, rolling her eyes to the ceiling.

      “He’ll keep the boy safe,” Arthur said as he tried to comfort her, still standing too far away for it to be effective.

      “He’s right, babe. Balthazar is the best choice for the options we have.” I saw Alexander come out of Kitty’s room and stretch his arms above his head.

      “What are we doing?” he asked with a yawn. Thirty-five years had done a number on him. Lycans aged slower than humans, but they still aged. He’d already been sixty, in age at least, when Lisbeth met him, and now he actually looked sixty, decades later. His black hair was completely silver, he had wrinkles, and he was already regretting the pain of shifting so much that he was considering stopping.

      “Going rogue,” I answered with a smile.

      He yawned again. “Cool. Can I eat something first?” I nodded and he disappeared into the kitchen.

      While he heated up leftovers, we went to our bedroom to pack a bag of essentials. Mine was mostly clothes, my handheld gaming console, and a few keepsakes. It wasn’t clear if we’d be able to return to our home after this, and I didn’t want to leave anything precious behind. Out of the corner of my eye, I watched Lisbeth put her digital book reader into her backpack, along with the small baby keepsakes box she had with the silver rattles and wooden crosses from our children’s christenings. Her most precious possessions. She’d never bring them if she thought we were coming back.

      I leaned over to her on the other side of our bed and kissed her forehead, wanting nothing more than to hold her close until this was all over. She gave me a quick smile and went back to putting her small stack of first edition books on top of the box. I zipped up my bag and slung it over my shoulder as she picked up a small pile of clothes and shoved it in before zipping up her backpack and putting it on.

      “It was nice, having my own house,” I said quietly, looking around at the custom crown molding and the crisp wallpaper with little birds on it. Lisbeth loved this house. She sniffed, pretending there was dust in the air, wiped her eyes where she thought I couldn’t see, and picked up one last thing to bring: her Bathory necklace. She clasped it behind her neck and flipped the pendant over to show her crest.

      “Let’s go.”
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        * * *

      

      When we were all packed and ready, Lisbeth drank deeply from my neck with Arthur’s hand on her shoulder to judge when she should stop. I needed enough blood to still be of some use while my body made more. A noise escaped my lips as she drank, and let’s just say I didn’t like my son hearing me make that sound. When Arthur squeezed her shoulder, she licked my skin clean and moved away from me.

      “Ready?” she asked everyone. We nodded, and she kicked open the front door, shattering the wood and destroying any barriers our kinsmen had put in front of it. Two guards were outside the door, and Lisbeth raised her hands at them. “Sleep,” she commanded. They flopped to the ground like gummy worms.

      Arthur raced off to our garage and ripped open the locked garage door with his bare hand. I heard the blaring roar of him starting my jeep engine, but his escape from the garage was blocked by more guards. Dozens of them appeared and they were intent on stopping us. Lisbeth raised both hands, focusing so hard I saw veins bulging in her face. Most of the guards fell asleep and we quickly dispatched the rest with blows to the head. I was there to catch Lisbeth when she went limp from the exertion. I threw her arm over my shoulder and carried her to my jeep.

      Balthazar drove up in his black sports car that probably costed more than our entire house. He rolled the window down and motioned for Jason to get in. Jason came to where we stood behind my jeep and hugged us tightly. Lisbeth was on the verge of passing out, but she managed to find more than a few tears for him.

      I lost count of how many times we all said I love you in that moment. We kissed our wet cheeks, hugged our son so tight we heard bones creak, and wished there was another way. The human world would never understand what we did for them in the shadows.

      Lisbeth gasped in a breath and wiped Jason’s cheeks again. “If we make it out, we’ll find you and Kitty. I promise.” Jason nodded and sniffed to hold back more tears. “Go. Go with Balthazar. If I have to say goodbye again, I won’t survive.” Our son nodded and was off to the black car that pulled away with a screech, taking him away from us. My wife slumped against me, her head dipped so low I thought she had lost consciousness.

      “Let’s go before more of them come,” Arthur shouted, just as we heard more of our kind moving towards us. I lifted my wife into the vehicle and jumped up to sit next to her before thumping my hand on the metal side, Arthur accelerating instantly down the road.

      One arm around my wife, the other holding onto one of the metal bars on the back of my jeep, I watched our city get further and further away. Our home would be forever lost to us now.

      Lisbeth eventually turned and slid into the backseat, tugging on me to do the same. Alexander and Arthur were silent in the front seat, and every so often Arthur would look through the rearview mirror to check on Lisbeth. She sat next to me, her face blank and her body frozen.

      A lump came to my throat when I realized she was reminding me of Anastasia. Anastasia who had died inside when she lost one child. Lisbeth had just lost two. Ignoring safety laws, I gently picked her up and put her on my lap to straddle me. Her head lowered to my collarbone and her arms came up around my neck. I stroked her hair, planted kisses on her head, but she didn’t respond.  I met Arthur’s eyes in the mirror and a look passed between us, one that spoke more volumes than words, and I’d never felt so close to him before then.

      ‘Don’t leave me,’ I sent to her.

      Her head lifted and she looked into my eyes, with a sorrow so great on her face that I couldn’t bear it. She leaned in for a soft kiss, her lip quivering ever so slightly, and I wanted for all the world to show her with every intimate detail that I was there for her, but we weren’t alone. Her lips were salty when she kissed me one last time and laid her head back on my shoulder. I tried not to notice when the spot of my shirt underneath her head grew more and more wet.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            8. General Lancaster
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      Arthur drove all night, and when we woke up in the back seat, in front of us was the back of the iconic White House.

      I yawned and tried not to move too much so Lisbeth could sleep more in my lap. “How long have we been here?”

      “Couple hours,” Arthur answered. It was not lost on me how his body was turned in the driver’s seat so he had a clear view of Lisbeth’s sleeping form. I smelled take out and searched around for food. Arthur immediately handed me two wrapped burgers. “They’re both for you.” I smiled because I would’ve definitely set one aside for my wife, and he knew me well enough to know that. I ate the first burger one-handed, my other hand around Lisbeth’s waist. Every few bites, I checked on her to see if I’d disturbed her but she remained in a blissful slumber. When the second burger was in my stomach, Arthur handed me a drink and I sipped it appreciatively. “Wake her up.”

      “Dude, do you have a death wish? You never wake this one up when she’s sleeping.”

      “Claws and fangs?” Alexander guessed, grinning. I mimicked what waking her up looked like with a very scary face and baring my free hand like I was about to slice him up. He laughed so loud I thought she would wake up from it, but she remained asleep.

      “Put your drink down,” Arthur said quietly. I did so, eyebrow raised. “Sorry not sorry.” He banged his hand on the jeep horn, honking loudly enough to wake the dead, which is exactly what it did. Lisbeth shot awake, claws and fangs out, and just barely managed to not cut me in her rage attack. I couldn’t say the same for my jacket. Arthur, the tosser, was laughing his ass off in the front seat, chorused by Alexander chortling so hard he started a coughing fit.

      “I will literally FUCKING murder you,” Lisbeth ground out in my face. “Not you, dear.” She kissed me on the cheek. “The wanker in the front seat. Dead.”

      He stopped laughing instantly and went back to his normal blankness. “I’m not a wanker.”

      “Totally a wanker,” she argued. “Where’s my food?” He handed her a burger and she started biting into it when Arthur got out of the jeep.

      “We have an appointment with the President,” he said casually like it was a doctor appointment. “We’ll be late.” Alexander got out as well and they both brought their bags with them. I hopped out the back of the jeep, putting my bag on, while Lisbeth climbed out and put hers on one-handed, the other full of burger.

      “How’d you swing that?” she asked, mouth full of food. Arthur didn’t respond, and that usually meant he didn’t want us to know the answer. She licked her fingers and rolled her eyes. “Brick wall. All day, every day.” Her holo-phone buzzed and she motioned for me to take it from her jeans pocket so she could keep eating. I put the phone on my wrist and pressed the button to open a text.

      “It’s a text from Olivier,” I told her. “It says, ‘Heard your ass was arrested and then you broke out of jail. Ha ha ha, ha ha ha, laughing so hard I cried emoji. Also p.s. Your Jimmy Choos are mine. Hashtag no regrets.’” Lisbeth laughed, coughing up some food in the process. The holo-phone buzzed again and another text from Olivier came up. “She also says, ‘Agree with the plan. Tell us where to meet you.’”

      “I’ll answer,” Arthur offered, and pulled his holo-phone up to text her back. Lisbeth finished her food just as we reached the back fence. Secret Service agents stood at attention and gave us a once over before approaching Arthur. He leveled them with an authoritative look. “We’re here to see the President. General Arthur Lancaster reporting in.”

      General?

      The SS agents stepped away to call it in and authenticate our arrival, so I leaned into Arthur. “General?” I hissed, holding in a laugh. “Nice swing. Did you get that title just for this?”

      Arthur side-eyed me with a frown. “No. I’m actually a General. For reals,” he added sarcastically.

      Lisbeth made a noise like she was trying not to giggle. “I definitely don’t pay you enough, General Lancaster.”

      “Okay, calm down,” Arthur ground out, elbowing her in the side. “They needed a last name, and I gave them one. Don’t be a child. Plus may I point out, you also have a last name.”

      She stuck her tongue out at him and he stared at it, probably contemplating biting it to shut her up. “Yes, because my human grandmother acknowledged her illegitimate vampire child. That’s never happened before.”

      The SS agents came back and gave us the okay to come inside the fence. We followed one of them up to the back door where more security stood, and he opened it to let us in. Lisbeth eyed all the guns we were seeing with a wary glance.

      “Right this way, General Lancaster,” the agent said. He walked us past bag checks and the metal detector, down a small hallway and into The Green Room. The freaking Green Room.

      Lisbeth groaned to herself, looking around at the décor. “And here I thought I’d never have to be in a green drawing room again. God hates me.”

      Alexander also looked around and made a face. “They definitely have vampiric taste. No offense.”

      Arthur and Lisbeth echoed, “None taken.” I found a striped couch that looked older than me and laid on top of it.

      Lisbeth hissed at me with wide eyes. “That’s really old, stop lying on it like it’s a damn futon!” My retort was cut short because the President entered the room. He was about as old as Alexander looked, and he had on a dark blue suit. I’d always gotten a nice Grandpa vibe from him when I saw him on television. In person, I still felt that.

      “General Lancaster,” he said with a smile to Arthur. “How nice to see you again. When you called asking for a meeting, I admit I was a bit anxious, especially considering the epidemic going on out there. You only hear from General Lancaster when there’s an emergency.”

      How right he was.

      “Mr. President, we have something very serious to discuss with you,” Arthur told him. “It requires absolute privacy.” He motioned to the SS agents standing at the door. The one standing closest to the President opened his mouth to say something like, ‘No fucking way,’ but the President held up his hand to silence everyone.

      “Gentlemen, give us a few minutes.” And like that, the room emptied of all but the five of us. “Sit. Let’s talk.” He motioned to a table with several chairs, and we pulled up more from around the room for everyone to have a place.

      For the first time in my life, I watched vampires and Lycans tell a human what we were. Sure, we told companions and human mates what we were, but we gradually introduced the idea until it wasn’t a shock. This time it was completely cold turkey and all on the table at once.

      The President took it in stride, leading me to guess maybe aliens were real and he’d encountered humanoid beings before. When we finished, he stood up and walked over to one of the large windows, as if the sunlight would help wash away what he’d just learned.

      “I’ll admit,” he said finally. “I’ve had my suspicions about General Lancaster for many years.” Oh fuck. That could either be very good, or very very bad. “When I first met him, he introduced himself as the grandson of the man that fought beside my grandfather in World War I. My grandfather described a man that made it out of every battle with nary a scratch on him when the other men were torn to pieces. He made other claims, such as his friend would pick the battlefield for dying soldiers so he could do something odd to their neck. I was willing to let my grandfather’s fantastical tales remain just that until I myself served with General Lancaster. Though I cannot boast such remarkable findings as him sucking a man’s blood, through the years he’s remained remarkably well preserved, among other things.”

      Lisbeth was giving Arthur some wicked side-eye during the President’s speech. Boy had slipped up, and judging by his intense study of the crown molding, he knew it.

      “You suspected General Lancaster of something, and stayed silent?” she asked the President, still glaring at Arthur.

      “Accusing a decorated soldier of sucking blood and turning into a bat wouldn’t be very beneficial to anyone,” he chuckled.

      “We don’t turn into bats,” Arthur muttered with a frown.

      “My apologies. Still. I knew General Lancaster’s character, and no man who fought as bravely as he would willingly harm us. Whatever he was, I knew I could trust him. I had no idea I would ever get an answer for my suspicions, but I am very glad that if there are other species on earth, they are willing to work with us to help save as many humans as possible.” He turned back to us. “The press conference you requested is about to begin. I assume you will fully reveal yourselves to the public?” He tapped a finger to his tooth in example. We nodded. “Good. Once the conference is over, we will begin working on an alliance. No public feeding, signed consent, so on and so on. We can worry about the technicalities later, once your people elect delegates.”

      He led us out of the room and through more hallways, down some stairs, and over to the press briefing room. It was crowded with reporters and cameras, eager to get the scoop on the biggest story ever.

      “Ladies and gentlemen,” someone said into the microphone on the stage. “The President of the United States.” Everyone clapped as we all stepped onto the stage behind the Big Man. He waved and smiled at everyone like it was a normal day with normal news. Flashbulbs went off left and right, and the camera in the center aisle moved closer to film us for live tv.

      The President leaned into the microphone and stared straight at the camera in the middle aisle. “My fellow Americans.” Oh god, why. It’s 2053, think up a new opener, people. “In light of recent events involving the epidemic plaguing not just our nation but all around the globe, we have discovered some new information that will help eradicate this disease.”

      Something in the room was making me sweat. Was it hot in here? Someone, probably an intern judging by his outfit, was passing out water bottles to the press. Maybe the air conditioning had broken.

      The President continued. “What I’m about to reveal to you might be a tad frightening, but I can assure you, the people on stage with me will not harm you.” He motioned to Lisbeth and whispered into her ear when she approached. “Please introduce yourself.”

      Lisbeth took his place at the podium. “My name is Erzsébet Bathory. Yes, like the serial killer. I was born in 1603, I’m four hundred and fifty years old. I’m married, or bonded as we call it in my culture. I have two children, Kitty and Jason.” The reporters were silent, most likely from confusion. Who was this crazy chick telling us she was four hundred and fifty years old? Lisbeth looked over at the President for instructions on what to do next, and he caught my eye to motion me forward.

      I gave Lisbeth a kiss on the temple when I stood next to her at the podium. “My name is Jason Knight Trimble. I was born in 1842, I’m two hundred and eleven years old. I fought in the Civil War. This is my wife, Lisbeth. We were married thirty-five years ago. Best choice I ever made. That, and not buying an 8-track in the sixties, amirite?” The crowd remained confused, but a few took more pictures.

      Alexander was next, and he squeezed in beside me. “My name is Alexander Locklear. I was born in 1955, I am ninety-eight years old. I have three children, ten grandchildren, fifteen great-grandchildren, and two great-great-grandchildren. They’re still babies.”

      Lastly, Arthur came up to Lisbeth’s other side, sliding his hand into hers to steady her. “My name is General Arthur Lancaster. I earned my rank serving in both World Wars. I was born in 1770, I’m two hundred and eighty-three years old.” The President whispered in his ear and Arthur leaned into the microphone. “I’m a vampire.”

      “Umm, same,” Lisbeth said, chewing her lip.

      “I’m a werewolf,” I added. My pits were becoming bogs from the heat. Okay, someone had definitely turned on the heater. This was ridiculous.

      “And I’m a Lycan. Slightly different than the werewolf,” Alexander said with a grin.

      A reporter on the first row looked like she thought we were having a laugh. “Is this a joke? Mr. President?” She picked up her bottle of water and took a swig, then fanned her blouse against the rising temperature of the room.

      We made way for the President to stand between us. “This is not a joke. Miss Lisbeth, if you would.”

      She took a step back and met my eyes. I answered with a nod, so she moved to the right more for the humans to see her fully, Arthur’s hand still clutching hers. She hissed and flung her other hand out to unfurl her claws, and her fangs dropped down, turning her eyes bright red. The crowd gasped appropriately, especially when Arthur did the same.

      “Artifice! Special Effects!” the crowd cried, exactly how the humans had reacted at the circus.

      The President held up a finger to shush them. He looked a little pale from seeing my wife looking all badass, but he was determined to be on our side. “Mr. Alexander?”

      Alexander took one step to the side and started shifting into a wolf before the humans’ eyes. I heard him groaning in pain while his bones cracked and rearranged themselves. He hadn’t shifted in months, it must’ve felt like he was dying. Finished, he stood beside me, a very large, and very real wolf.

      The crowd couldn’t explain this away, and they started to panic. The President waved his hands to try and calm them.

      “The vampires and Lycans are our allies. With their assistance, the epidemic will end.”

      No one was listening to him. He’d taken the news well. This room of reporters had no such plans. One of them tried to leave and ran into an SS agent who wrestled to keep her under control.

      I can’t really say how it happened, but I will say that I wish I could’ve reacted sooner. That one panicked woman wrestling with the SS agent elbowed him in the face, grabbed his gun, and fired at the stage.
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      The shouting. The screaming. The blood. So much blood. The sweet metallic smell filled the air and suddenly the room stopped moving like Adam Sandler had hit the pause button.

      Every human had fallen to the floor.

      Lisbeth was by my side instantly, not noticing the stillness around us, she was too absorbed in trying to staunch the flow of blood on Alexander’s furry body. The bullet had hit him square in the neck, and judging from the amount of blood coming from the wound, he wasn’t going to survive it, even with his advanced healing.

      “You’ll be okay,” she lied in a soothing tone, pressing her hands to the wound, covering herself with crimson blood. Alexander coughed and blood spurted out his wolfy mouth. “We need to stop the blood flow so he can heal.” Her voice was breaking. She knew Alexander was beyond help, but she would fight for him until his chest stopped moving.

      Arthur’s hand touched my shoulder and I looked up to see his eyes trained on the crowd. The crowd that was slowly standing up from the carpet. “Knight, bring Lisbeth here,” he whispered to me. She protested when I reached for her, and especially when Arthur put his hand over her mouth, holding her between our bodies. “No sudden movements.” He slowly lowered his hand from her mouth once he knew she wouldn’t cry out.

      “What’s happening?” she hissed, watching him closely.

      His crystal eyes were trained on the crowd. “They’ve turned.”

      Oh shit.

      Lisbeth stifled her reaction with a hand to her face. “All of them?” He nodded slowly. “How? There wasn’t a drone in here to infect them.”

      I looked down at the humans and saw them moving ever so slowly towards us. One of them knocked over a bottle of water, the bottles I’d seen the skinny intern passing out. The label was a brand I’d never seen before. “The water,” I said, pointing my finger just barely. “They were all drinking it.”

      “You’re telling me Alistair found a way to turn humans through water without biting them first?” Lisbeth asked, her voice gaining pitch with each word. Arthur grabbed her wrist and made her step closer to the other side of the stage where the President stood, white-faced, staying as still as possible. I followed carefully behind them.

      “Mr. President, I need you to move very slowly to that door over there,” Arthur whispered carefully, his eyes trained on the horde.

      “What about my men?” the President hissed. He looked about ready to pee himself.

      Arthur shook his head just barely. “They drank the water too. I saw it. We’re the only ones who didn’t. We’ll protect you, I promise. Just get to that door.” With her right hand in Arthur’s grip, Lisbeth reached back for me with her left, and I took it gladly, my sweaty palms almost too slippery to hold on. “Alexander.” We didn’t look behind us, but I could still hear Alexander’s heart beating, getting slower and slower. “We have to leave you, I’m sorry. Don’t make any noise or you’ll trigger them. They’re homing in on your blood right now as their thirst is rising.”

      Lisbeth sniffed quietly, trying her hardest to hold in the tears, but Arthur wouldn’t meet her gaze. “We can’t leave him.”

      Robotically, Arthur tugged her towards the door. “He’s dying. If we try to move him, they’ll attack us.”

      “We’ve fought off less than this and survived.”

      He turned his head back to her with a hiss. “Yes, when we had reinforcements, and we weren’t trying to keep a human alive. For once in your life, stop fucking arguing with me and let me save your damn life.”

      Her eyebrows narrowed and she looked pissed enough to rage kill the entire room. “We’re having words about this later.” For once, I agreed with Arthur. The longer we stayed, the less chance we had of coming out alive.

      “Let’s go,” I ordered her, and almost shoved her forward with a hand on her ass. “You can scold him when we’re not about to die.”

      The President had reached the door, slowly turning the handle to be as quiet as possible. It creaked ever so slightly and the mob started making noises I didn’t like. The ones on our side of the room were getting closer.

      “Fucking hell,” Arthur swore, pushing forward to push the door open. It triggered the crowd, and they raced forward to stop us and sink their teeth in our throats. Arthur shoved us all inside the doorway, jumping in at the last second with claws and teeth coming after him. Several had gotten a grip on his shirt and I scratched at them until they let go and the door shut with a slam. We pushed our bodies against it to hold it closed and it bumped from the strain of the humans trying to get to us. “This won’t hold them for long,” Arthur ground out, grunting from holding the door.

      Lisbeth added her strength between us. “They were in the final stages of the turn. If they don’t get human blood, they’ll become drones.”

      My feet lost their hold with another push and I struggled to stay upright. “I don’t see any blood available.” God, they were strong. We could barely keep the door closed.

      “Get the President to the jeep,” Arthur ordered Lisbeth, and he pushed her with his hand before putting it back on the door.

      “Fuck, you’re bossy,” she muttered before walking over to the President and slinging him over her shoulder. She met both of our eyes in turn, and I could tell she was afraid we wouldn’t make it out of the building. “You’ll follow?”

      “As soon as you’re clear,” I promised her. She nodded, giving us both significant looks, and disappeared around the corner.

      “Give her a few minutes, just in case,” Arthur grunted. The door swung slightly and bumped back into the frame, the wood cracking with a sickening jolt. “Or not.” He looked at me and nodded. “One. Two. Three.” At three, we both pushed away from the door and started running in the direction Lisbeth had gone.

      We found her on the lawn running towards the gate, still towing the President across her back. Before we’d gotten down the stairs, blood-crazed drones came from out of nowhere, rounding the corner of the building and going straight for her. There was no time to react, and both of us shouted her name before the monsters slammed into her like linebackers. The President went one way and she went another, her small body sailing through the air and landing with a smack several feet away.

      She didn’t get up.
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      I didn’t think, I charged into the enemy lines like Wolverine, howling and tearing at anything my hands touched just to get closer to my wife. Arthur was beside me, claws and fangs out, and he tore into the drones with his teeth, ripping out pieces of their flesh. We turned them into ribbons. When there were no more left, we both ran to where Lisbeth still lay, unmoving.

      Her skin was torn in so many places, I couldn’t tell where they ended and she began. The drones had ripped her apart, just as we’d done to them. Thankfully they hadn’t torn anything off. I wasn’t in the mood to search for body parts. But they’d done major damage, and she was as still as I’d ever seen her. Still as if she was dead.

      “Lis,” Arthur whimpered, his fingers running along the curves of her face, the look on his face of utter despair doing me in.

      She couldn’t leave me. I wasn’t ready to lose her. I’d never be ready to lose her. Thirty-five years wasn’t long enough. I needed her forever. I gave myself to her for forever, and I intended to have her for just as long, damn it!

      “Lisbeth,” I cried out and picked her up to cradle her in my arms, Arthur’s hands right there to assist. Her neck flopped unnaturally to the side, like a newborn baby. “Arthur, help me.” My cheeks were wet and I could barely see from the tears. He gently lifted her head and put his ear to her breast. I smelled so much blood coming from her, I felt like I’d never wash the smell from my nose. Even as distracted as I was, I strained to hear the heartbeat he was trying to find.

      Bump bump. Bump bump.

      “Her neck is broken, but she’s still got a heartbeat,” Arthur said after several beats.

      She wasn’t dead yet. She wasn’t gone for forever yet. I sobbed brokenly, freely, in front of the only man I trusted to see me that way. I knew he was feeling as much pain as I was, and somehow it made this more bearable, if that was possible. He helped fold her into my arms, making sure to keep her neck straight, and held me steady as I stood up. I nodded my chin over to where the President lay.

      “He’s dead?” I didn’t want to take my attention from Lisbeth’s heartbeat even for a second.

      Bump bump. Bump bump.

      Arthur looked over and sniffed a few times, not from tears, just smelling the air. “Yep. Nothing we can do. Let’s go.” He walked ahead of me to open the gate. Lisbeth didn’t feel as warm as she usually did and her breathing slowed to a speed I didn’t like. We rushed as fast as we could to the jeep. Once we reached it, something weird was happening. Every human nearby was lying on the ground, each one with a bottle of that water in their hands.

      “Fucking Christ on a stick,” Arthur ground out and started the jeep. “Get in. They’re all turning.”

      Alistair clearly believed in the phrase, ‘Go big or go home.’ He’d turned the entire White House in one fell swoop, and now the city was turning as well, all from bottles of water.

      Quickly, but as gently as possible, I got in the front seat and held Lisbeth against me before buckling us both in. We sped out of the parking lot and onto the road, a road littered with car crashes. Arthur zigzagged through the road to avoid them.

      Bump bump. Bump bump.

      Keep beating, heart. Keep her alive.

      We made it a few blocks before the bodies started getting up. “We have about five minutes before they go crazy,” Arthur shouted over the car engine. “Once they’re awake, if they don’t get blood within about a minute, it’s too late. The ones in the conference room went crazy from the smell of Alexander’s blood. It sparked their thirst sooner.”

      Bump….. bump bump.

      I buried my face in Lisbeth’s hair, breathing in the scent of her. Blood stuck to my cheek. “Will she be okay?” I felt like a little boy asking if Daddy was coming back from getting ice cream.

      Arthur’s lips pressed together. “If we don’t get out of this city alive, it won’t matter.” He slammed his foot into the gas pedal and we swerved to get on the freeway. “With drones on the loose, it probably would’ve been better to have a car with all the sides closed,” he commented dryly.

      I laughed brokenly. “I like to feel the wind in my hair.”

      He snorted. “You just like sticking your head out the window, admit it.”

      “Sh… shut up.” Lisbeth’s head lolled when we hit a bump and I fumbled to keep her upright. Arthur’s hand came up to steady her, carefully putting her in my arms again.

      Bump. …. Bump.

      The cars on the freeway had drones struggling to get out of the doors, but most of the cars had crashed and the doors were too damaged to open.

      “Why isn’t her neck fixed yet?”

      “Broken bones take a few hours to heal without feeding.” I knew that, but I was impatient for her to not be hurt like this. If only I’d gone with her, then maybe I’d be the broken one and not her. I’d give anything to switch places with her.

      “Ahh fuck,” Arthur swore, bringing me out of my thoughts, and I turned to find what he was seeing in the rear-view mirror.

      An army of drones coming after us.

      He turned off at an exit and swerved around more cars before finding a road that was mostly empty. Arthur sped the car up faster and faster until we were going the max speed on the speedometer, and the crowd started getting smaller. They couldn’t match our velocity even with their enhanced speed.

      “We’re losing them,” I said. Arthur nodded and continued going top speed, just in case. “We should go back home.”

      Bump.

      He shook his head and picked at the leather steering wheel cover. “Drones or no drones, we went public. The humans saw it on a live broadcast. If we go back home, we’ll be shot on sight for treason. We need to be as far away from humans and our own kind as possible right now.”

      “We have a cabin in the mountains. There are no humans. We could get Olivier and Renard to meet us there.”

      “I sent them to find Kitty.” I stayed silent, the only sound being Lisbeth’s slowly beating heart, and I saw him glance over at me out of the corner of my eye. The tear streaks down his face were unmistakable. “If I didn’t do everything I could to get her back, I couldn’t live with myself.”

      I brushed Lisbeth’s hair with the hand holding her head up. She was so still limp. Stop being so limp. Please.

      Bump bump.

      I took in a ragged breath and pulled her closer to me. “Once I know she’s going to be okay, we’re going to talk. Man to man.”

      Arthur nodded. “Understood.”
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      We drove for as small a time as needed until both of us were certain no humans were nearby. Arthur took the Jeep off-road and found a small clearing for us to put the tent up that I’d brought. He helped me lay Lisbeth down inside it and he examined her again by touching her neck and putting his ear to her breast.

      “I need to…” He motioned to her torso and looked up at me for permission. I nodded, so he lifted her shirt to look at her stomach. It was stuck with blood and he almost had to tear it to move it out of the way. If the cuts on her arms were deep, the gashes on her stomach were enormous. I could swear I saw glimpses of things I didn’t want to see in those cuts, and I was glad I wasn’t squeamish. They hadn’t healed. Why hadn’t they healed? And that wasn’t even the worst bit. There was a large red bruise over half of her side.

      Arthur was ready with an explanation. “Internal bleeding. It’s why her neck is still broken and the cuts haven’t healed, all of her blood is being used to keep her alive.” He grabbed his bag and ripped it open so hard the zipper almost broke. Inside he searched for something and pulled it out. He had all the makings of an IV, including a little stand for the blood bag to hang from. “She’s unconscious so she can’t swallow. If you put blood in her mouth, she’d choke on it.” I appreciated how he was answering everything I would’ve asked if I could actually form words. The graveness of his face was stealing the life from my throat. He handed me the bag to fill and set the IV up, putting the needle into her arm before covering it with tape. “Special vampire needle to pierce the skin.” Now he was just talking to keep himself focused.

      Slicing my wrist open with one of my teeth, my blood flowed into the bag like a waterfall. Arthur was giving me a hungry look, no doubt he was very thirsty from all the exertion and stress, but he hid it well enough. Once it was full, I handed him the bag and he connected it to the IV line, then he sat down and wiped his forehead, his other hand gripping the tent floor tightly. We both listened to her heartbeat as the blood flowed into her system.

      Bump bump. Bump bump.

      I took her hand and held it tightly as if it would somehow make her better. I wished with everything I had that it could. I couldn’t lose her, not now, not ever.

      I needed her forever.

      I scrubbed my other hand down my face and tried to sigh without crying, my thumb flicking her signet wedding ring back and forth. Arthur checked her stomach and I looked down to see some of the bigger cuts start to close. We both let out a breath of relief. He took out a small pillow from his bag and propped her head up, feeling her neck a little to see if it was healing as well.

      “You’ll have to fill up the bag a few times once it’s empty, but I think she’ll be okay now.”

      I wiped at my nose and sniffed. “Thank you. I wouldn’t have been able to help her without you.”

      “Hmm,” he said, sitting back down, making the tent floor crinkle. “I doubt that.” He took some water from his bag and passed me one before opening his and taking a swig. “I umm… I should check something else.” Before I could ask what he meant, he leaned his head in and pressed his ear to her lower stomach.

      Oh my fucking god.

      He stayed there for several moments, much longer than seemed necessary. “I thought I heard an echo with her heartbeat. A fetus’s heartbeat is very soft at this stage. Humans wouldn’t be able to hear it. I can barely make it out, but it’s there.” His head lifted and he motioned for me to put my ear where he’d laid his.

      Bump bump. Bump bump.

      I had no words for what I was feeling. Fear that I’d almost lost both my wife and her unborn child. Relief that both had made it through so far. Sadness because it had taken me nineteen years for her to have my child, and it had taken only one try for Arthur to do the same.

      Then I forgot all of that, and focused on the tiny heartbeat. Lisbeth had said she would have a girl. A girl with sandy blonde hair and tanned skin, like Arthur.

      “Let’s have that talk, then,” Arthur said when I lifted my head.

      “No foreplay, okay.” I drank from my water too and went back to clasping Lisbeth’s limp hand. “You love my wife.” He looked like he was about to say something, but decided not to. “I’ve gotten used to it over the years because I knew you refused to have anything with her, not after dumping her unceremoniously when I came back.”

      “It’s better for all three of us this way,” he assured, watching her still face.

      “That’s not true.” He looked up at me in confusion. “You saw what she was like when you came back ten years ago. She was lost without you. Whether she knows it or not, she loves you as much as she loves me. She fell in love with you when she thought I was dead, and when you ended it, I know something inside her was hurting for you, even as she was in my arms. I know her. I see her. And she loves you.” As the words came from my mouth, I realized how much I meant them. Something was changing, and it had nothing to do with the chaos that was going on outside.

      He was so focused on her sleeping form, like she was a mirage he had to keep watching or she’d fade away. “She belongs with you.”

      “I’m not saying she doesn’t.”

      He turned his icy glare to me. “Then what the fuck are you suggesting, Knight? I’m not going to play games with you, not about her.”

      “I’m not playing,” I told him, running my hands over Lisbeth’s ring.

      “Then what? You want me to fuck her, get her out of my system?” He was as angry as I’d ever seen him, but I wasn’t going to back down from this, not anymore. “If I was with her, I’d hurt her again, like I’ve hurt everyone in my life. I shot my mate in the face for breaking the law, Knight. Did she tell you that? And every night I fall asleep hoping that the day doesn’t come where Lisbeth dies because of my mistakes. She’s safe with you. You won’t hurt her, you won’t do anything that causes her harm. I can’t promise the same.”

      So this was what he’d been worried about all this time. Dumb ass.

      “You’re so stupid, Arthur. How about you ask her if she trusts you to keep her safe? I guarantee you she’ll say she does.” Arthur scoffed, and dared to reach out for Lisbeth’s other hand, given our conversation it was very brave of him to do so. “I need you to promise me something. Two things. That’s all I’m asking for. For her.” I expected resistance or a snide comment, but he just stared at Lisbeth and nodded.

      “If it’s for her, I’ll do anything you ask of me.”

      Well, here went nothing.

      “I want your word that if she ever wants you again, romantically, you’ll stop this, ‘you belong with Knight’ bullshit and be with her. As her lover, as her mate, whatever she wants. I’m still the Alpha mate, so don’t go getting funny ideas, but… there. That’s it.”

      Arthur’s crystal eyes flicked to me, studying me so hard I almost felt like blushing. “You realize what that will mean, right? I’m not interested in being her friend, or her side piece. If I get any part of her, I want it all. I want everything you get every day. You get to wake up to her every day, you get to see her smile with love in her eyes every time she looks at you. You get to hold her close like you’re never letting her go again. You get her ups and downs, you see her in a way no one else does, not even me.”

      Maybe he did too.

      “Sappy, but sure, fine. You get everything I get. No restrictions.”

      Before I could react, he launched himself across Lisbeth’s legs and threw himself into my arms, holding me in our first hug ever, and I felt warm all over weirdly, the way I did when I hugged Lisbeth.

      I oddly wanted more hugs from him.

      He whispered into my ear, making a tingle spread across my skin. “If you’re fucking with me, I’m going to kill you.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” I said, patting his back, and trying to ignore how good it felt being in his embrace. “Remember she calls the shots. If she’s not ready for you, you can’t say anything. It’s been a long time since you two were a thing, she might be too hurt.”

      “I know, I know.” He pulled away and the tear streaks were back when he returned to his spot at Lisbeth’s side. “What was the other thing?” He pretended to have a spec in his eyes so he could wipe at them.

      “She literally almost died just now, and I wished that I could’ve taken her place, that it was me instead, and if our places had been switched, I’m sure I would have died. Things are changing out there so fast, I can’t wrap my head around it. The world isn’t safe anymore. In keeping with what I just said, I need your word that you’ll love my wife if I die, as her mate. That you’ll never leave her, not ever.”

      Arthur didn’t respond to what I’d said. We sat next to Lisbeth for a long time, both holding her hands, not speaking, until the sun was slowly fading into the horizon. All the while I could hear her heart beating in her chest, growing stronger with every minute, and the more I focused, the more I could hear the tiny heartbeat coming from her womb.

      “I’m cool with it, by the way,” I said after the sun had gone down. Arthur looked up at me, startled by my voice after so many hours of silence. “You and her having this baby, I mean. It means a lot to her. I need your word on that too, that if anything happens to this baby, you’ll give her another if I’m gone. We both know what it means to her, so get it done. And maybe this time you can ditch the turkey baster and fuck her.” I pumped my fist at him and he rolled his eyes.

      “I can’t believe you talk about your own wife like that.”

      “It’s called relationship trust, buddy. I’ll always be her number one, even if she chooses you too.” He went silent again and I had to ask him an obvious question. “Don’t tell me you don’t want to fuck her?”

      “Of course I want to fuck her, don’t be obtuse,” he said. “Fantasizing isn’t even necessary when you two fuck in the open like that.”

      “You watched us.” The idea had me equal parts repulsed and intrigued. Did he like watching me fuck her?

      He shrugged apathetically, but a hint of a grin came to his face. “I live next door, you twat. You shouldn’t fuck her where I can hear it. She screams loud enough to wake the dead. You do too, by the way.” I couldn’t respond to that as my cheeks flushed and my stomach felt like it had left my body. His icy blue eyes fixed on her face, he held up a fist to me. “I give you my word.”

      My eyes widened and my mouth dropped. “Gasp. Our first fist bump.” I put my fist up and he lowered his instantly.

      “Too slow.”

      “I will fucking murder you.”
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        * * *

      

      Lisbeth slept calmly for several days. I refilled her IV bag as many times as I could, stealing all the snacks Arthur had brought to refuel my blood. Seeing her lying there for so long was making me beside myself with worry, not only for her but also the baby. Arthur calmly explained she’d been hurt so badly that she had slipped into a coma in order for her body to repair itself. I didn’t need to be a doctor to know how close she’d been to death. I’d been there once myself, and my beautiful wife was the cause then. This time, I couldn’t help feeling that I’d caused her injuries. I should’ve gone to her first and kept them off of her.

      Blaming myself wouldn’t help, and I knew she’d just tell me I was wrong. I would still carry it with me, a silent reminder of how I’d failed her. Every time she smiled at me, I’d remember that next time I wouldn’t fail her again. She’d never be lying there lifeless again, not with me by her side.

      I fell asleep every night listening to the sound of two heartbeats. One strong, one infinitesimal. Arthur slept outside, by choice, and drank bagged blood he had in a cooler.

      We moved campsites a few times over those lifeless days, getting closer and closer to the remote cabin even though it wasn’t a long drive. We weren’t willing to move Lisbeth more than we had to. Once we were at the cabin, we’d make a plan. I wouldn’t think ahead until Lisbeth was awake again. Arthur kept in touch with everyone on his holo-phone until the signal went dead. We didn’t know if that was because of our location, or if cell towers were dropping. Neither of us wanted it to be the latter, and without the holo-phone, we didn’t have any way to communicate with anyone because someone forgot to bring a hand radio. Side note: it was Arthur, and it made getting to the cabin a priority, because in addition to a hand radio, we had everything there to survive on our own. Including twinkies.

      Day four rolled over, and after a small amount of driving in the front seat with Lisbeth in my lap, we stopped and set up camp again. Arthur helped me lay Lisbeth down on the tent floor, and he put her IV on the stand. He stopped and picked it up to check the lines of measurement on the bag.

      “What’s up?” I asked, picking up her hand and stroking it with my fingers.

      “She’s not using much blood now. She can be off the IV. She’ll wake up soon I think.” He pulled the needle out of her arm and watched the little hole close up instantly. “Healing is automatic. She’s doing good.” Checking my face first, he laid his head down to check the baby’s heartbeat, and then he put the supplies away into his bag. “Baby is fine too.”

      “You’re really good with medicine. Where’d you learn it?”

      He didn’t look up at me while he fussed in his bag. “I was in charge of the vampire division during the World Wars. There were dozens of us fighting on the front lines for the first war. The second, we tried espionage instead. Less bloodshed. No death. It might surprise you to know that we’ve always cared about the humans during wartime. I could’ve served in every war after that instead of the few I chose to be part of, just to ensure the outcome was one we wanted.”

      “But instead you chose to police your own kind.” I kissed Lisbeth’s hand again. “Don’t think I’ve forgotten how you chased us like animals.”

      He glowered at me. “It was my job. And I only started doing that because of what happened during World War II. Don’t think for one second that that dictator didn’t have vampires helping him. I couldn’t allow that to happen again.”

      I whistled low. “Woww. That’s… actually interesting. Could you read me that as a bedtime story?” He rolled his eyes, grabbed his bag, and left the tent. I laid down next to my wife, and now that she wasn’t hooked up to an IV, I gently pulled her into my arms. Just to be sure, I checked Arthur’s position to see if he could hear me before I started talking to her.

      “Remember that time when I almost threw up because you were drinking blood?” I chuckled, staring up at the tent ceiling. “I can barely even remember a time when I thought you were repulsive. Just to be clear, I was lying because I thought you were hot, and it wasn’t kosher for me to like you. Then I did like you, and I was convinced I’d be like Arthur, loving you from a distance forever. But score, you liked me back.” I smelled a rabbit, and then the rabbit’s blood. Arthur was hunting for our dinner. “You have to wake up. I almost lost you, and I can’t…” I sighed and started petting her long beautiful curls. “Fuck, I can’t go on without you. Not for Jason, not for Kitty, not for Merrick. You’re everything.” I kissed her forehead and left a wet, salty spot, only to lean my head against it a moment later.
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      I don’t know when I fell asleep, but I woke up to sunlight on the tent top, and I felt someone’s fingers stroking my hair. My immediate first thought was Arthur had come in during the night, so I immediately sprang awake and saw Lisbeth staring up at me with a tired smile.

      “You’re awake. You woke up,” I breathed like a prayer. I’d never been so grateful in my entire two hundred and eleven years. Never. She held me tight, and I held her tighter. If I held her tight enough, maybe it would erase the pain and the worry.

      “You’re squishing me,” she whispered, and I let her go enough where she could breathe, but no more. “I was in bad shape, huh?”

      I cried and laughed at once. “A bit.”

      Her lithe fingers flowed through my hair, releasing my built up tension. “Knight.” I knotted my hands through her curls. “I’m not dead. I promise I’m not.”

      “I know, I know.” I sniffed and untangled myself from her to wipe my face clean. She wiped her cheeks as well and leaned in to kiss mine before delicately kissing my lips, and I was lost to her, the woman who owned my heart. No kiss could ever convey the depth of my feelings for her. It was like every moment before had been erased, and I needed desperately to show her all over again what she meant to me. Ending our kiss was like cutting off my arm.

      “Hey umm, there’s something else,” I mentioned softly. “Remember that thing you did a few weeks ago with Arthur’s spunk?”

      “Arthur’s what?” she questioned, eyebrow raised, but then it hit her and she looked down at her stomach. “For real?” Her eyes closed and she focused her senses inward. “I hear the heartbeat. But I was so hurt, how did we both survive?”

      “Arthur. And my blood. Mostly my blood. You’re welcome, mini-Arthur.” I tickled at her belly button and she giggled, trying to get away. Safe from my tickling fingers, she pulled her arms around herself, like she was giving her stomach a hug.

      “I get to see her. She’ll be in my arms.” She smiled contently and looked up at me. “And after her, our daughter will come.”

      “Fuck yeah! More Mini-Me’s.” I crawled over for a kiss on her lush lips. “Happy?” She nodded.

      Arthur was outside making noise, and Lisbeth put out a hand for me to help her up. She was still unsteady on her feet so I led her outside holding one hand with the other on her back. Arthur had another rabbit on a spit over a fire covering the forest air with the smell of cooked meat, and he looked up when we came out of the tent. It was his usual blank face, but I saw behind it. He was relieved.

      “Hungry?” he asked us, his eyes only on her.

      “I love rabbit,” she said with a smile. We sat down on either side of her and started enjoying the juicy meat. Arthur gave her extra and I didn’t complain. “Remember the first day we met?” she asked me after her first bite. “You had a rabbit cooking, and you wouldn’t share it with me.” She elbowed me, grinning.

      “Near-death Lisbeth is awfully nostalgic,” I teased. “Remember the day we first met?” I asked Arthur with a smirk. “I totes kicked your ass.”

      He gave me an Arthur scowl, but the corners of his mouth were almost teasing. “And then you were naked. I remember.”

      “Bet you liked what you saw,” I chided, shaking a finger at him.

      “Wouldn’t you like to know.” He stood up and started stomping out the fire. “Let’s head out. We’ll get to the cabin before lunch.”

      “Wow, you guys took four days to drive like seven hours?” she observed, licking her fingers. I kissed her and tasted meat with her normal flavor. So sexy.

      “No judging, only kisses,” I ordered, and got as many kisses as I could in the back seat of the jeep until we arrived at our private drive. I punched in the security code at the fence and it retracted back for us to drive through. Fancy, I know. The unpaved drive wound past forests of pine trees and beech trees, dogwoods and red oak. The road went up and twisted around until we were in front of a large lake and our lovely cabin.

      We’d fucked all over this place.

      Arthur was appraising it with a look I could call impressed. “This is nice. I like it.”

      Wait ‘til you hear how much sex happened here.

      “We’ll get the radio running and send a message out. Everything runs on a generator, so we’ll still have power.” Lisbeth hopped out of the jeep and picked up her backpack. I was right behind her with my bag and waited for her to unlock the door before immediately tossing myself onto one of the couches in the living room.

      Arthur came in behind her, wrinkling his nose. “Do you two clean this place? I can smell… things.”

      “I’ll pretend you never said that,” Lisbeth deflected, and disappeared into one of the bedrooms.

      “Remember that time you agreed to never talk about her love life? Good times.”

      He dropped his bag and sniffed at a chair before sitting on it. Nope, that one wasn’t safe, but I kept silent. It was probably a good thing he didn’t have a black light. At least I hoped he didn’t. “You weren’t there.”

      “I was outside the door, bro. You’d be surprised at the things I overheard in that castle.”

      “Oh, so you heard that time when I asked her if my ass looked nice?” The corners of his mouth turned up ever so slightly.

      “I know you’re joking, but bruh. Not cool.”

      “Remember that time you almost died wearing a man bun?” Lisbeth shouted from the bedroom. “Classic.” Arthur covered his hand with his mouth, but I could still hear him laughing. I threw a pillow at him, he dodged it, and it sailed to slam into Lisbeth’s face when she came out of the bedroom because she wasn’t paying attention. Unphased, she walked over to us and glanced at where Arthur was sitting. “And for your information, we fucked in that chair.” He immediately jumped up and she held out her hand to me for a high five.

      “Love you, babe,” I told her, slapping her hand.

      She did a double finger gun snap at Arthur. “That’s for teasing my husband.” Pulling it from her pocket, she handed Arthur the radio. “Here, I don’t know how to use it. We need to find Kitty and Jason.” He took it and walked over to the kitchen to start fiddling with the dials to find the right frequency. Lisbeth sat next to my legs, slowly moving to lean over me. “Well, I haven’t showered in four days. How about you?” Her mouth curved up in that way I liked and I was instantly rocking a boner.

      “Arthur get the fuck out.”

      Without a word, he left the cabin and I carried Lisbeth to the master bathroom, setting her down gently in the large shower and stripped us of our bloodied clothes before turning on the steaming hot water. Lisbeth’s body was fully healed, but that didn’t erase the anxiety I felt seeing all the dried blood on her naked body. I soaped up a loofa and tenderly ran it over her pale skin to clean her. She held her arms to her breasts, letting me get every spot on her back. When I couldn’t see any red on her, we stood under the water spray to rinse her off, and I held her as close as I could.

      With her body clean, I dropped a generous amount of her shampoo into my hand and I worked it into her curls until every strand was saturated. She stood under the spray and rinsed it all out, and when every sud had run off her head and down her legs, I picked her up off the wet tile floor and she rested her chin on my shoulder.

      “I didn’t die, Knight,” she soothed, her hands holding my head to her. I didn’t say anything, just lifted her chin with my finger and brought her beautiful lips to mine. My mouth searched every corner of hers, memorizing it with my tongue along the seam of her lips. I devoured her until I’d kissed her for at least ten minutes straight. Then I carefully backed us to the tile wall and pressed her against it, sliding my length inside her heated core, and I felt emotions so powerful I could’ve wept, because this was what I’d almost lost. I’d almost lost waking up to her every day. Seeing her smile at me with love. Holding her against me like I’d never let her go.

      I poured all of that into making slow, gentle love to her against the shower wall. The unhurried climb to paradise meant I had more moments with her, more chances to kiss her velvet lips and feel her body against me.

      The slow build made the impending explosion much more powerful, and when Lisbeth’s orgasm flushed over her body, she shook so hard I almost dropped her. I was so close with her trembling against me, she brought me down for a kiss, and my body released inside hers in a rush. We rested against the wall, breathless, and kissing so many times I never wanted to not have her lips on mine again.
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        * * *

      

      Feeling fresh and clean after our shower, we went to the kitchen to start making dinner. I saw Arthur standing next to the lake, looking out over the beautiful blue water. Lisbeth put her arms around me from behind and peeked her head out to see what I was looking at. Her wet curls brushed against my arm and we watched the stoic warrior against the water.

      “He was worried too. I’m not the only one who almost lost you,” I said, kissing her hand. “He cried.”

      She looked at me in disbelief. “You’re lying.”

      “I’m not.” I lifted her hand and kissed her knuckles. “Go tell your boyfriend that we’re making dinner and he’d better help out or he doesn’t get any.”

      She lifted up on her tiptoes to kiss my cheek, and then she walked barefoot outside to where Arthur stood. I craned to hear them, but they didn’t say anything until they both turned and walked back inside the house.

      “I managed to contact Olivier,” he said, putting the radio on the counter. We waited for him to say more, hoping he had news about Kitty. “The epidemic is overtaking the planet. They’re trying to save as many as possible, but there’s almost no point. Alistair has destroyed everything.” He sat down on one of the bar stools and clasped his hands in front of him. “I should’ve…” He let out a ragged breath and Lisbeth came to grip his hand in hers. She reached back to me with her other hand and I took it.

      “I swear to god if you cry, I will lose it,” Lisbeth scolded. “We’re not going to sit in this cabin and whine about what we should’ve done. We’re going out there to find our children. I don’t care where they are or how long it fucking takes. If the world is being re-written, I want my children by my side. And both of you.”

      “Our?” Arthur questioned, his eyes still cast down to hide any moisture on them.

      “We’re having a child together. You’re family. Get used to it.” She let go of his hand, wiped at her nose, and squeezed his shoulder. “Let’s make dinner. We’re leaving tomorrow morning.”

      We ate spaghetti and drank wine. It was almost normal. Me cracking jokes, Lisbeth laughing, and Arthur telling us to grow up as he struggled not to crack a smile when he looked at Lisbeth’s face. You’d have never known the world was going to hell outside. We went to bed and woke up the next morning, packed our bags, and stood on the front porch planning where we’d go.

      “I think we should leave the jeep, just walk off-road,” Lisbeth suggested, running her hands down her backpack straps. “The drones will be in the cities with the gas stations. It’s not worth the risk.”

      Arthur was marking a path on the map and nodded. “Agreed. We have tents, rations. We’ll have to restock but we can do it safely. There’s only one problem.”

      “Blood supply,” Lisbeth noted quietly. I saw Arthur making notes on where he could raid some hospitals.

      “Damn it,” I complained with a sigh. “Arthur can drink from me. If I get a boner from it, that’s on you.”

      Lisbeth put her hand on my arm. “No, no one is asking you to do that. Especially since I’m expecting and I’ll need more blood from you.”

      “I don’t care. We have to. If he continues drinking bagged blood, he’ll get weaker, and we need him strong. Arthur, we cool?” He nodded, way too cool with this arrangement. Pervert. “Cool. Anything else?”

      Lisbeth shrugged. “I think we’ve got it from here.”

      “You’re lucky your cabin had all the supplies we needed,” Arthur said, slinging his bag over his shoulder.

      “Fist bump?” she asked him with a smile.

      “Never.”

      “You’re literally the worst.” She tossed her long curls and I saw for the briefest moment Arthur smiling at her where she couldn’t see.

      “You two are the cutest,” I cooed playfully.

      “Oh my god, can we just go?” She stomped forward off the porch and we followed after her, into a world that was changing with every moment, but we’d both be there to keep her safe.

      Together.
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      Running while eight months pregnant was not on my list of fun activities, and yet that’s exactly what I was doing. With Arthur in front of me and Knight behind, we moved as a unit down a deserted alley, hoping against hope that the nearby vampire drones wouldn’t catch our scent. Arthur stopped at the street opening, waiting, listening. I stood close to his back and tried to ignore how powerful his scent was to me. It was only because of the baby, I kept telling myself. 

      “You okay?” my mate asked behind me, Knight’s warm hands coming around my sides to press on my wide belly. I leaned into him and took a much needed rest for a few precious seconds. 

      “I’ll be better when we’re not running so much,” I commented, shutting my eyes and laying my head against his chest. 

      Arthur shuffled around in front of me and I felt him step closer. “Ssh. They’re almost on us.” We waited, holding our breath and straining to hear the nearby horde receding. Once they were far enough away, Arthur took my hand, I took Knight’s with the other one, and we crossed the empty, forgotten street to another alley. Before we were safe in the shadows again, a pain ripped through my belly from deep inside me and I cried out, ruining any chance we had of getting away unseen.

      Further down the street I saw them: a pack of several dozen vampire drones, and the creatures roared out a battle cry as they charged towards us. Knight picked me up and dropped me into Arthur’s arms, then pushed us towards the alley.

      “Go! Get her out of here now!” he commanded, pulling out his pistol and knife, ready to take on the horde to protect us.

      To protect me. 

      “No, no you can’t do that!” I shrieked at him, but Arthur was already running in the opposite direction with me in his arms. I pulled myself up to look over his shoulder but we were already too far away to see Knight. “Arthur, no!” I beat at his unwavering shoulders, tears coming down my cheeks. “Put me down, take me back, god damn it!” My protests fell on deaf ears and he continued carrying me away from my mate, so far that I couldn’t hear the horde anymore. We went up some stairs and inside an old apartment building. With me still in his arms, Arthur checked every door in the hallway until he found an open one. He carried me inside and set me down in the apartment’s entryway. 

      As he turned back to face me, I slapped him smartly across the face with my full strength, so hard he flew back against the wall and made a dent in it. 

      “What in the fucking hell is wrong with you?” I yelled at him, not at all ashamed when his cheek started swelling up from the force of my slap. Arthur righted himself like nothing had happened, lifting his arm to click the apartment door’s lock into place and feeling his jaw with his hand. Apparently I’d broken something because it clicked back into place and he tested it a few times by opening and closing his mouth. 

      “We made a deal,” he said once his bones were repaired. 

      “You what?” Glaring into his icy blue eyes, I put my hands on my enlarged hips so he knew how seriously pissed off I was, as if I hadn’t made it clear enough already. 

      “Knight made me promise to protect you, no matter what.” 

      My fists clenched at my sides so hard I smelled my blood. “How many fucking times do I have to tell you to stop making choices for me? You never listen. Never. I don’t need you to hold my hand, I don’t need you to protect me.”

      “You asked me to stay by your side and this is what that means.” 

      “Don’t you dare play that card with me, Arthur. You said you would stay, but you left me.” As the words left my lips, I realized how much pain they brought, no matter how much time had passed since it happened. 

      Arthur continued as if I hadn’t spoken. “I will always put your safety over your wishes. I don’t care how many times you bitch at me, because one day maybe you’ll let me protect you without complaining about it.”

      Stunned, or maybe just too tired to keep arguing with him, hot tears trickled down my cheeks. “If he dies because of you trying to protect me, I will never forgive you. I forgave you for almost ending his life before. I will not extend that kindness a second time.” My anger deflated like a balloon and the tears continued with my hands coming around my belly. The baby kicked at me, almost distracting me from attempting to reach out to Knight with my powers. His image came to my mind, as if I was seeing out of his eyes. He was knee deep in the drones, slashing and shooting when they came at him. I snapped back into my head and wiped my cheeks. “Go get him.”

      “What, and leave you here, pregnant and defenseless? Absolutely not.”

      My mouth scrunched up as I contemplated slapping Arthur again. “Why do I even bother pretending you’ll do what I say? You never will. You’re such an asshole.” A rush of hormones brought more tears until I was sobbing against my hands. “I can’t lose him again. I can’t. I can’t…” I broke off into more sobs and Arthur’s arms were around me, holding me to his icy warmth in an embrace I hadn’t felt for a very long time. That pull to him came again, making me wish he would tilt my chin up and kiss me. 

      You only want him because of the baby, I told myself over and over. How many years had to pass after Arthur dumped me before I got it through my head that he didn’t want me?

      “I suppose you made him other promises too,” I said quietly against Arthur’s chest. One of his large scarred hands stroked at my hair, relaxing me despite my inner turmoil. 

      “Not the kind you’re thinking,” Arthur answered. 

      What did that mean? 

      I raised my head to ask further when a knock came at the door, startling me out of Arthur’s arms. He un-clicked the lock and Knight walked in, covered in blood and ick, but more or less intact. I jumped into his arms, not caring that he was getting blood on me. He was safe, that’s all that mattered.

      “What happened to your face?” Knight asked, pointing a finger to his cheek, around the same area where Arthur’s skin was still mottled. 

      “She slapped me for taking her away from you,” he answered, like it was a normal day for us. To be fair, I’d slapped him before for less. 

      I grabbed the front of Knight’s t-shirt and brought him to me until our noses were pressed together so I could stare right into his deep, brown eyes. “The next time you two make a deal about my safety behind my back, you won’t enjoy my reaction either. We clear?” 

      His Adam’s apple bobbed when he gulped at me. “Yes, ma’am.” The stare broke as another sharp pain ran across my stomach and I bent in half from the force of it. 

      “Owwww…” The word escaped my lips like a timid whine after getting a burr stuck in your foot. The long braid of my hair swung in front of me.

      “Shitshitshit,” Knight said quickly, bending to hold my hands. “Is the baby coming?” 

      I shook my head, letting out a slow breath when the pain passed. I’d been having irregular contractions for the past few days, but nothing serious so far. “Not yet. Soon though.” 

      “This town is crawling with drones,” Arthur stated, looking around the apartment. “We’ll never make it out alive if they smell that much of your blood.” He walked away, checking the apartment for something. Knight led me to a couch in the living room and dusted it off with his hands before helping me sit down. 

      “Get some rest, we’ll keep watch,” he assured with a kiss to my forehead. Arthur returned holding a blanket that he draped over me. They stood nearby as I eventually found a comfortable spot despite my round belly and drifted off to sleep.
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        * * *

      

      After what seemed like an age of dreamless sleep, I woke up on the couch with Knight sleeping in an easy chair nearby. Arthur stood by one of the windows, looking out at the street. He noticed me sitting up and stretching, and he came to sit at the end of the couch by my feet. With me distracted by a yawn, he took my foot in his hands and removed my shoe to press his fingers into my swollen skin. 

      “Do…” he started, and stopped, hesitating, which was not like him at all. “Do you recall the last time I rubbed your pregnant feet?” His eyes stayed downwards, focused on his task, which was nice because I’d started turning pink with that particular memory coming to the forefront of my mind. So many years ago, Arthur had rubbed my feet when I was pregnant with Kitty, and then he kissed me so deeply, so passionately, it wasn’t hard to realize I’d fallen in love with him. Unsure of what his intentions were with this conversation, I stayed silent, except for the soft moans escaping my lips whenever he pressed just right. “When I left to search for Alistair, I told Knight that if you had the second child in your dream while I was gone that he needed to massage your feet every night.” 

      I giggled mid-sigh. “That’s why he was so insistent about doing that when I was expecting Jason. He must’ve liked the suggestion.” 

      “Actually he told me he was planning on it anyway. Said he needed to take care of you for both of us.” Arthur moved to my other foot, removing my shoe, and drawing a hiss from me when he pressed into my arch. “I’m…” He hesitated again and my stomach flipped over with either dread or anticipation. I couldn’t tell which. Both. “I’m sorry I left you. You were right earlier, you asked me to stay by your side and I left.” Just barely, his eyes turned towards me, but he refused to meet my gaze. 

      “You had to—” 

      “I didn’t have to,” he interrupted. “I was trying…” He finally met my eyes with his icy, blue irises. “I was trying to forget you.” My stomach flipped again, and dread was the emotion that stayed. Of course he wanted to forget me. He didn’t want me like that anymore. His insistence on me being with Knight was proof of that. Embarrassed, I tried to take my foot back but he refused to let it go. “It didn’t work, Lisbeth.” That stopped me, freezing my body on the couch. My eyes moved to where Knight lay, still asleep. Even though the thought of him hearing this had my heart skipping a beat, I wished he was awake because I felt as fragile as a bird egg. “It’s impossible to forget you. You’re etched into every part of me.” 

      “Stop,” I said, getting up and holding my round belly to steady myself. “You can’t say these things to me.” The words felt like poison leaving my lips. I wasn’t even sure if I meant them. It was a programmed response, a product of my upbringing in a society that no longer existed. A curtain of tears smudged the image of Arthur on the couch, staring up at me. “You pushed me away. You said you didn’t want me.” 

      “I lied.”

      “Shit,” I swore, bringing a hand up to my trembling lips as two simple words changed everything inside me. I wiped my eyes and looked away to bring myself together. He stood up so I held out a hand between us. “Stay. You stay there,” I ordered firmly. If he touched me I would be lost, and I didn’t want that. Not right now when everything was uncertain inside my head. “You don’t get to reject me and then say it was a lie after thirty-five years.” My hand moved to point at Knight’s sleeping form. The mental connection between us was silent, making me confident he wasn’t faking and was actually asleep. “He would never do that to me. You think you know what’s best for me, but you never stop to think that you’re wrong. You don’t listen to me about anything. About what I want. About what I need from you. Regardless of whether or not Knight approves of you being my mate, I can’t be with you if you act like that. And even if you changed…” My eyes fell to the apartment carpet, stained with dirt from the family that lived here before the world ended. “Part of me thinks you’re too late.” 

      “And the other part?” 

      I looked back up and met his eyes again, the turmoil inside me only rising at the sight of his scarred face. “Prove to me you can change and we’ll see.” My belly came alive with another rip of pain and I braced myself against the chair Knight was sleeping in, startling him awake. 

      “What happened? Is it the cat again?” The pain increased and I screamed as a flush of water flowed down my legs. “Fuck!” Knight cursed, hopping out of the chair. Despite our heated conversation, Arthur was next to me in an instant, holding me steady with his arms. Even after me telling him I might not want him anymore, I clung to him like a lifeline, and the warmth in my chest at being so close to him had me desperate to never let him out of my arms.

      “Gather our stuff,” Arthur told him, and Knight left to get our bags as a contraction started in my lower belly. My husband returned with our meager belongings in his hands. “We should try to leave town as fast as we can. If you’re okay with it?” He gave me a meaningful look and Knight raised an eyebrow at him in confusion.

      “The fuck happened to you?” 

      “Great effort, terrible timing,” I admonished, gripping Arthur’s arm during some intense baby kicks. “I’ll tell you if you’re being a butt face, just get us out of here.” Nodding, he took the bags from Knight who picked me up, soggy clothes and all, and I wrapped my arms around his neck to keep myself upright. Arthur unlocked the apartment door and checked the hallway before signaling we follow him. Knight followed behind him, holding me close, until we reached the stairwell. We went down several flights of stairs and out to the apartment lobby where Arthur checked the street outside from the lobby door window. 

      “You get the urge to scream, bite down on Knight, but try not to draw any blood,” Arthur said, his eyes trained on any movement outside. “Knight, don’t stop running for anything. There’s a gas station outside town that we passed on our way in that should be far enough away from the drones. If we get separated, take her straight there. I’ll meet you as soon as I can.” 

      What if he didn’t come back? 

      The thought hung between us as he met my eyes, and I saw a wave of emotions pass over those two globes of ice. 

      “I didn’t mean what I said,” I told him feebly, feeling my tears threatening to come back. 

      “You did.” He blinked a few times and turned back to the front door. “Get ready, Knight. There’s a pack down the street. If we’re quiet enough, we might be able to slip past them. And… go.” He ripped the door open and held it for us to pass through. Knight creeped down the apartment building steps, only pausing for a second once we reached the sidewalk as we saw the horde of drones walking aimlessly around a crosswalk a few blocks over. 

      Another contraction started and I squeaked slightly, trying to hold it in before planting my mouth on Knight’s shoulder and biting down hard. Even with my fangs retracted, I still made a dent in his shirt, but managed to not break his skin. Arthur led us in a hurried rush down the street, away from the drones. I hoped against hope the baby wouldn’t pop out right there and ruin our escape. 

      Stay inside, baby. Just a little longer, I sent to the infant inside me. Similar to when I’d been carrying Kitty, she cooed at the sensation of being connected to me. I felt a reaction back from her that assured me she wasn’t coming just yet. There was enough time to get to safety. We stopped at the end of the street and Arthur listened, sniffed, looked around.

      “There’s a group of them really close to us. We have to be careful.” He motioned for us to cross the street at a different point so we’d be as far away as possible. All hopes were squashed, because the scent of fresh blood filled the air like a beacon. My blood. Arthur took out his rifle, standing between me and the horde that was quickly waking up from my scent. “Get her out of here.” 

      Knight took off in the other direction and I rested my chin on his shoulder to keep my eyes on Arthur as long as possible. We rounded the corner of a building just before the mob overtook him. Labor distracted me too much for me to push my senses out, making me feel blind and deaf to the outside world, unable to assure me Arthur would be okay. I clutched Knight’s neck tightly, trying to keep myself together during another contraction. 

      My mate was silent until we made it to the gas station outside of town. He kicked the boarded up door in, setting me down once we were inside and he righted the boards just in case something followed us. I leaned against the large countertop with the cash registers, wiping at the sweat on my forehead. Knight came up behind me and started rubbing my lower back, right where it was hurting. The touch of his hands was a balm on my pain, both physical and emotional. 

      “He’ll be okay,” Knight soothed, kissing my exposed neck. 

      “I’m getting very tired of you two risking your life for me,” I groaned as I lowered my head between my spread hands. 

      “Can’t stop, won’t stop.” Something banged against the gas station door like a bird flying into a window. Knight approached, sniffing the air. “What’s the password?” 

      “For fuck’s sake, let me in!” Knight opened the wooden boards and Arthur entered the gas station looking no worse for wear, like we’d left him at a shoe store instead of facing a drone mob. He gave me a significant look before glancing down at my belly. “Let’s find the freezer. It’ll be safest in there.” 

      They both herded me to a metal freezer near the bathroom. With electricity long gone, it was warm inside, and our enhanced sight allowed us to see even when the door was closed and locked. Knight laid out my sleeping bag and helped me sit on it. I automatically reached for Arthur’s hand when Knight turned to rummage through his duffel. 

      “Been a while since we were here, right?” I joked to the vampire beside me, trying to smile through the pain. “Good thing you’ve both helped me during labor before. Makes me feel better about not having a doctor around.” 

      Even as I squeezed his hand during another contraction, Arthur still managed one of his stoic bitch faces. “I feel obligated to point out that I’m an actual doctor, but thanks for the confidence.”

      Knight produced a cloth that he soaked with some of our precious water, and he mopped at my sweaty forehead with it. “General Doctor Lancaster,” he snarked under his breath. “If you tell me you’re also a Duke, I’m going to lose my shit.”

      That silenced the vampire, lips pressed together, his hand still clutched in mine. “Okay. Then I won’t say that.”

      “Oh my god.” 

      “Can you two stop jerking yourselves off and focus?” My protest ended with another painful contraction that I screamed out, squeezing Arthur’s hand so hard I heard his bones creak. He didn’t cry out, he simply leaned in and kissed my sweaty temple like I would shatter if he pressed too hard. It made my heart squeeze almost as painfully as the contractions that now seemed as if no time was passing from one to the next. Knight kissed my other temple, making me a Lisbeth sandwich. Arthur stood up, and together both men helped me stand. Knight’s arms came up from behind me to hold me upright while Arthur removed my underthings. 

      Groaning, then laughing, I leaned into Knight’s warm body and smiled down at Arthur’s blonde head. “Not exactly how you pictured getting my pants off, I bet.” 

      “Teasing Arthur, you must be delirious,” Knight said beside my ear.

      “I’m allowed a few quips with the excuse that I was in serious pain.” And I was. I was in so much pain I knew my third baby was about to emerge. Through the haze of pain, I looked at Arthur seated between my knees. “What was her name?”

      He glanced up at me and didn’t even have to ask who I meant. The woman he was mated to before I knew him. “Adriann.” I hadn’t even thought up baby names. Vampires tended to choose after the baby was born. “Don’t name it after her. I failed her. I won’t fail this baby.” He took my offered hand just as my pain crested. 

      Sound disappeared around me. Everything focused on the baby coming, with Knight urging me on and Arthur ready to catch her. My body was only pain, only thirst, only feeling, until my thirst was the only thing I remembered. Both men were ready for it, as it had happened before. The soft mewling cries of an infant were lost to me because I needed blood like I needed air, and I turned lightning fast in Knight’s arms, slamming him against the freezer wall and sinking my fangs into his hot neck, pulling enough blood to bring my clarity back.

      “Don’t stop until you’re healed,” Arthur barked behind me amidst more of the tiny wails. I took a long drink of Knight’s blood with one hand pressed to his pulse to assure me I wasn’t draining him. The pain in my extremities slowly dissipated like it never happened and I slumped against Knight’s chest after withdrawing my fangs. His arms came around me and we sank to the metal floor, both exhausted and drained in more ways than one. 

      Arthur approached holding a bundle wrapped in some blankets we’d kept with us for this moment: the moment when I met the third child from my vision. He handed her to me carefully and sat in front of us, watching her like a hawk. She had soft blonde hair like her father, and a pout to match his stoic face. When she opened her eyes, they were two bright, blue circles, like soft, blue pansies. 

      “She’s exactly like my vision,” I said in a hushed whisper, and leaned in to kiss her warm forehead. Arthur met my gaze when I looked up at him, an almost smile on his icy face. I leaned in, kissed his scarred cheek, and hugged him with my free arm. “Thank you for giving her to me.” The warmth for him was still there, deep inside my breast, but I wasn’t ready to confront what he’d said to me. I had more important things to deal with, like naming my new baby girl. Back against Knight’s warm embrace, I stared down at our daughter’s chubby, pink face. “Alexander gave his life to protect us. If it wasn’t for his generosity all those years ago, neither of you would be here right now.”

      Knight gently pressed his lips to my temple again and drew my face to his with a finger on my chin, kissing me with more passion than he usually showed me in front of Arthur. He pressed our noses together and stroked at my cheek with his hand, sending tingles all over my tired body. “Regardless of that stupid bracelet, I wouldn’t have hurt you. I have no doubt you would’ve won me over eventually.” 

      “I would’ve brought you in either way, so there’s that,” Arthur cheeked, making Knight toe him with his shoe as punishment. 

      Smiling at their antics, I looked back down at the baby in my arms, watching her yawn widely. “I’d like to name her Alexandria. Dreya for short.” I glanced up for confirmation and both men nodded in approval. “It’s settled then. And soon, her brother and sister will be back with us. We’ll be together again.” My heart painfully twisted again from being separated from my other children, not to mention the rest of our family. I had to believe that one day we’d find them and they would never leave us again.

      “Rest,” Arthur ordered softly. “We’ll leave the family hunt to another day.” He stood and busied himself with gathering our things. If we stayed too long after spilling this much blood, the drones would swarm like a hive of bees. There was enough time to rest and feed Dreya before we had to go.

      I’d allow myself enough time for Dreya to grow old enough not to cry out and alert the drones, but then we had to continue searching for Kitty and Jason, or I was going to lose my mind with worry. 

      Soon. I’d be with all my babies soon.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1. In a kindly mood

          

          Year: 2073 - Kitty
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      A dust storm greeted me on the edge of the bleeder city. I’d just rolled into town after weeks of searching for the damn place. With dust swirling in the air like someone had turned on a dry ice machine, my bandana and goggles protected my face from the worst of it, but it made visibility of the town so low I could barely see two steps in front of me. A quick sweep with my enhanced senses showed me the path, and I stepped into the clouds with confidence. Pieces of glass chinked against my boots from various broken windows along the street. The old road pavement was cracked, and weeds were pushing through the asphalt. Twenty years of neglect will do that to concrete. The further I walked through the town, the more damage I could see, even through the puffs of dirt.

      A ghost town. That’s what they would’ve called it in the past. Except this town was merely almost abandoned. Not quite there yet. There were still a few bleeders to go around, and sharks a plenty up in the hills.

      Eventually, the broken road led to my destination: the only building that smelled like warm bodies. The double door entrance was locked, with good reason considering I was one of the monsters the bleeders were trying to keep out. I lifted my slightly dirty hand and rapped on the wood a few times, hearing the sound echo. Movement inside suggested the bleeders were awake, and they knew sharks didn’t waste time knocking. One stepped up to the door. I smelled steel and gunpowder, and the sweet stink of fear.

      “State your fuckin’ business!” a man shouted. “Drinker, mutt, or human?”

      My mouth curled at his slurs, but I was in a kindly mood today. “Drinker.” I risked being turned away revealing my true nature like that, even at a backwater place like this.

      The sound of wooden slats being moved grated my ears, and the door creaked open before the bleeder stuck out the barrel of his rifle. “No guns.”

      I scoffed. “You take Artemis from me and we’ll have a problem, son.” Behind him, someone ordered to let me in, and the door opened enough for me to do so before the bleeder closed it and replaced the wooden barricades.

      The building had once been a saloon, apparently, and a man stood behind the mahogany bar wiping a glass with a towel like this was a normal day. I dusted my vest and pants, emitting puffs of dirt, and slipped my bandana off my chin and my goggles onto the crown of my head. My face had to be a frightful state with all the dust in the air. I’d worry about it later.

      “What can I do you for, drinker?” the bartender inquired, watching me out of the corner of his eye. “Don’t see many of your kind around these parts. Not decent ones, anyhow.” He set his cup down and started wiping another. Was he busying himself out of fear, or did he really need to be cleaning all that glass just now? “What’s your name?”

      I stepped up to him, my boots clunking on the floor with every move, and I sat at one of the green bar stools. “Don’t see how that’s your damn business, bleeder.”

      “Now, now,” he cautioned, and I heard the man behind me gripping his rifle again. “No need for name calling here.”

      Grabbing one of the newly cleaned glasses, I poured myself a shot of whatever he had on the counter. “You started it, friend. Drinker. Mutt. How am I supposed to take that kind of shit talk?” I raised an eyebrow at him and downed the shot like it was water. For me it practically was.

      “Fair enough.” He nodded and his friend put the rifle down. “My apologies. Place like ours, we like to keep a list of names in case anyone comes looking. Nice way to make money.”

      Inhaling deeply, I smelled what I’d come for, and damn if my body wasn’t coming alive at the idea of more. Night Shadow. “Not the only way, I heard.” He leveled me with a stare but said nothing. “I can smell your stash. I’m willing to do business.”

      He gave me a once over. “You don’t seem like the type. Most of them aren’t so… put together.”

      “Judge someone else, you’re wasting your time. I’ll trade you a pint of blood for ten ounces, and some information.”

      Laughing, he poured himself a shot and downed it. “Your blood would have to be worth gold to fetch a price like that, darlin’.”

      “I can assure you, it is. In fact, my blood is worth every bit of product you have.”

      He laughed more and poured us both shots before he leaned in to me, so close I could smell he’d eaten honeyed carrots for lunch. Business must be booming if he could afford honey. Or carrots. “Let me see your eyes.” Unflinching under my blue and purple stare, what he found there brought a smile to his face. “They told me about you. I didn’t believe it. The golden goose of vampires. Your blood makes the best damn product we’ve ever seen.” He leaned back and tapped his finger against his glass. “Five ounces for a pint.”

      “Eight. And the information.” He raised his glass, and we toasted in agreement. I couldn’t help but feel a bit of disgust in the act, doing business with a shit man like him. I could smell what kind of man he was, like he was wearing it as a sign around his neck. Desperate times and all.

      “What information would that be?” he inquired.

      “My name is Kitty Bathory, and I’m looking for my mother.”
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      Twenty years. Twenty fucking years since I’d seen my mother’s face, since she bid me farewell at the airport and I’d given her husband our first fist bump. Sweet, loving Knight. He’d raised me and all I ever showed him was contempt. I’d been such a god damn child. If I never saw either of them again, I’d have to live with the knowledge that I’d never told Knight I loved him.

      Then there was my real father, the Incubus Balthazar. I also hadn’t seen him in twenty years, no fucking surprise there. He had always been flighty, even if his love for me kept him coming back. He hated being tied to one spot, to see the same walls for any amount of days in a row. I’d asked him many times why that was, but he never gave me a straight answer. Mother said that he loved her grandmother, the Countess of Bathory. With that, I’d concluded that something about her death had altered him. So, as much as I wanted to, I couldn’t resent him for leaving me. Well, I could, but it made me feel like a shitty daughter.

      As if I didn’t have enough people to miss, the last person in my family had also been gone for twenty years: Jason, my half-brother. He’d been just a kid when I left, with his long, poufy hair that threatened daily on turning into an afro, and not the fashionable kind. Before communication was cut off, I’d been told he was going off with Balthazar to be safe, and honestly the thought of my dad raising anyone on his own had my stomach in knots. If Balthazar flaked, had anyone been there to care for Jason? Had he grown up alone? Out of all four of the people that consumed my thoughts, I felt the most guilt over Jason. Having him grow up in this new piss pot of a world, potentially alone, I could barely stomach the thought without doubling over in agony.

      The one and only thought that comforted me was Arthur. Arthur would keep them all safe. I would’ve too, if I could only find them. I wasn’t the insecure teenager I used to be. If anyone messed with me, they met the wrong end of Artemis, and she could blow a hole through anything.

      All of that ran through my head as I stared at the fuck faced bleeder behind the bar and took another shot after asking about my mother.

      “Looking for a drinker, is it?” he asked with a smug grin.

      “Mutt, actually.”

      He reached under the bar, I stilled and laid one hand on Artemis just in case he pulled something out that shot bullets, but he produced a very dirty notebook that could’ve used some serious wet wipes. He ran a hand over it, but it just made the dirt smears worse. Another shot, just to wash the taste of dirt from my tongue. It didn’t work. The bartender opened the notebook and started flipping through pages that had plastic protectors on them, probably to keep the dust out. It wasn’t called the ‘Dust Bowl’ for nothing. “Mutts. Here we are. Name?”

      “Knight. Like in shining armor.” I wasn’t sure which name my mother would be going by, since she tended to flip back and forth between ‘Lisbeth,’ ‘Erzsébet,’ and ‘Elisabeth’ depending on who she was talking to. No matter what name she had, she would never be without Knight. Unless he was dead.

      The bleeder licked a finger —gross— and flipped more pages. “Nope, no mutts with that name. Anyone else?”

      “Arthur. Drinker.” Assuming Arthur was still with her. She’d lose him before Knight, but if Knight was gone, Arthur would never leave her side. Not even to take a piss.

      More flips, more gross finger licks. Was he trying to attract me with his tongue? I’d rather fuck a shark. “Arthur. Here’s one. He passed this way… hmm. Fuck.” He bent close to the paper and then lifted it up for the other bleeder to look at. “Slim, that a six or an eight?”

      Slim. Fuck, how cliché could this crowd be?

      Slim bent over the bar and squinted at the slightly smudged numbers. “That’s a five. Learn to read, dumb ass.” Slim got a smack on the head with the notebook before it was stowed back under the counter.

      “Your friend came through here fifteen years ago.” I raised my eyebrows at him. They’d kept records for that long? “Sorry I couldn’t be more helpful, girlie.”

      “Call me that again and I’ll be leaving here with your entire stash as you bleed out on the fucking floor.”

      “No need to be touchy, girlie.”

      Well. I did warn him.

      A few bullets later, I had his stash, his money, and I grabbed a full bottle of tequila on my way out as I stepped over their worthless corpses.

      Guess this place was a ghost town after all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2. A familiar face
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      With the dust outside to greet me, I stepped back over the broken glass and up to my motorcycle. Pulling my goggles back down and my bandana up, I stashed my haul into my backpack. Though I didn’t do it often, I’d left it on the cycle because I knew there wasn’t anyone around to mess with it. Plus, if things had gone south in the saloon —well, more south to be precise— I didn’t want to risk my supplies. I lifted one boot and straddled my ride before slinging the backpack over my shoulders and clipping it in front to stay put.

      A push on the pedal to start the roaring engine, and I left the town and the fresh corpses in the damn dust where they belonged.

      As I picked up speed, the wind whisked at the parts of my face that were still uncovered. My hair in its long braid was tempted to come undone despite it being tied fast like Thalia taught me. The mere memory of her was enough to sober me, but I stayed focused on the road and ignored the slight fog on my goggles.

      Focus, Kitty. The information from the bleeders wasn’t what I’d hoped. My plans had basically gone to shit now, and I was back to square one. I’d been following a lead to my parents for three years straight only for it to end like this. From one back water hell hole to the next, buying drugs and information in exchange for my blood. I never gave more than that, and if anyone expected more, they met Artemis. The world didn’t need more villains in it, and I happily played the anti-hero. Robbing from the assholes and giving to myself. Robin Hood with no morals. Kitty Hood.

      Before the damn apocalypse, I hadn’t needed to kill anyone. Alistair had taken that from me. From everyone. I was already a monster, and I slipped into the role with ease. First with the misfits I’d left home with, and then on my own.

      When was the last time I’d had a real fucking conversation with someone worth talking to? My perfect memory told me the real number, but I pretended not to know because it had been so fucking long.

      Sometimes I had conversations in my head. With family. With friends. With imaginary people. I knew I was bat shit insane, just a little. But really, who wasn’t these days? Insanity ran in the Bathory line, so I had to carry on that legacy somehow.

      I burned rubber for hours until the sun began to set. My cycle ran on solar power, but it also wasn’t safe to be around after dark. At night, the sharks were heightened. Darkness was their hunting ground. I pushed my senses out and found a spot that was far away from any shark clusters. As long as I didn’t spill any blood and left within a few hours, they would leave me alone. Hopefully.

      Deep in a dense forest, I propped my cycle up against a tree and reached inside the engine for a very small component that I added to the chain around my neck. The vehicle wouldn’t work without it, and if anyone saw the part around my neck, they would think it was just a simple charm. It had saved my cycle from being stolen many times over the years. Bleeders tended to not steal something that didn’t work. Folks had to be on the move these days so they couldn’t lug around a scrap of metal hoping it would come in handy, and anyone who was smart enough to know what parts to steal never lived long enough to grab their wrenches.

      With my cycle safe, I pulled out my little pop up tent from my backpack and it sprang up as soon as I’d taken it out of its bag. After one quick check with my senses just to be sure I was alone, I laid out my blanket on the vinyl fabric floor before zipping up the tent behind me. After cleaning my face off and removing my vest, I grabbed the bleeder’s stash before closing my backpack and placing it at the head of my blanket for a pillow. The front pocket held one of my few luxuries, a second blanket. Since I never got cold, its sole purpose was to keep the backpack from being too lumpy under my head. Without that scrap of fleece, my bag was lumpy in all the wrong places and I never got a lick of sleep.

      Plushness under my head, I leaned up on one elbow and opened the large Ziplock baggie of Night Shadow and pulled out two red-purple colored pills. Seeing them in my fingers was unsettling enough to make me feel sick to my stomach, but I did this for a reason. Before I could change my mind, I popped the first pill in my mouth and dry swallowed it with a sigh.

      The effect took a minute as I was not the intended species they were made for. It hit like a slam against the wall and the tent was spinning and shiny and I wasn’t sad anymore. Not sad about Jason, or my mom, or both of my dads, or Thalia. Everything was as happy and peaceful as it had been before, when I was a moody little girl in her stupid black hoodie.

      As the spinning slowed and the shiny grew, a tear ran down my cheek despite the false endorphins I was feeling, and they felt amazing, I will say. Being on Night Shadow was like my nights with Thalia. Bright and explosive with pleasure.

      My sweet Thalia.

      Coughing, I sat up and the high disappeared. Damn genetics. I could never enjoy the high for more than… I checked my watch. An hour had passed. It felt like thirty seconds.

      In the bitter aftertaste, I saw a face in my mind: the vampire whose blood had made that particular Night Shadow pill. I never saw the Lycan’s face even though both blood types were needed to make the drug.

      The vampire’s face was unknown to me, like all the rest had been for all the years I’d been a drugged-out loser in a stupid attempt to find my mother.

      Fucking hell.

      Angrily, I tossed the baggie of pills somewhere by my feet and popped the second one in my mouth, biting into it with one of my fangs. The sweet liquid was like heavenly acid and I swallowed it down, waiting for the high to wash away my feelings.

      Shiny, shiny tent. Make a mirage of someone. Anyone. You can do it, tent.

      “Kitty?” a voice called.

      Oh great. Now you do what I want when I’m too tweaked out to open my eyes. Fuck you, tent. The high was going away and the face that came to me made me shoot up from my bed.

      Mother.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3. Memories of then
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      As soon as the sun came up, I was off on my cycle going back to the ghost town to check the bleeder’s records. If he had a record of every vamp, Lycan, or bleeder’s presence over the past umpteenth years, he was sure to have a record of where he got his product or who had donated blood.

      After two pills of Night Shadow, I was feeling a bit hung over, but only just. I needed blood. Without a steady supply of regular food or water, blood was my only daily requirement. I’d have drunk the bleeders dry, except as a Vipyre, the only Incubus and Vampire hybrid in existence, I drank vampire blood. Sharks were becoming my only food supply now, but they didn’t really sate my hunger the way vampires did. I was always thirsty.

      Soon I was back where my journey ended. I’d been stupid enough to leave the bodies inside the saloon, having not intended to return, so a cluster of sharks had arrived to pick at the corpses.

      Fuck me twice.

      The dust storm was long passed, and the cracked, weed ridden street stood between me and the sharks. They’d already cleaned the bodies out, but they were still standing in the doorway and around the porch like mannequins. The monsters were pretty stupid. Unlike real sharks, they didn’t just leave after the kill. They stuck around because there was only air between their ears. Air and fangs. Fangs that were in my way, and I didn’t take to anything that stood in my way.

      I counted about twenty of them, a small group if I ever saw one. I’d been amongst hundreds before. That solemn memory slowed my hand on Artemis, and I pointed my chin up to wipe the sadness away. Tucking my bottom lip under my top teeth, I let out a shrill whistle, the one I’d learned from an old friend.

      The sharks enraged at the sound mixed with the smell of fresh blood. They charged at me, but I was ready for them. As the first came close, I put a hand up to flip over its back and put a shot off with Artemis in the shark’s stomach. That would slow it down for now. The second came at me and tried to wrestle me into its grip. I stuck my barrel up its chin and fired, then turned a sharp left to stop the blood and bits from getting on me. His body fell and the third shark used it as a step up to jump on me, so I tore into the shark’s neck with my fangs and drank deep of his blood to sate my hunger. After a few long pulls, I ripped out a piece of his neck with my teeth and spat it to the ground before shoving him away.

      They all rushed me like a swarm of bees and I laid them to waste, by either Artemis or my fangs. I’d need to burn the bodies to make sure more sharks wouldn’t come, just in case I had to come back. Later, though. I had other things to do first.

      With Artemis cocked in my hand, I filled her with more bullets from my belt as I approached the saloon. The doors were wide open but I didn’t spot any shark stragglers from the horde. The two bleeder bodies I’d left looked like they’d been attacked by vultures. Only the skeletons and their clothes were left.

      Gross. Sharks were fucking nasty creatures.

      I stepped around the bones and hopped up onto the counter, poured myself a shot of whatever was out, and landed with a click of my boots on the other side of the bar. Downing another shot, I found the notebook the bartender had shown me, as well as a few other equally dirty ones. I should’ve brought them with me in the first place. I supposed the utter disappointment had clouded my brain. Normally I was on point with my actions. I needed to get back to that level of smart, and fast. At least I didn’t need to take Night Shadow anymore, but I’d still keep the stash for trading fodder. It would get me miles more in trades than my blood could, seeing as how not everyone knew how to make the drug, but most everyone wanted it.

      With the notebooks in my backpack, and a few odds and ends I found in the saloon, I piled all the sharks into a stinking pyre and set it up in flames before leaving the way I’d come.
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        * * *

      

      A few hours of road, several shots of the strongest liquor I could find, and a new camp set up in a dilapidated high riser, I finally had the time to look at the bleeder’s records. I propped myself up against a wall that was once where hundreds of workers came to their worthless jobs every day before the sharks came and fucked everything up. The air no longer held the metallic scent of blood, but I was certain carnage had happened on the very floor I sat.

      Another shot of the liquor I’d brought with me, and I opened the notebook to look for clues. The bleeder’s last shipment of Night Shadow had been three weeks before, and the supplier was… anonymous. What the fuck was an anonymous supplier? Were we in the days of law enforcement when drugs were outlawed? Hardly.

      “Fucking perfect,” I swore loudly, my voice echoing through the dilapidated building. I sighed and slammed the book down to run my fingers through my long black curls.

      My eyes immediately went to my backpack where the baggie of Night Shadow sat. I didn’t need it. I didn’t. Except… I enjoyed being taken away from my life, from this utter fucking hell I spent all of my waking hours in. The hell where my family is probably lost forever, where Thalia is dead, and I’m alone. Just alone. Always fucking alone. Choking back a sob, I grab my bag and put two Night Shadows in my mouth, crushing them with my teeth and feeling the drug take hold like the temptuous bite of a snake.

      I’m back home. Jason is sitting at the kitchen table next to me playing something on his holographic game console. Balthazar is kissing Toni on the cheek and he gives me a blue-eyed wink when I catch his eye. Dad. I want to reach out to him and hold him close but he’s not really here. Before the spell can be broken, I look to my left and see Mom leaning in to kiss Knight on the lips as she sets down a plate of fried chicken for dinner. She sees me staring and chuckles before planting a comforting kiss on my head.

      “What’s the matter, Kitty?”

      I almost knock my chair over in my haste to stand and throw myself into her arms. She smells so damn good, like flowers and bread. “I don’t know. I just missed you.” Letting her go, I wipe my cheeks and surrender as the fantasy takes over.

      “Dweeb,” Jason murmurs, kicking me slightly with his foot when I sit back down. He’s such an adorable jerk. I steal a piece of chicken from his plate and sink my fangs into it triumphantly before sticking my tongue out and showing him my partly chewed food. Without missing a beat, he steals from my plate too and repeats my see-food display with a giggle.

      “They’re so mine,” Knight says happily from across the table. Closing my mouth, I look back at him and relish the sight of his face.

      “I love you, dad,” I say to him, and I feel my lips say the words outside of my fantasy where the real world lies. Knight flaps his hand over Mom’s arm excitedly.

      “She called me dad!” he squeaks. “Imma cry!” I hand him some of my chicken, just because, even though he has a full plate. “Up top, kiddo!” He holds out his hand and as I reach up to slap it, the fantasy snaps closed and I’m back in the real world, standing in one of the open windows with my hand out ready to high five the empty air.

      No, come back. Come back to me. A tear rolled down my cheek and I closed my hand before letting it fall to my side. I could still smell Mom’s scent like she was standing beside me, could still feel the softness of Jason’s hair, still see everyone’s face with aching clarity.

      My heart was aching, my body was tired, I wasn’t sure how much longer I could fucking stand this.

      Meow.

      Artemis flashed out and I turned to see a cluster of cats in the room with me. They were unimpressed by my gun. Several had made a bed on my stuff and I spotted a crowd inside my tent. First a horde of sharks, and now a horde of fluffy kitties.

      I stuffed Artemis back into her holster. “Hi, kitties. I’m Kitty.” The room smelled like warm cat. One of them came up and rubbed against my legs so I crouched to scratch under its chin, but it ran from me before I could touch it. “Guess you guys have never seen a person before. Don’t let me fool you. Not all the creatures out there are as nice as me.”

      They didn’t seem to care. I went to my bed after moving the cats out of the way and fell asleep to the sound of purrs.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4. Don’t call me girlie

          

          Kitty
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      The next morning, I woke to a pair of yellow eyes in my face. A black cat sat staring at me like he had nothing better to do. His long black tail swished back and forth, no doubt his brain’s way of deciding whether to pounce on me or not. The horde of felines was probably descended from house cats and had made this tower their home. They had birds, water, rats. I bet they’d never been outside of the structure.

      “Morning,” I said out loud to the observing cat, saluting it with my fingers to my forehead. Slowly, I reached a hand out to pet him and he let me for a few moments. So damn soft and warm. The first real body I’d touched in years. After a few strokes on his head, he’d had enough, and he scurried away from sight. “I just wanted to pet you, you little bitch!” I turned and came face to face with a white cat lounging on my hip.

      Forget shark invasion, this was a cat invasion!

      Amid protests, I shoved the cats away and stood up to stretch. Okay. I needed a plan. Plans were all I had, and I wasn’t about to give up and become a crazy cat lady. The cats hadn’t managed to gobble up my food yet, so I settled down on the floor with the last bits of my dried fruit in one hand and the ledger in the other. Since the latest shipment was a bust, I just had to make my way backwards. There were about ten other suppliers with only one mentioned several times. The bleeder might’ve been greasy looking, but he kept detailed records. He even had a location for all the suppliers on the back page. It made sense since phones no longer worked.

      Ah, phones. How I missed texting.

      Mom, where r u?

      Jason, ur not 2 cool 4 school.

      Knight, I borrowed your razor to shave my legs.

      Dad, you suck incorporeal ass.

      Arthur, stop mooning over my mom and kiss her already.

      I packed up my stuff, now all covered in cat hair, and started down the hallway. Several cats followed me. Maybe they thought I was their leader. A vampire was totally part cat part human. We both had fangs, at least. Once I hit the stairs, the cats stayed behind to continue their lives in the tower without me. Maybe I’d come back and steal a kitten or two. Who knew how much they’d get me in the right city? Everyone loved cats. A puppy though, that would’ve been worth its weight in gold. Most dogs had gone feral or rabid after the sharks came, and people were very hard up for guard dogs. I figured a barn cat would hold the same value if I found a farm.

      Just as I’d reached the bottom floor, I turned to re-consider going back up and finding where they’d stashed the kittens. Sitting on the last step was the black cat with yellow eyes, still staring at me.

      “Puss,” I said in salute again. Maybe he knew I was considering taking their babies. They sent him to spy on me. Fluffy bitches. “Fine, fuck you. I won’t take the babies. I’m leaving. Bye.” I rolled my eyes and wondered at my sanity for addressing a cat like it could understand me. My boots crunched on the lobby floor and I left through the broken doors to my motorcycle outside. Mounting it, I clipped my backpack in front and noticed the cat jumping over the broken door, coming up to me like this was normal behavior. “No! Bad kitty. You’re not coming…” He jumped up onto my legs and swished his tail to smack me in the face, silencing my protests. Maybe it was because he was so desperate to be with me, or maybe I was just desperate for another heartbeat. Either way, I gave in. “Alright, god. You can come with me. Fluffy manipulator.” Carefully, I picked him up and unzipped my jacket to stuff him inside against my chest before zipping it back up. He wiggled a bit before he settled against me and tucked his head under my chin.

      Seems like I’ve become a crazy cat lady after all.

      My motorcycle came to life with a thrust, and kitty and Kitty left the tower behind.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      It took me several hours to find the supplier’s location, owing to the fact that the ledger simply specified ‘37 miles in that direction, past this old restaurant, and turn when you see a roost of chickens.’ The bleeder clearly had seen no value in writing down fucking street signs or using a compass. If I hadn’t already killed him, I might’ve again just for his shit accounting.

      Knowing my value for human life had sunk over the past two decades was enough to sober me. My mother had fought a damn war trying to protect human life. She valued it almost over her own, and now I was shooting bleeders for being stupid. She’d be ashamed of me.

      Sniffing, I wiped my face with my gloves and unzipped my jacket to let the kitty out once we’d arrived at our destination. He bounced from the handles to the ground and trotted around to rub against an old stop sign before looking back at me expectantly.

      “We’re about to go in hot, puss. Could be dangerous,” I informed him. He lifted a paw to give it a delicate lick, completely unfazed. Lifting an eyebrow at my furry companion, I checked the chamber in my gun and slipped Artemis back into her holster, giving her a comforting pat for what we were about to face. “Saddle up, puss. It’s time to lock and load.” I adjusted my vest and started towards the building with the black kitty trotting beside me.

      Standing in front of the building, it was hard to tell what this place had been before as all the windows were boarded up and the front had been painted black. Cautiously, I tried the handle on the front door, and it swung open to show several bleeders holding rifles.

      They’d been waiting for me.

      “Human, drinker, or mutt?” the biggest one demanded, clicking the safety off his gun. Puss stepped past the enemy lines and rubbed against the bleeder’s leg. He lifted his boot to lightly shoo the cat away. “Answer before I shoot you between the eyes.”

      “Rude,” I mumbled, casually darting my eyes around to assess my odds if they decided to go postal on me. “No one ever asks my name first. Can’t a lady demand a bit of wining and dining?” The bleeder worked his jaw and narrowed his eyes at me. He reminded me so much of the stoic blonde that loved my mother. “Drinker,” I answered after a few beats.

      The bleeder tightened his hold on his gun, checking behind me for something on the street. “Did you bring sharks with you?”

      “Do I look like I’m that fucking stupid? Of course not.” He seemed less certain and waved two fingers for the rest of his group to come out and search the block, just in case. “Can’t see sharks being the best thing to bring to a dinner party,” I snarked as I watched them. Satisfied I wasn’t planning an ambush, the bleeders led me inside before closing the heavy door and slamming a bar across it. Emergency lights came on across the ceiling, lighting up the dirty metal entrance.

      “Weapons,” the bleeder demanded as his eyes adjusted to the dim light, lowering his gun to hang on his side.

      I resisted the urge to scowl at him. “As I’ve said many times to bleeders much stronger than your bitch ass, Artemis stays with me.”

      He looked down and saw the cat at my feet. “Your cat’s name is Artemis?”

      Rolling my eyes, I lifted my gun from her holster. “The gun, bleeder. I don’t fucking name cats.”

      “On the talk of names, mine is Marcus. Yours?”

      I curled my mouth inward with a grimace. He was definitely going to laugh at me. “Kitty.” A titter went around the bleeders standing beside me, making me roll my eyes again.

      Why did my mom have to give me such an adorable name?

      “Kitty with a kitty,” one teased. He ended up with my gun in his face before he could giggle again, and Marcus reached up a hand to get between us.

      “Now, now. Calm down, kitten,” he cautioned. “There’ll be no shooting today.”

      Artemis went back into her holster, but I still leveled the bleeders with my glare. “Call me kitten again and I will make no promises.”

      “Fair enough.” Marcus lifted his hand again and signaled for them to all stand down. “What’s your business, drinker?”

      I tilted my chin in motion to the rest of the building. “Looking for your boss man. He around?”

      “Nearabouts. You lookin’ for some red?”

      “I’ll take my business with your boss, thank you.”

      Marcus’s mouth tilted down, but he nodded wordlessly and turned to walk down the hallway. I followed, one hand on Artemis in case the bleeders turned on me.

      Horror stories had circulated amongst vampires about humans capturing us to become their own personal Night Shadow farms. One vampire and one Lycan in a cage would set a bleeder up for decades.

      Puss didn’t care if we were being led into an ambush as he followed at my heels like we were off to a picnic with the Queen. Various scents wafted up to me from the slightly damp and poorly lit hallway, but none of them were blood. That boded well. Or it just meant they were good at cleaning up their kills. I couldn’t afford to be completely trusting of anyone, but most especially I couldn’t trust fuckwads like these.

      At the end of the hall was a door with two guards, and Marcus nodded at them to open it. They eyed me, a sneer curling on their lips, but they stayed silent. I tapped Artemis with a single finger and grinned as I walked past them.

      Inside the room they guarded was a bald man wearing a white suit that had seen better days, but was still presentable enough for guests. He sat at a table eating a steak and potatoes dinner, complete with a glass of wine. Fuck, I could hardly think with the smell of his food in my head. It had been a very long time since I’d had meat. Blood didn’t count. It was too risky to spill blood and build a fire to cook it when there were sharks literally everywhere. They’d be on me faster than it would take to brown the meat.

      “Marcus,” the boss man said, his nose still tilted towards his plate as he sawed at the steak and brought a bite to his lips. “Bring a chair for our guest.” The meat went into his mouth and I felt my own start to water. Marcus brought up a folding chair for me and placed it across his boss at the table, then motioned for me to come forward and sit in it.

      Puss waltzed up and jumped into the chair, swishing his tail back and forth.

      “Yours?” the boss asked, flicking his fork at the cat. I nodded, trying not to put my hand on Artemis as I often did in tense situations. “Don’t suppose you’d sell him to me?”

      “Is that what you’re eating? Cat?” I shuddered inwardly.

      “Buffalo,” he answered with a dry laugh. “There’s a herd about fifty miles east of here. They’ve re-populated much of the region. We eat hearty.” Hungry and weakened, I couldn’t hide my lust over his spread, and he motioned to someone who left the room. “Sit, please.” Puss jumped down for me and just as I sat, the other bleeder came back with an identical plate of steak and potatoes that he set in front of me.

      I didn’t wait for niceties, I took the fork and knife, cut into the meat as daintily as I’d been taught by my mother, and put it to my lips to smear them with grease before taking a delicate bite.

      Fuck almighty. I had never tasted anything so damn delicious.

      The juices. The flavors. All rolling around my tongue filling me with sensations. He’d salted and seasoned it to perfection. Even Knight would’ve cried having something this good to eat. I was seriously regretting not taking the time to hunt for meat.

      “I’m Morpheus,” my dining companion said as he watched me cut another bite and plop it into my mouth.

      “Kitty,” I offered around my bite, cutting off another piece and shoving it between my lips before my previous bite had been fully chewed.

      “Not often we get drinkers here.” He lifted his wine glass to his lips and drank of the red liquid. “I suppose you’re here for some supply?” Not wanting to stop eating, I reached for the baggie in my back pocket and tossed it onto the table in front of me. “Ahh. You already have some.”

      “I need to know where you got it. Whose blood it is.” Lifting my bag off my shoulders, I pulled out the ledger and laid it beside the baggie. “I got it from a bleeder.”

      “Hmm,” Morpheus said, taking the ledger and opening it. “This belongs to Andrew.” He waited a breath and looked up to catch my gaze. “Belonged…” It ended almost as a question.

      My fingers tightened on my fork and I slowly worked my jaw to chew the meat in my mouth. I’d have felt sheepish if I actually cared about it, but I had no idea if Morpheus would be pissed at me for killing his friend. “He called me girlie.”

      “A mistake I will not repeat,” Morpheus said with a slight grin, apparently not caring in the slightest about me killing the bleeder. “I gave Andrew a new supply three months ago. It came from Salvation. I don’t know more than that, I’m sorry.”

      I speared a potato with my fork and bit into it with my fangs, just so my dinner companion was reminded of what I was capable of. “Salvation? What’s that?”

      “The last human city, so they say. Drinkers, mutts, and humans living together.” He sipped his wine again and adjusted one of the rings on his fingers. A twitch if I ever saw one. Studying him carefully, I took another bite. He was hiding something.

      “Any idea where it’s located?”

      He tilted his head in a shrug. “Can’t rightly say.”

      My eyes flicked cautiously to Marcus and the other bleeders standing around us. “You must have some idea.”

      “It’s not exactly a place I’d want to go to,” he explained, his shoulders relaxing slightly, but not enough to bring my guard down.

      Leaning back in my chair so he wouldn’t be tipped off that I was suspicious of him, I brought another potato to my fangs and tore into it. “Too many drinkers for your taste, I’m guessing?”

      With a distant look in his eyes, he folded his hands on his belly, making my pulse shoot off so rapidly I was glad he couldn’t hear it. “There’s a woman there. We’ve heard stories about her. She commands the vampires with a single word. Her power over them keeps them in line, makes them ignore their carnal instincts of destruction so they can work with the humans.”

      Intrigued, I sat up, my food forgotten. “Is there a name attached to this woman?”

      Morpheus grinned at me, like a ten-year-old telling a ghost story. “They call her the Countess.”

      The name sent a shiver up my spine. Fuck. It had to be her.

      I stood, my chair skidding on the concrete floor. “Thank you for the meal and the information. I’ll be on my way.”

      “You may just want to rethink that part,” Morpheus cautioned. Marcus had snuck up to me, grabbing Artemis before I could stop him, even with my enhanced speed.

      “There’s another tale I’ve heard, much more interesting than the Countess,” Morpheus said as he stood. “A tale about a black haired purple eyed girl whose blood makes the best Night Shadow on the planet. Know anyone like that?” His mouth rose in a sickening grin and the bleeders lifted their guns at me.

      My fangs dropped, and I flung my hands out as my nails grew into claws. “You’re a damn fool if you think you can capture me.”

      He laughed at me again and took a gun from his belt, pointed it at me with wasted confidence. “I doubt that, girlie.”

      Then he fired.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            5. He’ll come back

          

          Dreya
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      “Darling, you look pale.”

      I smiled, showing several of my perfect teeth. “Darius, that joke started getting old when we were still in high school.”

      My boyfriend leaned in to kiss me, his aura bathed in the colors pink and yellow, and then he straightened to look out at the sunset with me. I looped my arm in his and leaned my head against his shoulder, watching the blue sky be engulfed with shades of red and orange. We stood on the tallest building in Salvation, the clock tower where both of our families lived.

      “Your mother is going to see red if I keep you out any later,” Darius warned as he leaned in for another kiss. And another. And another, until I was breathless against him. His short, brown curls were soft under my fingers and I tugged on them to get him closer to me, standing on my tip-toes. The scent of his human blood was a perfume that swirled around me in temptation, but just as I didn’t allow Darius to go further than kisses, I also would never drink from him. I pulled away after another sweet kiss and planted my feet on the floor.

      “Let’s go. Mother can be a bit of a pill.” We grinned and left the balcony hand in hand. The clockwork gears moved beside us as we went down the stairs and stopped at the fifth-floor landing for another kiss.

      “Good night, Dreya.” Darius planted a soft kiss on my nose and stroked my cheek, staring into my blue eyes like he was looking at a priceless piece of art. “I could stand here for an eternity, just waiting for one more kiss.”

      “And I think you’re a sweet-talker who likes goading my parents,” I chided with a smile.

      Sighing, he leaned into the stairwell wall, still holding my hand. “You’re nineteen. Almost twenty. And you still have all these ridiculous restrictions on yourself. You’re an adult, Dreya.”

      I felt like sighing too, but I held it in with practiced patience and tucked a strand of my blonde hair behind my ear. “Darius, you know it’s different for us. I’m a vampire. We mature slowly. It takes decades. My sister was still acting like a moody teenager at thirty. I suspect the same will be true for me.” I wiggled our clasped hands. “Let’s not fight, hmm?” He smiled when he saw an answering grin on my face.

      Pushing away from the wall, Darius came to clasp my face between his hands. “Dinner tomorrow at my place?” I nodded happily and he gave me another peck on my nose. “Night. For real this time.” I finger waved at him and slipped out of the stairwell and onto the hallway, tiptoeing my way down to my bedroom door. Quietly I opened it and slipped inside, making sure to keep the doorknob twisted until it was fully closed so it wouldn’t make a sound.

      “Hi.”

      “Fuck,” I swore, putting a hand to my chest. Sitting on my bed was my mother, her arms crossed over her nightgown and her purple eyes staring me down. “I’m sorry I was out so late, mother.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Dreya, you’re not five. You don’t have a bedtime.” Her gaze scanned me, and I knew she was feeling my power levels, just in case I’d gotten a little fang happy with Darius.

      “I didn’t drink from him,” I told her as I put my bag down onto my desk

      “You’d better not have. You know I don’t give two shits if you do, but the humans will throw you in prison before you can say, ‘verisimilitude.’” Her face softened and she shut her eyes with a sigh. “I’m sorry. You know I don’t like being snappy.”

      With her walls down, I reached out with my power. Her aura was a deep, inky blue, and it brought a frown to my face. “You’re sad. You’re sad because Kitty and Jason are missing. And father is gone.”

      Her lip trembled and she looked away. She stared out my window as if it held secrets she longed to know. “Every year it gets harder.”

      I stepped across my carpet and sat next to her on my comforter. “I know.” We both looked out and I could still see a hint of the sunset between the buildings of Salvation. “I remember his face. His eyes.” She reached between us to take my hand and her aura fluttered with a slight pink underneath the blue. “He’ll come back. I know he will. I feel it. One day those eyes will be looking at you again.”

      She shuddered as if she could actually be cold and her aura shifted to a blank color. She was good at hiding herself. “The things that I hate is that…” She swallowed. “I never told him how much I loved him. And now maybe… maybe I’ll never get the chance.”

      “He knew, mother. Both of them know how much you love them. When you’re with dad, you’re the brightest yellow and pink I’ve ever seen in my life, second only to father’s, if it could ever be brighter. Which I doubt.”

      Her eyes found mine when she turned her head. “What were my colors like with your father?”

      I smiled and recalled the last day we’d seen him. A day of sadness and regret. My smile fell, but I searched through and found her color, that last moment when she met his eyes before he was taken away. “Your second brightest pink. Only a twinge dimmer than the first.”

      Mother leaned back on her hands and stared up at my ceiling with the glow in the dark stars dad had stuck on when I was little. “Of all the powers my kids could get, yours had to be reading auras. You’ll never understand how weird it was to have a two-year-old pointing at me yelling, ‘Pink! Pink!’” We giggled at the memory we both had.

      “You’re almost always pink,” I reminded her. “When you’re not blue.”

      Her smile fell again and she sat up to stand. “Seems I’m blue most of the time now. A perfect fixture on my aura.” It was true, but I didn’t want her to know it for certain.

      “He’ll come back,” I said again firmly.

      Her eyebrows curled in thought and she looked back at me. “They’ll kill him if he does.” Blue gained ground and surrounded her, a blue so deep I feared I would be sucked into it. I shivered this time and watched her leave, shutting my door behind her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            6. The Prisoner
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      Being shot was all sorts of fun. Being grossly outnumbered, not so much. By the time I’d finished with those bleeders, I was riddled with holes in my perfect skin. Fucking bitch bleeders had vampire bullets. That was playing dirty. Puss had taken the hint and ran out the door behind where Morpheus lay on the floor, his body dripping blood from several places. He was no longer drawing enough breath to call me girlie.

      “Puss?” I called into the open doorway as I sheathed Artemis in my belt. My palm left a bloodied handprint on the door when I pushed on it and stuck my head into the second hallway. The black cat was halfway down it, stopped at something. He looked back where I stood and meowed at me. “What? Is it catnip?”

      Meow.

      “Fine. Better not be catnip, just telling you that now.” I entered the hallway and clomped down to where the cat sat next to an open door and immediately recoiled in shock. Inside the room was a passed out Lycan, and by the looks of him, he was in bad shape.

      “Those fucking cunt faced asswiping mother fuckers,” I ground out with enough venom I had to spit onto the floor. Fuck my mother’s opinion, I felt no shame about ridding the earth of those cunts, now that I knew what they’d been hiding.

      Pushing my senses out, I smelled no other bodies here, though I did smell vampire blood in the room beside this one. Carefully, I walked inside to where the Lycan lay on the carpet. He had bruises on bruises, and caked on blood in so many places, I wasn’t sure what color his skin was. His dark hair had been shorn off with small patches here and there where they’d missed spots. A chain led to a collar around his neck, one with spikes that were designed to kill him if he shifted into a wolf.

      “Those…” I ground my teeth together until the grinding shook my skull. There weren’t enough words in the English language to express my hatred and rage. I wished I’d killed the bleeders slowly, and with enough pain that they begged for mercy.

      Puss came in and rubbed past my boots to the Lycan where he stopped and simply stared on. Was he concerned? Fuck. Of course he wasn’t. He was a cat.

      Wiping tears from my cheeks, I straightened my spine. “Stay with him. I’ll be back.” I left them there to find where Morpheus had kept his records and his stash. There was a safe in a small room down the hall, and of course, I easily tore the door off. Inside was what I needed, and I put it inside my backpack before coming back to the Lycan. I ripped the collar off him and threw it at the room’s only window so hard, it broke the glass and sailed outside. “Heads up,” I cautioned to no one, and picked up the Lycan carefully.

      Both kitties walked down the hall, past the worthless corpses, and back outside to where I’d left my motorcycle. Using some rope I carried with me, I tied the Lycan to me, chest to chest, so he wouldn’t go flying off my ride when he woke up. Despite his protests, I stuffed Puss into my backpack.

      With both passengers secured, I pumped the throttle, my bike roared to life, and I sped off down the empty street, leaving the cunt corpses to become shark bait.
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      With the extra weight of the Lycan, I didn’t want to travel very far. I found an old supermarket that hadn’t been entirely picked clean of food and brought us all inside, bike included, before barricading the door. The store’s florescent lights barely functioned after so long, but a few still worked, probably from solar panels on the roof. After finding the employee break room couch still intact, I placed the Lycan on top of it. Puss took the opportunity to lay right across the Lycan’s collarbone.

      “Shoo,” I said to him, though I had a feeling he would ignore me.

      He did.

      I sighed and rolled my eyes, wondering why I’d allowed this flea bag to come along with me.

      Finally slowing down after the fact, the pain of the bullets inside me was starting to twinge. I’d have to remove all of them and then feed on a few sharks to recover. They’d come for the feast I just left them, it just depended on how far away they were, and I had a feeling those bleeders kept their city clean of the beasts. If I played my cards right, I’d get a full belly of shark blood before the week was over.

      I’d just removed my jacket when the Lycan burst awake, shouting and throwing Puss from him, causing a very loud cat roar when he hit the carpet feet down. I held up a bloodied hand to the Lycan, which wasn’t the best method to calm him down.

      “You’re safe, you’re safe,” I repeated several times as he jumped up from the couch, frantic in his haste to get away from me. He found a corner and backed into it with his hands up to protect his face.

      “You stay there, drinker!” he shouted at me. His deep, brown eyes spotted my gun and his pulse shot up even more. “I’ll fucking kill you if you try to drink my blood!”

      “Wasn’t gonna,” I assured him, trying not to wrinkle my nose at the thought of his blood in my mouth. “I only drink vampire blood.”

      That threw him, and he lowered his hands, his pulse slowing. “What kind of vampire only drinks vampire blood?”

      Slowly, I lifted Artemis from my holster and tossed her onto the couch, further reducing his heart rate. “The special kind. The kind that saves your life and kills all the twat bleeders that held you captive. Mind you, I didn’t know you were there when I killed them. But I would’ve just the same if I had.” The Lycan’s eyes moved to where Artemis lay and I saw his brain turning, wondering if he could get to it before I could. Unlikely, but then again, a bleeder had disarmed me not an hour earlier. “I’m Kitty. That’s my name, I’m not talking about the cat. He doesn’t have a name.”

      With his heart almost at a normal rhythm, he stopped eyeing the gun in panic and looked me over, studying the woman who’d saved him from the bleeders. Was I someone he could trust? He seemed to decide I was because his pinched mouth relaxed. “I’m Cody. And I’m pretty sure only psychopaths don’t name their pets.”

      “Hey,” I complained loudly. “That is an insult to all the psychopaths out there. Besides, I named my gun. Does that count?”

      “No.”

      Fuck you, wolf boy.

      “How long did they have you?” He shrugged and looked away, everything they’d done still too fresh in his mind. “There’s some food downstairs. Let’s go grab some. I think we both need a snack.” I chomped my teeth together in mock warning and he didn’t find it as amusing as I did. Giving me a wide berth, he followed me downstairs and we left Artemis on the couch.

      While Cody searched through the food I’d smelled, I found a bottle of motor oil in an aisle that had the fresh odor of rat piss and brought it over to my cycle by the barricaded doors. I was tipping it into the oil chamber when Cody came over with two cans. One was baked beans and the other alphabet soup.

      “There’s a can opener in my bag.” I motioned with my chin towards it and tossed the motor oil bottle when it was empty, screwing the oil cap back on.

      “That’s a sweet ass ride,” Cody complimented as he sat down and opened the cans. “Solar powered?” I nodded, cautiously closing the distance between us to sit in front of him. Puss came and sat beside me, completing the circle. Cody handed me one of the cans, the alphabet soup one, and I scooped out a bit to put on the floor for the cat. He dug in with gusto and I started on the rest of it. It wasn’t gourmet, but it filled my stomach, and that was nice considering I rarely ate full meals. I hadn’t even had a chance to finish the steak Morpheus gave me before shooting them all up and ruining it.

      “Your folks nearby?” I asked him. I knew I was hitting a nerve when he looked away, but he swallowed and took a scoop of baked beans to his mouth.

      “They’re a ways. Doesn’t make much sense to live near drug dealers. They’ll take your trade and then steal your kids.” He looked down, his mind miles away.

      “Hey,” I said, bringing him out of it for a moment. “We’re not talking about that. I just want to know where I can take you where you’ll be safe.”

      “The path is marked. I can find home again.”

      I got up and felt the tug of my torn skin under the bullets. They needed to come out. “Gonna clean up. I suggest you do the same.” He nodded, and I disappeared into the women’s bathroom. Thankfully one of the lights in there was working with very few flickers.

      I removed my jacket, shirt, and pants before accessing my injuries, and not having Artemis made me feel more naked than I currently was. The bullets on my person numbered nine, a much lower number than I expected given how much pain I was feeling. I reached two fingers into the first hole and pain sliced through me as I grabbed hold of the bullet and yanked it out, tossing it into the porcelain sink. The rest followed, and I grabbed a rag from my backpack to wet under the faucet before running it over my skin to catch all the red.

      So much red. And this time, all of it mine. Well. Most.

      Finished cleaning myself, I ran my hair under the faucet as much as I could and shook out the curls as they rained droplets over the floor. The bullet holes were still there since I was so low on blood, mottled dots on my skin. I dressed again and left, following Cody’s scent to the break room. He had cleaned up as much as he could considering most of the color dotting his dark skin was pure bruise. He’d even taken a razor to his hair and now it was all one length. Artemis was still on the couch where I’d left her with Puss curled up on top of her barrel. I retrieved the gun and took it with me to a second more lumpy couch in the room where I fell asleep almost instantly.
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      The next morning, I found out just what ‘marked’ meant.

      Dog piss.

      After being captured by the bleeders, Cody had marked a trail whenever he could, gross, and his keen senses could still pick it up. He’d only been with them for a few weeks and rain had been scarce, so it hadn’t been washed away. Lucky for us.

      Still. Following a trail of piss was a level of disgusting I never wanted to reach. And yet, here we were, Cody with his nose very close to a tree, Puss zipped up in my jacket, and me waiting atop my cycle. Satisfied, Cody came back and mounted behind me, slipping his hands around my middle as I kicked off and started the engine.

      We sped off away from the trees and out to the plains. The land stretched out before us like a blanket and I felt Cody tapping on my shoulder to get my attention. Beside us was a herd of elephants, eating grass and bathing themselves in a small water tank. They watched us drive by, but thankfully they stayed put and didn’t charge. One of the babies swung his trunk at us and roared a tiny roar.

      “They’re beautiful!” Cody hooted into my ear. Even I could find a smile for the creatures. Past them, we stopped again to find the trail and kept going down the road. It was late afternoon when Cody came back from sniffing with a smile on his face. “We’re close,” he pronounced before hopping up behind me. The knowledge sent me faster through the fields until Cody started directing me down some hidden paths and the plains turned into a forest.

      Deep inside it, past countless trees and enough piss odor to make my nose curl, we came upon a small encampment. Trailers, vans, a school bus, all parked in a semi-circle around a brick and mortar campfire. I smelled Lycans and humans. And maybe… a hint of vampires? It was hard to tell. The dog smell hid our scent well. Overpowering as well was the scent of cooking meat, and my stomach growled in response.

      As soon as the campers saw us, they all brought out their guns in warning, and almost as quickly dropped them when they saw Cody behind me. Several of them shouted his name, and he started running towards them as soon as I stopped my bike, grabbing several of his kin in his arms. The tallest Lycan there, the Alpha, still had his gun in his hand as he regarded me and stepped closer. His head twisted to the side in thought and he looked at me like he’d seen a ghost. I almost echoed the look because his scent was familiar to me.

      “Lisbeth?” Of course they knew her. She was a household name amongst vampires and Lycans after the turned war.

      I stepped off my bike and put the kick stand up. “Close. I’m her daughter. Kitty.”

      “You look just like her. Except for the—”

      “—eyes,” I finished for him with a knowing grin. It was what everyone said. “I’m surprised you remember her. Were you part of our village?” His face was equally familiar, but I couldn’t quite place it. Maybe my memories were slow because of how hungry I was for blood.

      “I’m Simon, I don’t know if you remember me,” he answered just as Cody came to hug him. “Thank you for returning my son.”

      “Fucking dragon bogies,” I whispered under my breath. Simon, the little kid my mom had saved was all grown up. And now I’d just saved his kid. Talk about a full circle. “You’re so big! And you have kids!”

      He laughed and brought me in for a hug. “You’re big too, squirt! You were just a baby last time I saw you! How did you even remember me?”

      I tapped a finger to my head and grinned. “Vamp memory. I remember everything. Everything.”

      His face fell when he saw the unhealed bullet holes on my neck. “Cody, go find the vampires. They’re hunting to the south. Shouldn’t be far.” Cody ran off and I watched him with the fading protective instinct I’d gained after merely one day together. “Where’d you find him?” Simon asked, studying me carefully with his brown eyes.

      I unzipped my jacket and let Puss out. He hopped down and ran to the fire pit to find out where the meat smell was coming from. “Drug den. They were using him to make Night Shadow.”

      Simon’s jaw tensed and his hands formed fists at his sides, his wolf straining to come out. “They dead?”

      Nodding, I put a hand to Artemis and pat her in a comforting gesture. “They met an untimely end, for sure. I saw to that.”

      Simon let out a dry chuckle at me. “You’re so like her. It’s unreal.”

      Hope bubbled up inside me and I looked around, sniffing the scents for any I recognized. The hope burst when I couldn’t find her smell but I kept my face blank. “Is my mom here?”

      “No, no. She’s not here. I was referring to someone else.”

      Before I could ask what he meant, Cody shouted as he came back into view amongst the tree trunks. He waved and motioned to the two men beside him, carrying a buck between them.

      “No way,” I swore under my breath.

      One of the men was unknown to me, but the other restored my optimism. When he saw my face, I knew he thought I was her, if only for a brief moment, because he looked as if all the sunlight in the world was finally back over the horizon. His features fell when he realized who I was, and he was back to that stoic iciness that I knew. As he reached me, I tossed my hair back and nodded to him.

      “Hello, Arthur.”
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      It was hard to sleep after seeing mother so upset, especially knowing I’d caused some of it.

      I knew, I knew my father would come back. I knew it with as much certainty as I knew the sun would rise in the morning and set in the evening. Even so, I wished my clarity had given me some insight as to what had happened to my siblings. Jason and Kitty were still missing after twenty long years, my entire life. It weighed on both my parents, even father before he’d been sent away. I felt the weight of the loss as well, despite having never met the rest of my family. I knew all about every single one of them, so much so I liked to believe that when the day came that they stood before me, I’d know instantly that it was them.

      Kitty. Jason. Balthazar. Grandmother Anastasia.

      I fell asleep with them all in my head and wished I could dream a dream that led them back to us.

      The next morning, I entered the large living room across the hall from my room to see my dad making breakfast on our little stove, wearing mother’s apron with his long hair up in a man bun. He turned and an unruly shank of his black locks fell out of the bun and into his eyes. He was all pink this morning. Dad was good at blocking out bad emotions and making only the good ones shine through.

      “Hey, kiddo! Sleep well? Darius keeping his hands to himself?” I glared at him jokingly as I sat at the small table between the sofa and the fridge. If I leaned my chair back just right, it caught on the sofa, giving me a perfect lounge angle. I did so and folded my hands over my flat belly as I smelled the blueberry pancakes he was making.

      “Where’d you get blueberries, dad? Is it a special occasion?” At my words, his aura shimmered with some gray before the pink replaced it. Ahh. So the blueberries weren’t just because. He was trying to cheer mother up. “She asleep?”

      “She’s having a bad day, love.” He flipped a pancake and stirred the batter a little before adding another to the griddle.

      “I can see what really bothers her when she’s thinking about him,” I told dad, watching him purposefully face away from me.

      “Attempting to unravel the mystery that is your mother is a daring feat, Dreya.” He finally faced me, and I saw streaks on his deep brown skin where he’d been crying and hadn’t washed them away. “I’ve been married to her for fifty-five years and I still find myself surprised sometimes.”

      Patting across the kitchen tiles, he put a plate in front of me stacked with blueberry pancakes, set one down for him, and took a tray from the counter over to the closed door on the right side of the kitchen where their bedroom was. I took my fork and watched him knock on the door, wait for her response, then he stepped into the room and came back without the tray. Digging into my breakfast, I took a bite of the pancake and savored the rare taste of the fresh blueberries. Dad sat across from me and started eating his too.

      “Dreya,” he started, hesitating over his plate. “You know I don’t parent you very often. Neither of us do. But…” He trailed off and reached out a hand for me. I took it and his colors shifted into a rainbow of emotions. “Please don’t tell your mother that Arthur is coming back. She can’t handle it. I know you were just trying to help, but please don’t say things like that.”

      A very rare emotion rumbled through me and I narrowed my eyes at the man I called dad. “I wasn’t trying to comfort her. I know he’s coming back. I may see auras, but I also sense things. And I’ve known since the day he was sent away that he would return.”

      “You were seven, Dreya.”

      “Knight,” mother said, interrupting us as she appeared at their bedroom door. Dad’s spine straightened and he shut his eyes, knowing she’d heard him. All around her, the blue started giving way to pink, and I was almost blinded by the sight of it. I had to look away, blinking several times.

      “Shit, mom. You’re so bright. It’s like the fourth of July. I can’t see.” I heard her come into the room, set her tray onto the table, and put her arms around Dad, kissing him somewhere. I opened my eyes to see her leaning against his back, her head on top of his and his hands clutching hers across his chest. They had a look on their faces that meant they were communicating telepathically, a skill I very much envied. She smiled and kissed him on his long, dark hair. With focus, I turned down the volume of my powers and their sunlight auras dimmed down to a thin line around them.

      “I’m sorry, Dreya,” dad said as mother sat down beside him.

      It took me only a second to smile at him, and I imagined my colors were bright pink too. “As you said, you don’t parent me. Why start now?”

      “Yeah. All that snark. Totally yours, my love,” he said to mother.

      “Please. Arthur could snark with the best of them.” She picked up her fork and cut into her stack of pancakes. Her hand shook slightly, but she put a few pieces of it into her mouth.

      She was wrong. So wrong.

      Father would come back. I knew it.
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      I left the pink lovebirds to their business and exited the clock tower we called home out onto the city streets of Salvation. Human guards stood here and there with their vampire piercing bullets, and I chose to nod to them with a smile as I passed each one, pretending their sole purpose wasn’t to shoot my people.

      Even in the market, the guards remained on their silent vigil, but I ignored them this time. Salvation ran on ration credits. Every month, we were all given a book of ration coupons, as was done many years before during war time. One for eggs, one for bread, and so on. I had my coupon book ready to get something hot for breakfast before I had to journey to the edge of town for my daily blood ration.

      Once I’d reached the food stand I wanted, one with steaming fresh cheese bread, I tore out one of my fresh meal coupons and waited in line behind several humans. When it was my turn, I smiled at the woman serving the food and presented my coupon, but instead of smiling back, she sneered at me and wrapped up a small loaf of the cheese bread, roughly pressing it into my hands. Still, using that practiced patience, I nodded my head to her in thanks and headed on my way.

      The bread was stale and moldy, I discovered. The humans here mostly tolerated us, but there were some that blamed this all on vampires. To be fair, we did have a hand in it, but it wasn’t our fault. Mother had even risked imprisonment and exile to warn humans about the drones when the mass turning began. Her help had saved thousands of lives. It didn’t matter much when humans believed their loved ones were still lost to them, even if the only difference was they preferred blood over steak.

      A few of the city’s dogs roamed the streets and I tossed bits of the moldy bread to them as I struggled to find edible parts for myself. By the time I reached my destination, I’d eaten enough to fill my stomach, and the dogs’ as well. When the dogs stopped to sniff the ground, they ran in the other direction, away from the building I had to go inside.

      Two guards stood at the door, a vampire and a Lycan. Since both species had a vested interest in the building’s occupants, we kept them safe with one of our own. Both guards were known to me, but I could hardly call them friends. I flipped to the back of my coupon book and tore out one sheet to hand over. The vampire took it and rapped on the door with his knuckles before it opened, and I stepped inside.

      I’ll say right now that this was my least favorite part of town. Mother and Darius hated that I had to go there, but I was not permitted otherwise. Maybe if Darius and I were married, things would be different. I doubted, but I could dream at least.

      The room I stepped into had several scents attached, and most were ones I didn’t want inside my nose. The scent of sex and sweat. To remedy that, there was incense burning in every corner for those with sensitive senses. The girls inside the room knew my face and several got up from their lounges to greet me.

      “Dreya, you’re looking lovely today,” one said in a syrupy voice. She draped herself over a column near the door and breathed heavily. She was strung out, hyped up on Night Shadow. Most of them were.

      The head girl gave me a hug when she approached and kissed me on my temple. “Governor Hendrix continues to be a cruel man, making a sweet flower like you come to this hell hole.”

      “But his son is easy on the eyes,” the strung-out girl noted with a grin. The girls went by stage names, and as their real names were unknown to me, I never referred to them by a façade. They were simply nameless girls. “Tempted to use one of those coupons in the back of your book, Dreya?” She winked with her heavily mascaraed eye and her equally heavily dilated pupils.

      The back of every adult’s coupon book had coupons for this very building, coupons allowing possession of the bodies of these women when they already gave us enough. I burned those coupons every time I got a new book.

      “No thank you,” I said, smiling even though I didn’t feel it. They were all beautiful girls, but I had no desire to have sex with someone who was obligated to do so. “Just my ration.” The head girl took my hand and walked me to the designated side room, closing the door. This room only smelled like blood, and I welcomed the change.

      “I’m sorry about the girls,” the head girl fussed as she sat down on the sofa. I joined her and picked up her arm to inspect the skin there. It had several bite marks already, fresh ones.

      “You’ve already given today,” I noted, dropping her arm.

      She held it back up for me, insisting. “You can’t drink from the girls with Night Shadow in their system, your mother would have my hide. I’m always available for a clean drink, I don’t mind giving extra.”

      With a sigh, I took her wrist again and picked a spot of skin that wasn’t bruised or pink from the bites, and brought it to my lips to sink my teeth in. I swallowed a few mouthfuls of the life-giving liquid, nowhere near how much I really needed, and pulled away from her, licking the spot clean before I dropped her arm.

      “Mmm,” she let out a sigh. “That wasn’t enough for you.”

      Silencing her protests, I leaned in and kissed her on her sweaty forehead. “It was all you could spare.” I searched and found a blanket on the floor to drape over her so she could rest from the blood loss.
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        * * *

      

      Waiting for me outside the building was my friend, Thomas, another Born vampire. Dressed in camo, his brown hair was arranged in a messy look and his green eyes looked like crisp leaves. He nodded to the guards outside the door and turned as I joined him up the path.

      “I’m surprised your boyfriend doesn’t pitch a fit over you having to drink at the blood brothel every day,” Thomas mentioned, as if he hadn’t said it before. Twenty-three times in the past year, my perfect memory recalled. The fact that he always mentioned my boyfriend along with the complaint spoke volumes.

      Practiced patience.

      A smile touched my lips, and I tried to keep my tone even. “A small sacrifice to keep the peace. So my mother says.”

      Thomas shrugged and looked away, silent for once. We passed through the market again and went past the clock tower to the back of town where Thomas signed us out at the guard tower. The official record said we were leaving to hunt for meat to bring back to the humans, a task many of the vampires and Lycans took part in daily. While Thomas did in fact find something to bring back for food, that’s not what I did during our trips out of the city. It was our secret, mine and his. No one else knew, not even my parents.

      We walked past the fence that gave us safety from all the human turned drones, down the shoe trodden road we’d carved over the years. Thomas remained silent, thoughtful, and I didn’t like it at all. We had an easy friendship, built on years of spending time together during school, and now that we were graduated, this trip every few weeks was the only time I saw him. I missed the times when words came easy between us. The times before Darius.

      Our journey took us far from the city, so far I felt the familiar anxiety that came with being away from my family. Maybe I was afraid if I went too far, I’d return and they wouldn’t be there. They’d be gone like father. My feet stilled, and I stopped on the road before we’d reached our destination. Thomas came up beside me and held out his hand for me to take, his dusty fingertips peeking out from his half-gloves.

      “They’ll be fine,” he said gently, his voice deep and soothing, and I ignored the loving pink that came like a beautiful halo above his head. He knew me so well even though we spent so little time together now. Slowly, I brought my hand out and slipped my fingers between his, sparking a shiver up my spine.

      Warmth spread over me, and in the midst of my sadness and anxiety, I regretted for one second the path I’d chosen, the path that took me away from Thomas. And then the second passed and I let go of his hand.

      “Let’s go, we’ll be late getting back,” I said, looking away. Thomas dropped his hand and sighed, then he turned on his heel and kept walking down the road. I followed behind, keeping my gaze on the back of his boots.

      Soon, far too soon, we reached the building hidden behind a barrier of trees and bushes. Thomas brought out one of his knives and pressed it into my hands.

      “I’ll be back in a few hours. If I’m not back by then—”

      “Go back on my own so I won’t get in trouble,” I finished. He nodded at me, reached out to squeeze my shoulder, and left the way we’d come. With his fading smell behind me, I walked up to the door and knocked three times. It opened and the scent of fresh bread came to me, releasing the tension in my shoulders.

      “Lucas!” Clara exclaimed at the sight of me. “Dreya is here!”
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      “Kitty,” Arthur said in greeting when the three reached me and dropped their kill on the forest floor. His short, blonde hair was in that perfect rugged style, and his icy blue eyes seemed more distant than I remembered. His voice still had that rough edge to it, as rough as his own edges. I felt like apologizing for making him think even for a second that I was my mom, but he would’ve just ignored it. “This is Dominic.” He gestured to the other vampire, an also ruggedly blonde man who tipped his chin to me. He smiled and I saw his eyes were two different colors. One was blue and the other brown, an anomaly similar to my own. My wonky iris kinsmen. It was weird to feel a connection to him, but there it was.

      “Hello, Kitty,” he said in a slight accent. Australian? “Arthur has told me a lot about you.” He held out a hand for me to shake, and I did so, only to feel a shock of electricity race up my arm at the touch of his fingers, the way I’d always reacted when Thalia touched me.

      “I’m surprised he stopped talking about my mom long enough to mention me,” I snarked, throwing Arthur a saucy grin. He gave me a look I knew was him rolling his eyes in his silent way.

      Arthur and Dom skinned the deer, and we sat around the fire pit as the sun started setting, the deer meat cooking on a spit that Dom slowly turned. Arthur passed around some fresh cornbread and sat across the fire from me, next to one of the Lycan females. Maybe they were more than friends, considering how she smiled at him. I couldn’t say why, but seeing them sitting together like that made my teeth curl. I bit into the sweet cornbread and tried to focus on something other than the vampire sitting across from me.

      “I’d love to hear what you’ve been up to, Kitty,” Arthur said with a slight smile. He was smiling now. Dude followed my mom like a lovesick pony my entire life and he was happier without her. Ass.

      “I too would like to hear what you’ve been up to, Arthur,” I mimicked, giving a hard look to both him and the Lycan female. Arthur’s smile fell and he returned to the icy blankness.

      “I asked first,” he retorted evenly. I leaned back and could swear I heard Dom snickering from the spit handle.

      “Well, I started out with my team in Canada twenty years ago. We stayed together after everything went dark.” The fire popped and I glanced at Dom, still cranking the spit. He had his head half turned towards my voice with his eyes still focused on the meat. “Every so often we’d find more vampires, and we had a sizable coven before…” I looked down at the fire and I could see it all before me, that day that had changed everything.

      The screaming. The blood. And Thalia…

      “Shark attack?” Dominic guessed, and I nodded, my eyes still on the fire.

      “I was the sole survivor, because I was the only one who could drink from the sharks. The rest… we didn’t have any humans nearby, so they bled out. I left Canada and I came down here, trying to find Jason. When that didn’t work, I focused on finding Lisbeth.”

      “That’s why you were in the Night Shadow den?” Simon asked, having stayed silent until then like the rest of the Lycans. Arthur’s eyebrows lifted before his entire face dropped in a scowl, making sure I knew just how he disapproved of me messing with drugs. I made my face as ‘you’re not my fucking dad’ as possible.

      “Finding you is the closest I’ve come to her in twenty years. I take it you know where she is?” He nodded once, and I could’ve cried with the relief that flooded all over my body. I sighed and my voice cracked with the sound. Swiping a hand over my eyes, I focused up at the stars. “Is Jason with her?”

      “No.” The relief crashed down to earth like a comet and more tears came for a different reason.

      “God fucking damn it,” I swore under my breath before I could stop myself. Finding my mom was perfect. My goal for so long, yes. But knowing Jason was still lost made me feel even more empty.

      “We don’t know where he is,” Arthur continued, silencing my next question. He looked as grave as I felt, and though it was odd, I felt a kinship with him over the crackling fire.

      I swiped my nose again. “Can you take me to her?”

      Arthur pressed his lips into a thin line and he focused on the fire like I had, lost in thought. “That would be difficult.”

      “I’m sensing a really long backstory. Can you give me the cliffs notes?”

      He glared at me. “I put up with your mom’s sass because I care about her. You, I’d much rather put in time out.”

      “Je-sus, cowboy. You’ve gotten grumpy in your old age.” As much as I hated his attitude, I enjoyed getting under his skin. I’d never seen him this way.

      “Kitty,” he admonished with a snap. “Stop being such a twat.”

      “Rawr,” I mimed a cat noise with my claws out. He continued glaring at me, so I rolled my eyes. “Fine, I’m sorry. Tell me what happened.”

      Arthur pierced me with his icy stare, but he continued his tale of woe. “Lisbeth and I had a child together.”

      What.

      I was certain my eyes were the size of saucers when I asked, “Is Knight dead?” And though I would’ve never expected it, despite my desire to reconcile with him, my stomach churned at the thought of Knight gone.

      Arthur looked away and I felt sick enough that I worried my lunch might come back up. “No, he’s not dead. At least I don’t think. It was before the drones came.” Before the world ended then, before we’d all been separated.

      “And I was never told because…” I let it hang off, flipping my palm up, waiting for him to explain.

      “It was one attempt, so we hadn’t had the chance of telling you and Jason because we didn’t know if it had worked yet.”

      “So you and she fucked?” I motioned with my fingers and he scowled at me so deeply I felt like my head would explode.

      “It was a clinical procedure. There was nothing physical between us. There hasn’t been since before you were born.” Giving him a ‘whatever’ motion, he continued like I hadn’t interrupted. “After the press conference, we escaped from the newly turned drones, and that’s when Knight and I discovered that Lisbeth was already pregnant. We stayed hidden during her pregnancy and only came out once the baby was strong enough to be on the road. We bounced from place to place for a few years until we found Salvation. The town, I mean.”

      Dom stood up and started cutting off pieces of the deer which Simon helped pass around while Arthur continued.

      “It seemed a good place to be. We were safe from the drones, and all the humans wanted from us was for others of our kind to help protect them. And then…” He took his plate from Simon, and I wanted to backhand him for stopping. “One night something happened.” He took a bite of his meat and seemed finished with his story.

      “What? What happened? You can’t fucking stop there!” Okay, now he deserved to be back handed, stopping in the middle of the story like that. Storyteller he was not. Thankfully, he swallowed and went on before I had a chance to stab him.

      “I’m not entirely sure what happened. One minute everything was fine, and then Lisbeth was acting off, saying we had to leave. We got to the edge of the city before the humans stopped us. That night, Lisbeth was on Night Shadow, and it’s illegal to consume in Salvation, except for the designated humans vampires feed from. I lied and said I’d given it to her, and they threw me out for it.”

      “That seems pretty straightforward, bro. Why are you not sure what happened exactly?” I took a bite of the deer meat when Simon handed me my plate, and fuck, it tasted amazing. Dom hadn’t just turned the handle, he’d been adding salt and a few spices to it as it cooked. I might have to keep him around.

      Arthur sighed and stared into the fire again. “She never took Night Shadow. I swear she’d never touched the stuff. I know what it looks like, and she was fine until the humans found us. One of them shoved a flashlight into her face and when she turned around, her pupils were dilated, and she was babbling about shiny unicorns.”

      “Sounds like Night Shadow,” I commented dryly, wiping a greasy hand on my pants. “So you just left her there?”

      Arthur glared again, because his face only know how to make two expressions total. “If it was that fucking simple, I wouldn’t be here.”

      “Salvation is a fortress,” Dominic said, his fingers covered in meat juices. He started popping them into his mouth to lick them clean like a cat. Speaking of cats: where was Puss? “We’ve been planning, waiting for the right moment, for many years. If this is done incorrectly, it will all be for nothing.”

      “So we’re busting them out? Sounds like fun.”

      “No,” Arthur said, shaking his head. “There’s more than a hundred of us in there with the humans, not just our family. If we go in and only take our family, we don’t know what will happen to everyone else.”

      Our family.

      “And you’re convinced this town is bad news?”

      “I’m not sure. All I know is something happened that night, and I don’t know what. It could be safe now. We won’t know until we’re inside.”

      I looked back at Arthur’s icy blues. “I’m in.”
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      We finished the deer off, with the Lycans eating all the bones as dessert —eww—, before turning in for the night with the promise of beginning our plan in the morning. I put up my little tent and went in search of Puss. The trail of his scent led me to a tent right by a large tree, one I was certain belonged to Dom. Sure enough, the black cat sat inside Dom’s tent on a bed roll like it was put there just for him.

      “Switching teams on me?” I admonished, bending so I could see into the tent. The cat just blinked at me in response.

      “I’m definitely on the same team,” someone said behind me. I whirled, Artemis out before I could blink, and saw Dom with his hands in front of him in a ‘don’t shoot’ gesture. Confident he wasn’t a shark about to bite me, I put Artemis back into her holster and Dom lowered his hands. “Sorry, didn’t mean to give you a fright.” I had to admit, with the smile on his face and his delish Australian accent, I was feeling this vampire. And maybe I wanted him to feel me too. Sue me.

      “No harm. I’m just here for my cat.” I reached behind me, pointing to him on the bedroll.

      “Ahh,” Dom said as he walked over to us. “I was wondering where the little mate came from.” The vampire was standing very close, and I found it difficult to get enough air. It had been so long since I’d smelled a scent like his that set my blood on fire. He was so tall and there was only hard muscle underneath his shirt. I felt dainty beside him, a feeling I was very unused to.

      Shaking my head to clear the cobwebs, I bent inside the tent, making sure I wasn’t presenting Dom with my ass, and retrieved Puss from his perch by the scruff of his neck. I brought one hand up to cradle his legs and straightened up again. He growled at me.

      “Hey, kitty,” Dom said in a cute baby voice. I’ll admit, it was interesting hearing him say my name like that, and the responding heat all over had me flushed. “I meant him,” Dom clarified with a grin as he reached to pet the cat. “What’s his name?”

      Shrugging, I adjusted the cat in my hands when he growled again and tried to hide my flushed cheeks by looking down at the fur ball. “I don’t know. I just call him Puss.”

      Dom laughed, his cheeks turning a ruddy pink. “You can’t name a cat Puss! He needs a proper name. Names give things a purpose.”

      Ahh fuck, he was a hippie.

      I shrugged again and got another growl from the cat. “I dunno. He follows me around all the time. That’s not really a purpose.”

      “Like your shadow?”

      He was definitely that. I looked down at him and pet his fluffy face with my thumb. “I guess I can call him Shadow.”

      Dom smiled again and wiggled his finger on Shadow’s forehead. He was so close, I could see the vein in his neck thumping along with his pulse. I was so thirsty. “Glad I can bring you around to my way of thinking.”

      I twisted, taking Shadow away from Dom’s finger and removing the temptation to sink my fangs into the attractive vampire’s neck. “Is that what that was? Hmm. Didn’t seem like it. C’mon, Puss.” I walked away, swinging my hips as I went.
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      Sleep was hard to come by in my tent. Maybe it was being around so many people after so long. Maybe it was that I’d finally found my mom. Maybe it was that I’d spent most of my nights doped up on Night Shadow and I didn’t know how to sleep on my own anymore. I should’ve felt comfortable having Arthur’s familiar scent nearby, but all it did was agitate me. And as I lay there petting Shadow’s soft fur, I tried to figure out exactly why I was upset.

      Maybe it was because I’d tried to find my family for so long and they’d been right under my nose? Or the fact that Jason was still missing. I could’ve gone the rest of my existence without finding my parents as long as I found my little brother and took care of him. Maternal instincts were completely foreign to me, except when it came to Jason.

      Shadow’s yellow eyes disappeared when he blinked, and then reappeared like little globes of light. My fingers scratched under his chin and he immediately rolled over to attack my hand with his little teeth and claws. I let him, it wasn’t as if he could pierce my skin. Vampires made good scratching posts, it seemed. He kicked at me and gnawed on my thumb until he shook his head and looked up at me as if peering into my soul.

      Surrounded by the warmth of Shadow’s little body, I somehow drifted off to sleep. I dreamed of a house. Dreams were so infrequent to me, I hardly knew the difference between a dream and a hallucination. This felt lighter, like a fairytale.

      The house was old, almost ancient. A deep scent of rot and mildew drifted into my nose and I wrinkled it in disgust. The room I stood in had scattered debris on the aged, wooden floor. A doll. Scraps of lace. An old hammer. Something called to me, and in my dream induced trance I left the room and walked down a hallway with the same wooden floor. The walls bowed and shook with the wind, almost as if one strong burst would bring them crashing down. Finally, I reached the front door and my hand automatically went for the rusted handle, but a noise brought my attention elsewhere.

      To my right was a room with broken chairs, the remnants of a dining table where a family once ate their meals. It turned into a kitchen, one I could tell had not been used to cook a meal for at least a few hundred years, judging by the antique stove and the lack of running water.

      The noise came again, a rustling like shoes against paper. I left the kitchen to see a small pantry room with a boy sitting in the corner. His shoulders slumped in a way that saddened me, and I was drawn to him like a moth to a flame.

      He had long, brown hair, dirty and tangled like he hadn’t taken care of it in months. As I came closer, I saw the brown was simply a thick layer of dirt, and the hair underneath was black. In the boy’s hand was a piece of paper and his skin was brown against ragged fingernails.

      Another sound came, this time soft sobs coming from the man’s throat. I approached as closely as I dared and twisted my neck to see what paper the boy held.

      It was an aging photograph of my family.

      Jason.

      I burst awake, Artemis out and my breath coming in ragged gasps, the barrel pointed right at Arthur who crouched right outside my tent.

      “Kitty?” he asked in his rough voice.

      My body trembled all over and my hand shook so much that I dropped Artemis onto the ground. Had my dream been real? My mom had had a dream long ago about her future life. Now that I recalled, she’d mentioned an old house. The same one I’d seen?

      Was Jason…. Was he really wasting away like that? He’d seemed far too young for his actual age of thirty-five, the exact age I’d been when I last saw him. Maybe I’d seen the past, whatever happened to him after the sharks came. But he’d been so alone in that house. It was exactly what I’d feared would happen to him.

      Fuck, I was tripping.

      Arthur was still crouched in front of me, his icy blues showing much more concern than I’d ever seen on his face. He didn’t ask if I was okay, simply sat and waited for me to speak. I’d forgotten how much I liked him.

      Pushing a strand of black behind my ear, I picked Artemis up and slid her back into her holster. “Sorry. I’ll be up in a sec.” He nodded and left without another word.

      Shadow was missing again, but I packed up my stuff before leaving my tent and packing it up too. The group of Lycans and the two vampires were gathered around the fire pit, this time passing around some freshly scrambled eggs with fried potato wedges. Arthur handed me a plate, glancing at my bag snug on my shoulders with the clip fastened in front.

      “Leaving?” Dom asked me as he walked up.

      I met Arthur’s stare and shook my shoulders to adjust the bag. “I’ve been looking for her for twenty years, Arthur. I’m not wasting another day here if she’s nearby. Plus, you intimated she was in danger.”

      Arthur sat on one of the logs around the fire and patted next to him for me to join. I did and dug into my breakfast with the fork they gave me.

      “We have to do this right,” he urged. “One slip up and our plans will fail.”

      I put a mouthful of the lightly salted eggs to my lips and pointed my fork at him. “You have one day, or I’m going without you,” I warned him, my mouth full of food. He nodded and we finished our breakfast in silence.
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      Bang!

      The glass bottle on a fence in front of me shattered into a thousand pieces, mixing in with the sand on the ground. I pulled my pistol back and let a small grin come to my face. I’d gotten much better over the years.

      Clara clapped her hands from her spot on the front porch where she and Lucas sipped tea from a dainty tea set, the likes of which I’d never seen anywhere in Salvation. We didn’t have room for such luxuries.

      “Fantastic, Dreya!” Clara shouted, cupping her hands over her mouth so I’d hear her better, even though she knew my hearing was perfect. Clara was delightfully human sometimes. She always treated me like she would any other person.

      “Now she can shoot her ridiculous boyfriend,” Lucas added, miming shooting with his hand and blowing smoke off his fingertips.

      “Darius isn’t ridiculous, and you haven’t even met him,” I chided gently, and turned to shoot again, knocking an ancient soda can off the fence.

      “Come have some tea, dear. Don’t waste the ammo.”

      I clicked the safety off and walked to the porch where I laid the pistol on top of the porch railing. Clara poured me some tea and dropped in a precious drop of honey before she passed it to me. I held it in my hands, like a small baby bird kept warm with its mother’s wings. A sip filled my mouth with the gentle but potent flavor of Clara’s homemade rose tea. It wasn’t my favorite thing to drink, but I loved being there with my grandparents, drinking tea, like nothing else mattered. Like the world still made sense.

      I speak as if I knew what the world was like before, when I clearly didn’t, but it was easy enough to imagine from all the stories people had told me. Somehow being at Lucas and Clara’s house felt like a look into the past. They hadn’t changed. They still made tea and baked bread, like nothing was different.

      How I wished I could simply stay there with them and forget everything else, forget all the pain and danger, but maybe one day I’d grow tired of the simplicity, and that thought drove me back to Salvation after every visit to my grandparents’ house.

      “How are things?” Clara asked, as she always did. She missed my mother deeply, and the look in her purple eyes almost made me feel saddened too.

      I looked down at my tea cup, scratched at the side, taking another sip. “Mother is… fine. Dad tries hard to chase the shadows away.”

      Lucas scoffed slightly, his face half hidden by his tea cup. “Son-in-law better take care of her. I can still punish him like a schoolboy. You tell him I said.” I nodded, trying not to smile. They didn’t know I was keeping my visits a secret from my parents, ever since Thomas and I had discovered their home when we were young. Deep in his thoughts, Lucas’s face fell, and he almost dropped his tea cup. “He can’t chase the shadows away. The shadows are all she’s made of now. If he chases the shadows away, there will be nothing underneath.”

      Clara put her cup down and quickly got up to come beside her husband so she could take his hand. She whispered some gentle, loving words before holding him to her breast and stroking his blonde hair.

      The faraway look in his eyes, the expression on Clara’s face as she soothed him, I knew he wasn’t thinking of my mother anymore. His mind was on her, my grandmother, Anastasia. Just as I felt time was reversed at their home, Lucas was often stuck in the past. He’d be gone for hours, if not days, before Clara could bring him out of it.

      My great-aunt/step-grandmother met my eyes with a sad smile. “You’d best be back. We’ll be fine. Send your mother our love. Don’t forget the package for her.” She nodded to the small parcel on the table, and I took it before kissing her on the cheek. I’d tell Lisbeth the gift was from me so she wouldn’t worry.

      Leaving them behind once more, I stepped off their porch and followed the trail, past the covering of trees, and onto the dirt road that led to Salvation. Thomas stood waiting for me, a slain deer across his shoulders. He had a swipe of blood across his chin and he smiled at me like nothing was wrong. My heart sped up seeing his bright pink aura, but I tried to ignore it. I had to ignore it.

      “Nice visit?” he asked me. He looked down at my hands to see the small, wrapped package. “Best put that in your pocket. Don’t want them to see.” He adjusted the deer and turned once I’d joined him on the road. I pressed the package into my jacket as we walked.

      “Sometimes…” I started, and stopped, pressing my lips together to stop my words. I couldn’t let go, not yet. I was so close.

      “Sometimes what?” Thomas probed jokingly, moving his hip to the side to bump against mine. I remained silent, and when he realized I wasn’t going to open up, he sighed and kicked at a rock in the road. “You’re different, Dreya. I don’t remember you being so tight lipped in high school.”

      My lips curled, and I ‘humphed’ low in my throat. “People change, Thomas. It’s part of growing up.”

      “Maybe,” he conceded. “But I don’t think people change that much. Sometimes… I don’t know. You’d get this gleam in your eyes, you reminded me so much of your mom. That’s gone now.”

      Practiced patience. Ahh, fuck it.

      “Maybe you’re the one that’s different, Thomas,” I snapped suddenly, whirling on him. “Did you ever think about that?”

      He burst out laughing at me, dropping the deer onto the ground with a thump. “There. That’s her. With your icy blue eyes and your beautiful blonde hair. I almost forgot what the real you looked like.”

      I wanted to kiss him so much.

      Instead, I clunked my foot onto the ground and stomped down the road without him. “You’re such an ass, Thomas!” I shouted over my shoulder. My enhanced ear caught the sound of him slinging the deer over his shoulders again and jogging to catch up with me.

      “I might be an ass,” he conceded once we were back in step. “But at least I’m me.”

      I sighed and swiped some hairs that had fallen into my eyes. “You don’t understand.” The boundary gates of Salvation were in view and I couldn’t keep talking with them looming over me.

      “Don’t understand what?” he asked as he stopped walking again. I continued down the path to the fence and Thomas grabbed at my jacket. “Dreya, what don’t I understand?”

      One of the Lycan guards approached us and nodded to me, silencing Thomas’ protest. “Dreya, you’re needed at home.” My stomach fell. Shit, no. Not again. “Nothing bad,” he explained when he saw my look of horror.

      Thomas handed the deer off to one of the vampire guards and brushed himself off. “What’s up, Martin?” he asked, addressing the Lycan.

      Martin hesitated slightly, only for a second, but it was an eternity in my head. “Your mother has… visitors.”
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      “I swear to fuck, if you get us killed, I’m never forgiving you,” I warned Arthur as the looming gates of Salvation came before us. Dom stood on my other side with Shadow on his heels, and he peered up to the city like it was a mystery. Several vampires and Lycans stood at the main gate holding guns, probably for the sharks if any came nearby.

      “If I get us killed, your mother will turn my corpse into tiny little pieces,” Arthur said. The bottom half of his face was covered with my mask, covering him enough that he might not be recognized. “I like my pieces where they are, thank you.”

      I smirked and wondered at him for a second. “Never thought I’d see you be snarky. My mom’s sass looks good on you.” I was greeted with a glare, but I still smiled back at him.

      Having seen our approached, the guards were slowly coming towards us, checking for sharks as they went. They smelled us and immediately looked at Arthur in alarm. The mask was to fool the bleeders. Our kind wouldn’t be tricked so easily.

      “Arthur!” one of the vampires whispered as we got closer. Arthur nodded slowly, looking around for any humans within earshot. “What are you doing here? You’re a wanted man.”

      One of the Lycans was less worried. “You here for her?” Her. They didn’t even need to specify who they were talking about. Arthur nodded again in confirmation.

      “We’d like it if you didn’t tell the humans about…” I gestured to Arthur and squinted at the guards. How I wished I had mind control powers. The vampires and Lycans glanced at each other in wordless communication, but they didn’t seem upset to see us.

      The first vampire lowered his gun. “The humans don’t have to know who all of you are.” He looked over at me and lifted a finger, pointing at my head. “Put her goggles on, Arthur. Your eyes are memorable.” I pulled my goggles off my neck and handed them to Arthur for him to put on over his blue eyes. He adjusted them and I couldn’t help laughing.

      “You look like Bucky Barnes.”

      I felt the glare from him even though his face was covering it.

      “Shut up.”

      “Martin, Dreya should be back soon. Let her know the Countess has visitors,” the first vampire said. The Lycan trotted off along the fence, disappearing behind a building. We followed the vampire to the gate and waited for it to be opened before it was locked behind us.

      A prison. We were in a damn prison.

      My skin crawled, my clothes seemed too tight, and I wanted to run in the other direction as fast as I could. Surely all the vampires and Lycans could hear my rapid pulse and ragged breathing. Dom’s hand gently found mine and entwined my fingers with his. My skin came alive, almost distracting me from my anxiety. He didn’t speak, just stayed that way beside me with my captured hand as the vampires cleared our visit with the bleeders. Shadow rubbed against my boots.

      Next came the drug search. The vampires sniffed us all over —eww— and checked our bags for any stray Night Shadow. I’d wisely left mine with the Lycans. Then they shined a light in our eyes to check for dilation, and pronounced us clean. Shadow followed us out when we left the guard post with an assigned escort, a younger vampire.

      “My name is David,” the vampire said as we walked. He kept looking back at me, so much so that Arthur elbowed him. “Sorry. You just look so much like her.”

      Flicking my eyes to Arthur’s masked face, I took my hand back from Dom and stuffed it into my jacket pocket, mourning the loss of contact instantly. “Like the Countess?” David nodded and slowed down so he could walk beside me. “Why do you call her that, if I may ask?”

      David got a hazy look on his face as he smiled at me. “The Countess brought us all here. She protects us, makes peace with the humans. She gave us a place to call home.” Sounds exactly like her. Except Arthur’s story tainted it all with a nasty shade of red.

      “It’s not true about her killing all those humans either,” David continued, his face still hazy.

      I found Arthur’s face again, this time in horror. What was he talking about?

      “I’m not quite familiar with this Countess,” I said, trying to smile at David. Not like he’d believe that since we looked so much alike there was no question we were related. “Could you explain what you mean?”

      David stopped on the city path we were on and stared at me in confusion, almost cracking a laugh until he saw how serious I was. “She’s the Countess of Bathory. You know, the one from the stories. She supposedly killed all those people, hundreds of years ago. And now she’s here, our matriarch.”

      Ahh fuck, the whole world has gone insane.

      “She’s not the—” Arthur cleared his throat to interrupt me, shaking his head where David couldn’t see. Okay, interesting. Why were they keeping up this story with everyone? I played along. “I mean, wowwww shit!” I plastered my face with an impressed look and reached back for Dom’s hand. I might’ve barely known him, but I needed the contact again. He took it without comment and held my hand tightly.

      David led us forward, talking constantly about the city’s history and all that they’d done as far as development and technology. We went into a market area and all the bleeder venders glared as we passed them. Weird.

      Arthur looked out of place with his face covered, everyone staring at us like we were strippers putting on a show at a Baptist church. The bleeders pointed and whispered to each other.

      “...looks just like the Countess…”

      “…can’t believe they’re letting in a damn drinker that dangerous looking…”

      “…Governor Hendrix can’t have let more of them in…”

      Judgmental little fucks.

      David and Arthur got a few steps ahead of Dom and myself, so he felt safe to lean into my ear and whisper in a tone that sent a shiver down my spine, “I’ve never felt a hand quite like yours.”

      A scoff came out of my throat, when I was seriously considering showing him exactly what my hand could do to him. “It’s just a hand. It’s not special.” He ‘hmm’d’ and straightened up. My legs were trembling from him being so close as he tugged me forward. I wanted to just stop and hear his accent in my ear again as he ran his hands all over my naked body.

      Focus, Kitty.

      I shook my head and checked Shadow’s presence at my feet. He trotted next to us like everything was fine. Eventually, David and Arthur stopped at a building in the center of town, a tall clock tower. There was a piece missing from the clock’s face, large enough for someone to fit through and stand on the balcony overlooking the city. Vampire guards stood at the front doors, their nostrils flaring when we came into range, and they stared at Arthur in alarm but said nothing as David walked us inside.

      Several scents hit me when I went into the building, and I caught two I knew very well. A single tear rolled down my cheek in relief. She was here. Dom squeezed my hand, and I remembered where I was again. David led us down the hallway and up several flights of stairs where the scents became stronger, a potency only associated with a living space.

      “This is where the Countess lives,” David explained to us.

      Arthur sniffed, smelling no one else around except three people in one of the rooms. One of them I didn’t recognize by smell, so it had to be my younger sister. “We’ve got it from here, David.” The vampire nodded and left us on the floor to have some privacy.

      I didn’t wait for a verbal cue from the men beside me, I stepped across the carpeted hallway to the room I knew held my family. The door flew open under my hand and I saw them there at a kitchen table, like I’d always remembered them.

      Knight with a stack of pancakes.

      Lisbeth with another plate in her hands.

      And a blonde-haired girl sitting between them.

      That one tear was followed by many as a choked sound escaped my throat when I saw those purple eyes staring back at me. She dropped her plate in shock and it broke against the tiles, littering the floor with shards and pancakes. Knight got up so quickly, he knocked his chair over. The girl stood as well, and though I’d never seen her before, I knew she was the sister Arthur told me of. She looked nothing like me with her blonde hair, blue eyes, and tanned skin, but there was something in her face I recognized from my own.

      “Kitty?” she asked in wonderment, the first of the three to find her voice.

      Lisbeth ran, throwing her arms around me, and her body shook with sobs against my chest. I held her so close, so close that I wished I would never have reason to leave her embrace.

      Finally. Finally, I was home.

      She cried. I cried. The girl cried. I let Lisbeth go only to fall into Knight’s arms and I held him just as tightly, with all the love I felt for him.

      Dom and Arthur lingered in the hallway, waiting for us to finish our reunion. Or maybe unwilling to ruin mine with their own, but that changed when Lisbeth’s body stiffened beside me. She’d caught a scent, and she lowered her arms from my sides as she realized who I’d brought with me. Arthur slowly came into view from the hallway, his face still covered. He walked inside the room and Dom closed the door behind them.

      Arthur lowered the mask, pulling the goggles off as Lisbeth took one tentative step, then two towards him, her face dripping with fresh tears. If I was a vision of the past, Arthur was a ghost she thought she’d never see again. And it was then I knew that something had changed between them. When it had changed was unclear, but it was something that we’d all been waiting for, for so long it felt like their story was mine too.

      As she finally reached her slow journey across to him, she confirmed my thoughts with a single action.

      She stood up on her tiptoes and kissed him on the lips.
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      I‘d like to say that I looked away as my mother made out with the man she’d loved as long as I’d been alive, but I stood next to my half-sister and Knight, watching the couple like they were goldfish in a bowl, and as nauseating as it was, no one in the room could deny the raw, unfiltered love between the two. They kissed with a passion I’d only seen her have for Knight. The passion of real love.

      With all that happening in front of me, I glanced at Knight just to see how he felt about it and saw him smiling with happiness at them. He looked down at me, putting a hand on my shoulder.

      “Let’s give them some privacy,” he said in a whisper.

      “I can hear you,” Lisbeth murmured, pulling from Arthur’s lips only for a moment. He gave her another tender kiss on the lips, on her nose, and her forehead, before holding her in his arms like she was a precious jewel. And even though he would’ve shot me for saying so, I could’ve sworn I saw tears on his face. “We were just…” Lisbeth tried before she broke out into a fit of tears. She buried her head in his shoulder and wrapped her arms around his neck to bring him closer.

      “Having breakfast,” Knight finished, like he’d been the one talking. “I’ll clean this up and make more pancakes for everyone.” He busied himself with the task as Dreya approached the hugging couple.

      Arthur pulled away from Lisbeth only for a moment to bring Dreya into their embrace. “I haven’t seen you since you were a tiny thing, Dreya,” he exclaimed with his lips pressed to her hair. “I realize asking if you’ve been behaving is redundant considering who your mother is.”

      Lisbeth lightly smacked him on the arm and leaned in for another kiss. “I don’t remember you being this mouthy before.”

      He ran a hand through her long curls and studied her face as if memorizing it. “Perhaps I became more like that which I missed, if only to ease the pain of absence.” His hand settled on her cheek and she leaned into it like a cat with a contented smile. “Maybe I also picked up your eloquence,” he admitted with, dare I say, a blush on his cheeks.

      Dreya left their arms and held out her hand to me with a smile that didn’t fit someone that came from Arthur. “I’m Dreya. Short for Alexandria. You’re my sister Katherine, Kitty for short.”

      I took her hand and pumped it a few times. She had a firm grip, I respected that. “We are a family with nicknames.”

      “Except for Jason,” she reminded with a grin. The mention of his name turned the room cold. I stiffened and dropped Dreya’s hand as Lisbeth let Arthur go, turning to me with hope in her eyes. Hope I couldn’t keep afloat.

      “Have you seen Jason at all?” she asked me with a face that looked like it would break into pieces if I said no. I shook my head, looking down, because I couldn’t bear to see her shatter. She sucked in a shaky breath of air, but she remained composed. Her bare feet patted on the tiles and she gave me a soft kiss on my forehead. “I’ve waited twenty years for my babies to come home,” she breathed against my skin. I fell in her arms again and felt a small sliver of happiness flood into me. She sniffed and kissed me again before she stepped away to help Knight pick up the rest of the mess she’d made.

      Dreya brought over chairs for us and we sat around the table as Knight and Lisbeth made more pancakes. Every few seconds, he leaned over and kissed her head as she wiped more tears from her cheeks. When they were finished, Lisbeth sat down with me on her right and Arthur on her left. She held both of our hands as we started eating, unwilling to let go in case we were a mirage that would fade if she looked away. Arthur kissed her hand before letting it go so he could eat, but even as I tucked into my stack of pancakes, Lisbeth kept my left hand in hers, leaving her plate untouched so she could stare at me.

      “Mom,” I murmured, wiggling my hand. “Aren’t you hungry?”

      She let out a nervous laugh and set my hand free, picking up her fork and cutting into her pancakes. “Dreya, what color am I?” I looked over at my half-sister and saw her squint, turning her head. What was she doing? People weren’t colors. “Dreya can see auras,” Lisbeth explained to the rest of us.

      Dreya was still squinting when she took a bite of food. “You’re cascading, like a rainbow waterfall. I hardly know where one emotion ends and another begins.” She turned her blue gaze to me and looked me up and down. “You, on the other hand. Very red. Grey. And there right in the middle…” Her blue eyes got even smaller as she focused on whatever she was seeing. “Deep, encompassing blue.” Her mouth tilted into a frown.

      Ignoring her weirdness, I pushed a piece of the pancakes into my mouth and let out a loud moan that was not a noise I wanted to make around family. How long had it been since I’d had such a confection? Probably the amount of time between family visits. The sweet, savory maple syrup mixed with fresh blueberries and chewy pancake. Fucking heaven.

      Dom was very focused on my face when I met his gaze, and the expression he conveyed, like he wanted to drip syrup all over me and lick it off, made me blush. I wasn’t the type for such a feminine reaction, but I felt slightly red just the same.

      Did I… like him? No way. I mean, yeah, I wanted to see what was under his pants, but we hardly knew each other. I’d known him for what, two days? This wasn’t a sappy romance movie, for fuck’s sake. A very back part of my brain started to wonder what his blood would taste like. God damn it, Kitty! He’s not a Salisbury steak! Focus, focus.

      Dreya giggled at me, no doubt seeing some kind of color shift above my head with her powers. She glanced at Dom and back at me with a knowing look. Great. I’d known my half-sister for ten minutes and she was already teasing me. It was growing up with Jason all over again. Maybe worse since Jason didn’t have vampiric powers. He would just turn into a wolf every time we had to do chores.

      The thought of Jason had me back in that old house, looking at his filthy hair and tear-stained face. I shook my head several times to wipe the image away and took another bite of food.

      “Dreya has to leave soon, so that gives us some time to catch up, Kitty,” Lisbeth said with a smile. “I remember you dislike an audience when we’re talking about personal things. Unless that’s changed?” I met her eyes and shook my head, already feeling awkward about it. Talking with her again was probably one of the things I’d been looking forward to the most, but I also dreaded talking about my life for the past two decades without her.

      “Off with your friends?” Arthur guessed, nodding towards his daughter. No doubt he felt as awkward as Lisbeth did, addressing the children they barely knew.

      Dreya smiled anyway, looking as warm as melted butter. “I’m having tea with my boyfriend, Darius, and his father, Governor Hendrix.”

      A loud clang echoed through the room as Arthur dropped his fork suddenly. “You’re dating Darius Hendrix, David Hendrix’s son? The human who runs this city, the one who banished me?”

      There was a lot to unpack from that, but the main contender slipped from my mouth like poisoned slime. “You’re dating a damn human?” I shrieked at Dreya, my food forgotten. My appetite disappeared faster than a candle at a Bath and Body Works sale. Dreya’s dainty mouth opened and closed, and she set her fork down onto her plate, dropping her head.

      “I forbid it,” Arthur declared with a humph. Lisbeth whirled on him so fast, we all bent away from her in our chairs.

      “You forbid it?” she ground out.

      Knight sighed next to me and rubbed at his forehead. “Fuck. Bro is back for less than an hour and he’s already awakened the Kraken.” He lifted my plate and handed it to me before picking up his own. “She might break the table. It’s happened before.” I raised my eyebrow at him and set my plate back down.

      “I’m not a grenade, Knight,” Lisbeth grumbled, her glare still fixed on Arthur. “We’re talking later,” she warned, and he nodded stoically.

      The table was rather quiet for a few minutes until I broke the silence before re-thinking my words.

      “You might not forbid it, but it’s still fucking gross. Dating a human is like dating a drink dispenser.”

      “Kitty!” Lisbeth screeched, slamming her hand on the table.

      It broke.

      Everyone’s breakfast was on the floor, except for Knight and Dom who were holding their plates in the air. Dom took another bite as he studied the mess at our feet.

      I yanked myself out of my chair and shoved it back into the counters with a bang. Since I’d already said too much, saying something else wouldn’t hurt.

      “I can’t fucking believe I looked for you for twenty years. I should’ve given up a long time ago.”

      And I left the room the way I came.
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      We all sat around the aftermath of mother’s fist hitting the table, several minutes after Kitty had left. Mother’s eyes darted around the floor and her colors rippled all over the place, so much so that I had to look away. She stared at the mess, looking forlorn. Even though she was often gloomy, it had been a long time since I’d seen her that sad.

      Standing up, she crumpled fists of her black dress into her hands. “Excuse me, I need to cry by myself.” She raced from the table to her bedroom door, slamming it behind her.

      Dom’s lips smacked and he speared a bit of pancake, swirling it around a puddle of syrup before popping it into his mouth. “If this is what it’s like in your family, shit, I want to stay forever.”

      I stood and almost started pushing my chair in before I realized I couldn’t with the table broken. “I’m going to go talk to her.”

      Knight nodded to me, Arthur on the other hand asked, “Which one?”

      “We’ve got this, sweetheart,” Knight said with a smile, and he got up to start lifting the edges of the tablecloth to keep the shards of broken plate contained inside it.

      I left the room and went down the hallway, following Kitty’s scent up the stairway and out to the clock face. She stood outside, her arms on the bannister, looking out over Salvation like it held the answers to her deepest questions, her entire body bathed in deep, aching blue. Fuck, it made me sad just looking at it.

      “What the fuck do you want,” she snapped without turning once she’d caught my scent. She tried to discreetly wipe her face off, but I still noticed as I stepped up beside her and put my arms on the bannister too.

      Deep breath. Practiced patience.

      “Want to know a secret?” I asked her, keeping my tone pleasant. She didn’t move, so I took it as a good sign to keep talking. “Mother told me once she’s never known how to get through to you.”

      “I’m sure she doesn’t have that problem with you,” Kitty clipped, kicking at the bannister.

      “Of course she doesn’t.” That drew a snarl from Kitty, and I smiled back. “I’m nothing like her. Whereas you’re almost her copy. Or rather, you’re like grandmother, and we’ve both heard how they butted heads when they met.”

      “It’s bitchin’ getting advice from someone who barely knows me,” she grumbled.

      My patience slipped just enough for me to frown at her. “Fine. Be obstinate. I’m just trying to help you.”

      That made her pause and raise her eyebrows at me. “Your Arthur is showing.” My smile sparked hers, and we laughed together, leaning on the bannister as we watched the city people walking on the streets below.

      “Your comment about dating a drink dispenser isn’t very fair, considering you drink vampire blood,” I countered, bumping her shoulder teasingly.

      “Touché, sister mine.” She took a few strands of her long black curls and braided them absently. “I’m guessing a lot has changed with vampire society since I’ve been gone, if they’re all okay with you dating a human.” She stiffened just before I smelled Knight approaching the clock face and stepping through the hole to the balcony. We both turned to him and Kitty placed a hand on her hip, her mouth curled to the side. “Clearly I’m right, since you’re fine with Lisbeth having a second lover. Or are you just hoping it’ll be holding hands and chaste kisses from here on out?”

      Knight’s face almost twisted into a glare, but he settled on a stern dad look I knew well. “I didn’t come up here for you to grump at me, Kitty.” His head turned slightly in my direction. “Dreya, can we have a minute?” I nodded and left them on the balcony until I got to the stairwell. They were still in my line of sight, and if I pushed my senses out I could hear their conversation. Yes, I was eavesdropping. We’ll add it to my list of sins.

      “You’re mad at your mother, which honestly is exactly what it was like before the drones came,” Knight said while he approached the bannister and leaned against it next to Kitty. “I’m assuming you still hate me.”

      Kitty looked up at him and away, her fingers still working her hair. “No. I don’t. That was just me being a child.” Knight raised his eyebrows at her, clearly interested in finally hearing an explanation for her ire of him. “When I was young, I thought you were the reason Lisbeth and Balthazar weren’t together. I got it into my head that one’s parents should be together, and mine weren’t.”

      “Let me guess, a boy told you that?”

      She scowled at him, but her aura remained gloomy blue. “That’s not the point,” she asserted, almost confirming his words. “I never said my mentality was correct. I’ve since learned differently. And I’m sorry for how I used to treat you. It’s been one of my biggest regrets in my travels.”

      Surrounded by a sudden burst of happy yellow, Knight leaned in to kiss Kitty on her curled head and they turned to take in the city again. “In regard to your mother and Arthur,” Knight said after several minutes of silence. “I’ve been with her for a long time. If there’s anything I’ve learned, it’s that keeping her happy is the only thing I care about. She loves him, she’s always loved him. And she loves me too. That’s all I need to know. And for the record, I’ve always been okay with sharing her, it’s just not something I discussed with you or Jason.”

      Kitty took in a breath and sighed it out. “I guess things really have changed.”

      Leaning his hip against the balcony, Knight ran a hand through his thick, black hair and smiled down at Kitty where she couldn’t see. It was clear he loved her like he loved me, his two daughters by marriage.

      “Our society and its rules are nothing like they were before. Those days are gone, and not just because we’re living out in the open among humans now. But no matter how much has changed, there’s still a place for you in our home. We’ve all been waiting for you and Jason to come back. You don’t know how much we wished we could find you ourselves.”

      “Why didn’t you?” Kitty asked him, and she turned her head enough where she saw me in the stairwell doorway. Quickly, I shut the door and planted myself against the wall, waiting for her to come after me and yell at me for eavesdropping. Minutes passed and the door remained closed, but I went down the stairs anyway, just in case.

      I reached our floor and went down the hallway to my bedroom where I shut the door behind me. It was time to get ready for my tea date with Darius and his father, Governor Hendrix.

      Sitting at my vanity dresser, I pulled one of the drawers open and got out my small and precious makeup bag. Makeup was a luxury that few could afford, even with the coupon books we were given. Mother and I had made our own items from beeswax and the like. It wasn’t much, but it was something at least. I had tinted lip balm, mascara, blush, eyeshadow, and some eyeliner. Of course, as a vampire I didn’t really need makeup to be pretty. It was the act of dolling myself up and feeling lovely that appealed to me.

      Using sparingly low amounts of all my products, I admired my gently blushed cheeks, darkened eyes, and rouged lips. I looked very put together, just the thing for tea with Governor Hendrix. I changed into a stylish blue dress and pinned my two braids around my head like a rope.

      Satisfied with my appearance, I picked up my small purse that had my tinted lip balm, my coupon book, and a few extra hair pins, and fit it across my chest. I left my room and heard a noise across the hall like someone had thrown a piece of furniture. I pushed my senses out to investigate and immediately regretted it. With my father back, he and mother were becoming reacquainted, in the most intimate way. The knowledge was gross, but I was happy some of the blue in her aura would be gone now.

      The floor creaked in several places as I rushed down the hallway, my cheeks turning pink when I heard a picture falling from the wall in mother’s bedroom. Down the stairs and to the second floor, I stopped at the door that led to the Hendrix apartment. Catching my breath, I pushed a few strands of my hair aside that had escaped my pins before pushing the door open.

      Two human guards stood with guns right outside the stairwell, and I nodded to them before turning and continuing down to the Hendrix living room. The door was open when I stepped up to it. It was the same floor plan as our home, but the two rooms looked very different. While ours was warm and home-like, theirs was very organized and streamlined with no paintings, trinkets, or decorations to speak of.

      “Dreya!” Darius exclaimed from the sink when he saw me. Pink surrounded him and it brought a smile to my face. He approached me and kissed me on the cheek. Governor Hendrix stood by the fridge, busy with something on the tray they were setting up. He turned and smiled at me with a nod. His colors always frustrated me. I’d rarely ever seen him any shade other than what I could call clear. No emotions at all. Ever. Not even when he looked at Darius.

      To say it made me not trust him was an understatement.

      “Governor Hendrix,” I addressed respectfully.

      “Hello, my dear,” he responded with another nod, the warmth of his smile not reaching his eyes. “We’re almost finished, if you’ll have a seat on the sofa.” I left them in the kitchen and walked the short distance to the blue couches, sitting on the edge of one.

      Darius brought the tray and placed it on the coffee table, sitting next to me while his father sat across from us. Darius poured his father’s cup first and handed it to him before pouring mine. It would’ve been just a normal day if I didn’t feel so unbelievably uncomfortable.

      “How have your studies been after high school, Dreya? Have you re-considered the offer to join our medical staff? You have an aptitude for it.” The Governor sipped from his china cup and leaned back into the couch.

      I took my tea cup and sniffed it before sipping, drinking in the musky scent of the black tea leaves. Somehow, I found myself wishing it was rose petal tea. Maybe because the company would be better.

      Patience. Breathe. Just fucking breathe.

      “I’m still thinking it over,” I answered, smiling at him and making sure it reached my eyes. “I have a lot of things to consider right now.” Darius poured himself a cup and leaned back to drink it.

      We sat awkwardly for a few moments, but it wasn’t uncommon for tea time at the Hendrix home to be silent and awkward. After a prolonged silence, and a few refills on my part of the warm tea, Governor Hendrix continued speaking as if we’d never stopped.

      “I believe you have a birthday coming up, Dreya. Would you like us to reserve the community hall for it? We have the working music system now, we could get some records out and make it an affair. What do you say?” He smiled warmly at me even though the bland colors swirling over his head were anything but happy yellow.

      I set my tea cup down, no longer having the stomach for more. “I don’t like birthdays very much. Vampires don’t really celebrate them, besides.” While that was true, we’d since learned to appreciate the holiday living among humans, despite my mother’s continued protests about it.

      I was making feeble excuses, and the look on the Governor’s face said he knew it.

      “Oh, come now,” the Governor insisted, his tea cup joining mine on the tray. “I know we haven’t known each other for very long, considering you’ve only been with Darius for a year now, but birthdays are a Hendrix tradition. We never let them go uncelebrated, right, Darius?” Beside me, Darius also put down his tea cup and put a comforting arm around my shoulders. I felt slightly happy at his touch, though it didn’t soothe me.

      “Dad, she doesn’t want to celebrate,” Darius defended.

      Governor Hendrix’s square jaw twitched slightly, and he gripped at his knees before letting them go. “Why ever not?” he asked, in his same warm tone that wasn’t quite as gentle as before. I could’ve easily broken every bone in his body without breaking a sweat, but his demeanor still terrified me.

      Darius rubbed at my arm when I tensed up. “Because her real father isn’t here to celebrate with her.”

      My entire body froze, tensing up with enough anxiety to kill a horse. When had I ever told him that? Maybe I’d said something about missing him, that was true, but never in that context. The more important question was, had Darius just ruined everything with his fucking big mouth?

      The Governor shifted his legs and I could tell he was struggling to keep his face straight. “Arthur is a criminal.”

      I placed my hand on Darius’s knee so he’d keep quiet, god damn him. “I’m aware, Governor. I’m afraid Darius might’ve misunderstood me. I do miss Arthur, and I do wish he could be here with me, but he broke the law.” When the Governor’s face slightly relaxed, I decided to take a chance, even though my entire body was screaming for me to leave immediately. “You’ve turned Salvation into a thriving city where everyone gets a second chance. Perhaps I am naïve, but one of the things your son has taught me is that forgiveness is one of the best traits we can have in this life.”

      Laying it on thick, much?

      I cleared my throat and looked down at my shoes, my face the picture of doe-eyed innocence. “I’m afraid I’ve spoken out of turn.”

      “Nonsense,” Governor Hendrix assured, and I raised my eyes to him, displaying warm relief I didn’t feel. “It’s important for women to speak their mind.” He said no more and stood up from the couch, prompting us to do the same. “Always a pleasure, Dreya. And remember to come by any time.”

      I left the room, feeling a chilling wind upon my back, and I shivered in fear.
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      After I’d been crying for several minutes, I heard a timid knock on my bedroom door. I knew it wasn’t Knight, he’d just walk right in like he owned the place, especially since this was our bedroom. I wiped my cheeks and reached for some of the beige ecofriendly tissues we used now.

      “Lisbeth,” Arthur’s voice came from the other side of the door. My body flushed all over and I felt as nervous as a teenager who had never been kissed. Finally confronting my feelings for him after all these years, after what he did to me, was the hardest thing I’d ever done. Gods, I’d been such a fool. All those years ago when Arthur finally admitted he’d made a mistake pushing me away, I should’ve accepted him back immediately. Having him ripped from my arms shouldn’t have been the catalyst to make me understand there was nothing he could do that would make me stop loving him.

      Taking a deep breath of bravery, I stood from the bed and walked to open the door, slowly, keeping my eyes on the floor as Arthur entered and I closed the door behind him.

      “Are you okay?” he asked me with concern. My hands shook on the door handle and I pulled them to my stomach to hide it, but he’d already seen. “You’re shaking.” His large hands reached to grip mine, I couldn’t make myself look up at him as my body fluttered everywhere from his touch. “Kitty will be okay, Dreya left to talk with her. Knight went after them as well.”

      “That’s…” My mouth went dry as I focused on Arthur’s jacket. “That’s not why I’m shaking.” Trying to be brave, I put my hands out to grip his arms, running them up his jacket sleeves. “I’m shaking because I’m nervous.”

      Every inch of my skin was flushed as I allowed myself, after decades, to remember what Arthur and I had shared in that brief moment before Knight returned. His lips on mine. And then his lips on my body, bringing me to climax on them. We hadn’t been alone in an intimate fashion since then.

      I’d never felt nervous with any of my previous lovers, not even Knight. It solidified my feelings like a stone wrapped in mortar.

      “I’ve never asked for anything from you,” Arthur said gently, his hands coming up to take my elbows. Even now, he was willing to deny himself of me for my sake, and I wasn’t going to let him.

      Finally, I met his crystal blue eyes with a firm stare, hot tears falling from my cheeks. “I think it’s time you did.”

      His chest rose and fell, growing faster with each breath. “There’s no going back if we do this. I won’t accept a regretful morning after, not from you.”

      “Shut up and kiss me.”

      Like two magnets coming together, he pulled me closer and devoured my lips with his own, drawing a whimper from my throat. Our kisses only minutes ago had been gentle and polite. Alone, his kisses were hungry and passionate, and I drank them in like sweet honey wine that I never wanted to stop tasting.

      “Tell me,” I said between kisses.

      “You interrupt this with your mouth, and I swear to god, I will spank you.” A shiver went up my spine at the threat, but I ignored it with a weak smile.

      “That moment when we were alone and you kissed me. When you devoured me like a cupcake.” The ice in his eyes melted before my very eyes until he was all blue flames. “Did you try to forget it? Or was that impossible?”

      Arthur pulled my hips roughly against him, an action Knight enjoyed doing, and it made my thready pulse shoot off like a rocket. “Are you asking if I’ve ever taken my cock in my hand and played over those sounds you made under my tongue, making you scream and beg for more?” Yes, totally that. A million times that. “I’ve replayed that memory so many times, I’ve lost count.” Shit almighty. He watched my expression, his mouth tilting up in a teasing grin, and I had to admit that it was one of the sexiest things I’d ever seen. “Is that what you wanted to know?” he breathed, leaning in to hover above my lips.

      “Uh huh, yep,” I answered, trying desperately to find my breath. I stared back up at his eyes and risked a second question. “Did you ever…”

      “Hmm,” he chided, one of his hands coming around to grip my ass cheek. “I’m pretty sure I said I was going to spank you if you didn’t stop talking.”

      “Don’t hold back, baby blues,” I countered, and he cut me off with a smothering kiss.

      “I might’ve told you to stay away,” Arthur whispered as he moved to kiss at the skin on my neck. “But that doesn’t mean I never wanted you. I’ve wanted you so badly, there were times I could barely stand it. I pretended not to so you wouldn’t see, so Knight wouldn’t see.”

      The tears from before were coming back unbidden, bringing in the encompassing despair I’d felt without Arthur by my side. “Don’t pretend. Not anymore. Not ever.”

      He moved back to my lips, his hot breath on my face. “I won’t. Never again.” I reached up to close the distance between us and slowly kissed his lips. The kiss became a gentle fight for dominance, much like our entire relationship had been. He lifted his lips from mine and stepped back to give me one last look. “Last chance to say no.”

      My mouth curved into a teasing smile. “Why would I want to say no?”

      In an instant, I was flush against him again, and his hands were pulling up at the soft fabric of my dress until he worked it over my head and tossed it on the floor. He involuntarily looked down at my small, naked breasts and sucked in a ragged breath. I took a step back and slipped my fingers into the waistband of my panties, slowly worked them off my hips and ass, and tossed them on top of my dress, fully exposing me in front of Arthur.

      As an answer, he shucked his jacket off and pulled his t-shirt up and over his toned body. It joined my clothes on the floor and I reached for the buttons of his jeans, stepping close enough that my nipples brushed against his stomach. My fingers were still shaking, and I flicked them out to stop it. Before he could offer again for us to stop, I gripped the back of his neck and brought him down to my forehead, staring into his eyes to get my point across.

      “I need you right now. I need it fast. I need it hard. And don’t you dare hold back.”

      He wordlessly obliged, lifting me into his arms by my ass, and I wrapped my legs around his waist. He slammed us into my dresser, my head knocking into the wall and dislodging a picture frame nearby. Our fevered kisses erased my butterflies until I was reaching with clumsy fingers to undo his pants. You’d think I would have mastered such a move after all this time, but his hands had to come rescue me until both of our hands were inside and pulling his hard cock out of his pants.

      Our lips parted and he stared into my eyes as I guided him along my folds and he pushed his cock inside me.

      Finally. God, finally.

      Holding his gaze, I gasped out a moan at the feeling of him stretching my walls and he crashed our lips together so hard, I tasted blood. Sweet, crimson blood.

      I licked at the drop on my lips and he gripped a handful of my hair in his hand, holding me in place underneath him on the dresser. He thrust forward, hard, pulling back out slowly only to thrust back in, shoving me against the wall. The slow and hard had me moaning against him, gripping at the dresser’s edge to steady myself.

      “This is what I imagined doing to you every time I stroked my cock,” he whispered into my ear, nipping at the edge of it in-between his words. “Fucking you hard and slow until you begged me to let you come. I guarantee you I can fuck better than anyone you’ve had before.”

      I made the mistake of giggling mid-moan, and his grip on my hair got tighter, causing an echoing tightness in my pussy, along with a stream of wet around his cock. Gods, I’d never realized how much of a turn-on his dominating attitude was.

      “Begging,” he emphasized with another hard thrust, making me whimper. “That was my favorite part. You’ve always been such a cock tease, and I was going to make you pay for it. Slowly.”

      “I’m sure you said something about talking too much,” I gasped out when he slammed into me. “Wasn’t me this time.”

      “Balthazar had it right. You are a glutton for punishment.” I giggled again and gasped as I felt the slick point of his fang on my neck. Was he going to bite me? I wasn’t sure I didn’t want him to, I was so lost in pleasure.

      The slow withdraw and hard thrust continued, pushing me into the wall as he stood in front of me. I wanted more, I wanted him to fuck me fast and without mercy until I was bursting against him. He took my hands and held them against the wall so I couldn’t break free, thrusting hard again and grinning at me as I wiggled my hips to get him to stop going so fucking slow.

      Gods, he was serious about me begging. Knight rarely made me beg, and when he did, he never teased me like this. One word and he gave me exactly what I wanted.

      I met Arthur’s teasing, blue eyes and tried not to whimper again. “Faster, please, faster. Fuck me and make me come.”

      He leaned in to take my lips in a crushing kiss and thrust me into the dresser so hard I heard it cracking. “There it is,” he declared, moaning out and shoving inside me with an achingly slow withdraw.

      I fully expected him to pick up the pace and start fucking me until I passed out, but he didn’t stop his grindingly unhurried thrusts. Impossibly, I could feel my body beginning the slow climb towards climax, and Arthur’s hands were preventing me from making it come any faster. Our eyes were locked with heated fervor and I would’ve done just about anything to get him to flick my clit or just go faster. His face grew more and more satisfied, because this was exactly what he wanted. He wanted me breathless with need, aching for more, unable to satisfy myself unless he was the one doing it. He wanted me so full of pleasure that the only thing inside my head was needing to climax. Not wanting, needing. Needing him.

      The climb was gaining ground, my body becoming poised with release at any moment, but unable to reach the other side without something to push me over. The head of Arthur’s cock raked against my inner walls with every withdraw, making every movement build up the intensity so high it was driving me insane.

      More, my brain endlessly begged. The only thing that existed in that moment was Arthur and I needed more. My eyes still locked on his, I pleaded silently for him to give me relief, to make me come. He responded with another shove inside me, but he didn’t speed up. Gods damn him. He was going to kill me.

      The pleasure hit a plateau and I was overcome with a pre-orgasm, my body stuck before an endless wave of ecstasy that refused to begin. I whimpered, moaned, with noise after noise escaping my lips, and my claws sunk into Arthur’s shoulder as my eyes rolled back into my head. The air mixed with the sweet scent of Arthur’s blood dripping from my nails.

      Fuck, so close. So close.

      Arthur leaned into my neck, my head pressed into the wall so deeply I thought it might leave a dent, and he took the edge of my earlobe into his teeth with another slow push inside my weeping pussy.

      I couldn’t think, I couldn’t breathe, I was frozen at a precipice, unable to go over or go back, and only Arthur could give me what I needed. My throat squeaked as my body clenched up and started shaking underneath his hands.

      “Please,” I whimpered, and he thrust inside me, hard, one more time. The shaking intensified and I started clenching around his cock so hard, my orgasm had washed over me before I realized, and I was about to pass out from the force of it. Waves rolled over my body and a puddle formed underneath us, low guttural groans escaping my lips.

      Shit, I’d never come so hard in my life. Had I even stopped orgasming? Apparently not, because my walls were still contracting under Arthur’s continued slow thrusts and the puddle was getting bigger as I expelled more fluids.

      “Breathe,” Arthur commanded, and I realized I hadn’t taken a breath since my orgasm started and I’d started to see stars on the edge of my vision. I gasped in a ragged breath and held him close to me, his thrusts stopping completely. I tried to say something, a witty remark, or shamelessly begging for more, but the ability to speak had been removed with my life shattering climax.

      Somehow we ended up on my bed, and I don’t know how long we lay entwined before I was alert again. I brought his scarred face to mine and kissed his lips tenderly.

      “More,” I whispered against his mouth. I’d just come so hard I almost blacked out, but I needed more of him. I’d let him fuck me all night if he wanted to. Arthur lifted his head to stare into my eyes, stroking my cheek with his rough thumb, and tears rolled down the sides of my head to the blanket underneath us. Gently, he kissed my forehead and held me close to his naked chest.

      “I’m here. I’m not going anywhere.”

      Though he said the words, I didn’t believe them. Not because I thought he would go, it was because the encompassing despair I’d felt without him was like a second skin now.

      As if hearing my thoughts, he gently positioned himself over me, kissing my bruised lips like he was afraid of breaking me, and he carefully entered me again. It was slow, gentle love making, somehow the one thing I’d always wanted from him. Feeling him above my body, holding me close, and never saying again that he didn’t want me.

      My body came alive under his hands as he stroked my nipples and gripped one of my thighs possessively. He hit a spot inside me that had every slow thrust of his cock bringing out my fluid until a wet spot started forming underneath my ass. Instead of stopping, he kept hitting me right there and a climax was building that felt almost as powerful as the first.

      “Bite me,” I commanded with a moan, and I turned my neck to the side, exposing the right side that didn’t hold Knight’s bite claiming me as his mate. Arthur’s rhythm didn’t stop, but he hesitated against me. I met his eyes and made it clear this was what I wanted, so he leaned down and sank his fangs into my neck. Even though I hadn’t been close, the slice of his fangs somehow pushed me over the edge, and my orgasm rushed over me to every corner of my body, my legs shaking with the effort as my moans rose to a chorus that Arthur echoed low in his throat until he came inside me with his mouth still against my neck.

      We lay together, trying to catch our breath, and Arthur retracted his fangs, licking at the skin on my neck to clean his bite. So hazy I felt like I would fall asleep at the drop of a hat, I looked up at him and smiled weakly.

      “I love you,” I told him.

      He pressed our foreheads together, letting out a contented sigh. “I love you, so much. And I will never leave you again.”

      My smile grew as I held him close to me, I never wanted to leave his embrace, and I allowed myself to believe it this time. “No take backs.”
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      Knight and I stayed on the balcony for at least an hour, mostly silent as we surveyed the buildings in front of us. He seemed distracted by something, but eventually his face lit up like an oven timer had gone off and he kissed my head, turning to the clock.

      “We can go downstairs now,” he said with a smile.

      I lifted a skeptical eyebrow at him. “Why couldn’t we before?” As an answer, he avoided looking directly at me and studied the clock face like it was a television screen. “Oh gross! Seriously? They’re been fucking this whole time?”

      He shrugged, but grinned all the same, and I wanted to smack the piss out of him. “They’ve got a lot of time to make up for.”

      I leaned my backside against the railing and crossed my arms over my leather jacket, trying to wipe the mental image from my head. “When did she, you know, realize?”

      “Realize that Arthur’s excuses were bullshit and she’s been in love with him for fifty-five years?” He snorted. “It was after they banished him. She felt lost, like a puppy away from its mother. Crying all the time. Eventually she told me he’d admitted his feelings a long time ago and while she felt the same, he’d hurt her so badly she wasn’t ready to accept him back. She was getting closer and closer to it when he was taken away, and not having him around made her realize just how much she still wanted and needed him. Her feelings for him had gone neglected for so long, just the thought of finally having him back in her arms after all this time had her shaking. After that, it was just a weight on her, having to live without half of herself. Or a third, I suppose,” he added with a laugh. I was still skeptical, and he noticed as he glanced at me. “I know it’s not a-typical vampire. But I’m fine with it. Arthur and I have had an understanding since the drones came. I couldn’t continue seeing them longing for each other, it hurt too much. Not because she wanted another man, because I knew she wasn’t complete without him. And maybe I wasn’t either.” Shaking his head like he didn’t understand the words coming from his mouth, he nodded his head toward the broken part of the clock face and started walking across the balcony. “Come on, you need to talk to your mother.”

      I hesitated, frowning. “Is it… safe?”

      He snorted again and paused to… listen? Smell? Ugh, so gross. “Yep. It’s safe.”

      Groaning, I followed him inside the hole and across the insides of the clock to the stairwell. We went down a few flights until he stopped at a landing and opened the door for me, then we walked down to the room we’d been in before. Lisbeth stood at the sink, busy cleaning the dishes, with Arthur behind her, holding her in his arms and kissing her on her dark head. His chin fit perfectly on top of her head, and the scent coming from them was pure gross love. I looked away with an ache in my chest. Not because my mom was cuddling with someone, because it had been so long since I’d been cuddled like that.

      “Man on the floor,” Knight joked, rapping his knuckles on the doorframe. Lisbeth turned, despite Arthur still holding onto her. She shucked him off and folded herself into Knight’s arms when he approached her. He sniffed at the left side of her neck where he’d bitten her decades ago to mark her as his mate. It was still pungent after all this time. “Smells like me.” Then he sniffed the right side of her neck, of which now carried the scent of Arthur’s bite. “Smells like icicle breath.” Arthur flipped Knight off over Lisbeth’s shoulder where she couldn’t see. Knight stuck his tongue out at the vampire and leaned down to place a kiss where Arthur had marked Lisbeth’s skin and drew her closer to him in a loving embrace, and surprisingly he didn’t flinch when Arthur’s arms came around to hold both of them to him.

      I cleared my throat, not even budging them from their cuddles with the sound. “Where’s Dom?” Arthur shrugged apathetically, per his usual demeanor. No amount of time with my mother would change that part of him.

      Lisbeth let Knight go finally, kissing him deeply on the lips and planting her feet on the ground again. “You two go, Kitty and I need to talk.” She turned and gave Arthur a long, mournful kiss, held her nose against his for a few moments as they breathed the same air, finally after so many years, and turned him towards the door with a light shove.

      With the men gone and the door closed behind them, Lisbeth nervously ran her hands along her skirt a few times. “We’ve been apart for so long, I hardly know how to speak to you, Kitty,” Lisbeth said, breaking the silence. “I am sorry if I said anything to upset you.”

      I shook my head. “No, I was… being a dick.” Something brushed against my legs and I looked down to see Shadow’s yellow eyes staring back at me.

      “Will you tell me what you’ve been through all these years?”

      I met her expectant gaze and looked down again. “There…” I swallowed a lump in my throat. “There are some things that even I’m not ready to face, but… I’ll tell you what I can.”

      She nodded, satisfied. “That will be enough.” Bending at the waist, she picked Shadow up and scratched at his chin. “I can’t remember the last time I saw a cat. He’s a cute thing.” Shadow started purring and rubbed his head against her chin.

      Fucking traitor.

      She carried him to a couch in the other part of the room and I sat in a wicker armchair across from it. “Where shall we start?” she opened, her fingers running along Shadow’s fluffy back.

      The memory of our last meeting at the airport ran through my head, and a slideshow of all the events afterwards had me falling down a well of despair until I felt as if I couldn’t breathe.

      “Kitty, it’s alright,” her voice came beside me. “Breathe. Focus on Shadow.” My chest finally moved and I gasped in a breath, seeing a fuzzy image of Shadow on the couch licking at his forearm. He came into focus and I felt Lisbeth’s hands on my shoulder. “That’s it. Come back,” she soothed. My cheeks were wet, a single tear rolling down one side of my face. She reached for a tissue box, grabbing me a few to wipe my face with. They were scratchy and beige, and she laughed when I stared down at them. “They’re biodegradable. Everything here is.” Satisfied I was okay for the moment, she sat on the coffee table in front of me and kept my hands in hers. “Don’t think about the bad memories. Tell me about what happened when those were over.”

      Taking a ragged breath, I sniffed and tried to pick a spot in time that wasn’t a black hole of pain. Not an easy thing to do considering I felt like that all the time.

      “I started looking for you after about five years had passed. Before…” I gulped. “Before then, I tried to ask anyone we saw if they’d seen you, but we were so busy trying to help the humans in Canada. I went to our home in New York, but it was empty. All the scents were gone, there was nothing to track, so I just started walking. I fed off the sharks when I found them.” She raised her eyebrows at me, probably having never heard the street terms our kind used outside of Salvation. “Drones,” I clarified, and she nodded. “I walked for hundreds of miles, for what seemed like a lifetime. No matter where I went, there was never a familiar face. Blee… humans started treating me differently. They stopped trusting our kind. And I had to stop trusting them too.” I chewed on my lip until I tasted copper. “Eventually I found a working solar cycle, and with the aid of a welcoming vampire coven, discovered I’d been wandering around in the desert for six years. So then I drove for another six years, from town to town, killing sharks and trying to get information from anyone who could still talk. Then one day someone said they’d seen a vampire with icy blue eyes buying Night Shadow.” Lisbeth hitched in a breath and sat back, letting my hands go. I looked away from her, ashamed over what I was about to tell her. “I chased down every dealer I could find, going all over the Midwest. There were certain areas the humans told me to steer clear of, one of them being where this city is, though they never said it was a city. Just that the humans in this area weren’t too kindly to drug addicts.”

      “Kitty,” she swore under her breath with a reproachful look.

      My defenses rose but I tried to stay calm, certain she would understand. “When I take Night Shadow, I can see the face of the vampire’s blood it was made from. I figured if I ever saw yours, or anyone I knew, I could track down where it came from. Besides, don’t be all judgy. I found your blood in one stash, so don’t act innocent.” Her mouth was pressed together in a thin line, keeping her silent. “I followed that one sighting of Arthur for the past three years, until it led me here. To you.”

      “I see.” She got up from the coffee table and sat back down on the couch with the cat in her arms.

      “Mom, how did your blood end up in Night Shadow?”

      “This town has many secrets, Kitty,” she deflected. “And eyes and ears everywhere.” Her eyes darted to the door that led to the hallway and her hands never stopped petting Shadow’s fur. The story Arthur had told me was slowly coming to light, and I was beginning to think that it was much worse than he’d guessed.

      Knowing she wasn’t going to talk further, I struggled with trying to find something we could talk about. “Jason,” I said suddenly, and her eyes came to rest on my face. “What happened to him?”

      “Hmm,” she mused with a haunted sigh. “We sent him away with Balthazar to keep him safe. That was the last we saw of him.” The question I’d asked Knight on the balcony came back to me.

      Why hadn’t they left Salvation to search for us?

      He hadn’t given me an answer, and I doubted she would either. I watched her pet Shadow with a hazed look on her face, and I realized her behavior reminded me of her father, the crazy Lucas.

      Her face brightened quickly enough to startle me. “I bet you’re thirsty. Have you drunk today?” I shook my head, prompting her to stand. She brushed her hair back from her neck and waited for me to come closer to her.

      She was offering me her blood? I hadn’t drunk from her since I was an infant. It felt like being offered baby formula. Still, I hadn’t had real vampire blood in so damn long. I stood, the wicker chair creaking underneath me with the effort, and I approached her, my fangs already dropping as the perfume of her blood called to me. When I was close enough to see the pulsing vein in her neck, she grabbed my arms and pulled me flush against her.

      “Let me drink your blood, Kitty,” she whispered so quietly I almost didn’t hear. Even after twenty years apart, I trusted her, and I leaned my head to the side. Quickly, she dropped her fangs and latched them onto my neck, piercing the skin and causing a jab of momentary pain, making me wince. She was done in less than ten seconds, keeping me close to her when she’d finished, pressing our noses together.

      “There. That’s better,” she said inside my head.

      “What the fuck? Mom?” I thought back to her.

      “Shut your eyes,” she told me, and I did so.

      Immediately, I was transported into a white room where we stood facing each other. We were both wearing white pantsuits, a look I’d never have on in real life.

      “Pretty neat trick, right?” she said with a grin.

      “Are we in the Matrix?” I asked her, turning this way and that to see every angle.

      She giggled. “No. I’m inside your head. We can talk without worry in here. No one will hear us.”

      “When did you learn how to do this?” I shrieked out and flipped my hands around. “This is so cool!”

      Her smile fell and she looked down at her sandals. “I’m afraid this particular skill was learned out of necessity.” Suddenly there was a white couch for us to sit on. She sat and patted the spot next to her. “You need to hear the real story about the night Arthur was taken away.”
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      Practically running, I sat on the couch next to her and watched her sigh a few times, shutting her eyes to steel herself for what she was about to say.

      “We came to Salvation when Dreya was very small. I’m sure Arthur has told you this part. We thought it was a safe haven. Governor Hendrix took us in and promised us refuge from the drones in exchange for our service as protectors of the humans. Once more Lycans and vampires came, he quickly realized that they viewed me as their leader, even if I’d pissed off more than a few of them by going public to the humans. We had a good partnership for a time. And then…” she trailed off, fiddling with her fingers. “He started requiring us to all donate blood. Not the humans, just the vampires and Lycans. He said that the medical team was researching the healing properties of our blood, and no one thought it was strange until he asked for more, and more, insisting it was for medical purposes. I followed him to where he took the blood once it was donated, and I found a room where the humans were making Night Shadow. With our blood.”

      “Fucking hell,” I swore, and it echoed across the white space.

      She nodded, her eyes absent. “I confronted him, and I told him we refused to give him more blood. I threatened to take all the vampires and Lycans with me. And he…” The deep, choking sound she made echoed as well. “He burned Cameron and Merrick’s home to the ground. With them inside.”

      I instantly got to my feet and paced across the white floor in a rage. “That fucking bastard. I’m going to chop his arm off and shove it up his ass, and when I’m done with him, no one will recognize his worthless corpse because I’ll have fucked it up beyond all god damn recognition.” Gripping my shoulders tightly, I screamed loudly enough I was sure the world outside my head would hear it.

      Lisbeth was crying silently during my tirade and didn’t stop me. “After that,” she continued once I’d quieted down, still pacing angrily. “He made it clear that Dreya would be next.” I swore again “I packed up as much as I could carry in our bags and I tried to get us out. When the guards found us, they blinded me with a flashlight and forced three pills of Night Shadow down my throat. Hendrix knew that Arthur or Knight would take the blame, and if I was separated from either of them, he’d have my Achilles’ heel, because it would fuel any threat to taking the other away as well. And he was right.”

      I had to wipe my face on my large white sleeves so I could see clearly past all the tears.

      “He banished Arthur to the wastelands, and he confined me to this building. I haven’t been outside in thirteen years. Any step out of line, Dreya or Knight would die. I knew it. He knew it. And I was stuck here in these rooms while my babies were out in the world, lost and alone, and I couldn’t even tell my mate what was going on.” More tears trickled down her cheeks, and she sobbed as she took a breath. “Hendrix created my persona of the Countess, drawing from my family background so more of us would come in. So more of our kind could become his prisoners.”

      I fell onto the couch and threw my arms around her, and we both cried together. I was certain that outside my head, both our faces were as wet as a faucet. Once we’d calmed down, she wiped at my face and sniffed a few times.

      “Kitty, I’m pregnant.”

      “Already?” How long had it been since Arthur had returned? A few hours? She couldn’t know yet, right?

      She managed a small laugh. “No. It’s Knight’s baby. I haven’t told him yet. I wasn’t sure how to, knowing that it would only be another tool for Hendrix to use against me.” Her warm hands took my cold ones. “I need you to take Dreya away from here and find Jason. I won’t bring another child into this world with my life at stake, and I won’t risk rebellion with my children in the line of fire. Take her with you, and her friend Thomas. He’ll protect her.”

      “We have no idea where Jason is at. He could be in a different country. It could take us years to find him.” The old farm house came to me and I gripped her fingers. “I had a dream about him. He was at an old house, holding a picture of us.”

      She turned her head in thought. “Was it a white house? With a broken dining table to the left of the door?”

      My head twisted in surprise. “How the hell did you know that?”

      Her smile of relief lit up her face. “I know where he is.” A noise in the real world interrupted us. Lisbeth looked around the white space and back at me. “It’s Knight and Arthur.” Though my mind was engaged in the scene she’d created, my body felt her hand leave my side in the physical world, and the two men joined our circle.

      They popped up beside us on the couch.

      “What in the fuck is this?” Arthur exclaimed, taking it all in.

      “Freak mind powers, baby,” Knight answered, leaning back on the couch with his hands behind his head. Clearly, he’d been here before. “My girl can do it all. Or, our girl, I should say.”

      Lisbeth gave me a quick smile and then she related everything she’d told me about Hendrix and the real face of Salvation. It was worth noting that she’d left out her being pregnant. I suspected the thought of rebellion would turn both men against her plans if they knew she was expecting.

      Knight’s first reaction was to stand and pace the perfectly white floor of the area. “You…” he started and stopped. “You kept this from me, this whole time. For thirteen years.” His knuckles popped as he made fists and let them go. I felt a shimmer of his inner wolf come out, here in our minds where it didn’t require the moon to show itself.

      “If you’d have known, you would’ve freaked out,” Arthur noted evenly, as if he hadn’t just been dropped the same bombshell.

      “You’re damn right I would’ve freaked out,” Knight ground out, shaking his finger at the other man.

      Lisbeth had tears in her eyes again and she gave Knight a look that asked, begged, for understanding. “I couldn’t risk Dreya. You had to be in the dark.”

      Puffs of hot breath came from Knight as he continued pacing, his fingers running through his hair so much that I thought he might pull it all out. The sound of his feet on the empty floor was deafening.

      “I’m not mad at you, love,” he said finally. “I’m mad at myself that I didn’t see. You were holding this inside for so long and I didn’t fucking see. I mean, I suspected something was wrong when you stopped leaving the clock tower and started using your mind palace for every single conversation between us. But this… it’s so much worse than anything I’d imagined.” His feet went still, and he stopped next to me. “What now? How are we getting free?”

      “Kitty and Dreya are leaving to look for Jason. Kitty had a vision about him, he’s at your family homestead in Texas.” Ohh. That’s what the old house was. “While they’re gone, we will do what we must to get away from Hendrix.”
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      “I’m not leaving,” Dreya declared once we’d brought her into the family meeting, in the real world this time. Lisbeth had been paranoid enough to bring us into her mind palace, but now that we knew the basics, she felt safe speaking out loud. Plus, we were already harboring a fugitive, so talking about this Hendrix dude wouldn’t get us in more trouble. “Darius won’t let his father hurt me, and I can do more at his side than I can outside of Salvation.”

      “Somewhat unconvinced,” Arthur muttered, and Lisbeth lightly smacked at his arm to hush him.

      “You’d be putting your life at risk, regardless of Darius’s involvement,” Lisbeth warned her, her purple eyes as serious as I’d ever seen them.

      “I’m confident,” Dreya assured with a nod. “Trust me.”

      And with an answering nod from Lisbeth, we were all in agreement.
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      Dom and I left Salvation behind after several tearful goodbyes that I was trying to push from my mind. Shadow followed us out of the city and we continued down the road as the gates were locked behind us.

      I’d been instructed to loop Dom in as soon as we couldn’t be overheard, and did so once the city was a blip on the skyline. He stopped, turned, and squinted at the horizon. Just barely, we could see the tallest buildings standing ominous and proud.

      “They may not be there when we get back,” he said absently, more to himself than me.

      I tilted my chin and stared at the distant city with a venomous sneer. “If they’re gone, I’ll raze that city to the ground like fucking Godzilla. With a smile on my face.”

      When I looked back at Dom, he was appraising me with a surprised, and dare I say impressed, look. I will jump your damn bones, boy.

      “Arthur said your mom was intense. I guess you are too.”

      I humphed and turned back around, my shoes crunching on the dirt as I continued walking. “Spent a lot of time with that one? He’s not much of a sharer. How much do you even know about him, I wonder?”

      Dom shrugged his shoulders underneath his large camo back pack. “Arthur is a complex person.”

      “Is that polite speech for weirdo?”

      He snorted at me and picked up a pebble to toss off a towering rock formation next to the road. “He’s kind of your dad now, isn’t he?”

      The image of my mom doing it was back, so gross.

      “Bleh, gag, don’t remind me. I have three dads now. That sounds like a very bad sitcom.” I had plenty of time to get used to it. Assuming they were all still… alive… after all this was over.

      By nightfall, we made it back to the Lycan camp where I’d left my motorcycle. Simon took the news about Arthur and Salvation in strides, and he promised to keep his eye out for anyone coming from the city. I spent a restless night in my tent with Shadow curled against my back. It felt like I’d just closed my eyes when Dom shook at my tent to wake me up. I didn’t put Artemis in his face, so he got off lucky.

      We packed up some jerky from Simon before saying goodbye, and with Shadow zipped up into my jacket and Dom sitting behind me on my cycle, we sped off across the dusty road.
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      According to Knight, his old homestead was somewhere in the mid-west part of Texas. He couldn’t give an exact area because he hadn’t been there since roads were invented, but we were certain that if Jason was still there, he’d have marked his territory pretty well. From bleeder chatter I’d heard, Texas was swimming with sharks. No bleeders to speak of. It was why I’d never searched there before now, and I felt like a fucking dumb ass for leaving out the one place where Jason might be. He was a pack animal by nature, so if there weren’t other Lycans or bleeders around, why would he be way out in the middle of nowhere?

      Questions we would discover. Hopefully.

      As Lisbeth hadn’t actually let me drink from her, I was beginning to feel the ache of hunger from going several days between feedings, not to mention the bullet holes that had finally healed, taking more of my blood for the effort. I needed blood soon or this trip would go sideways fast. Dom was still clutching at my middle on the motorcycle, unaware how hungry I was, and that he was probably on the menu if I got too starved. Drink dispenser, indeed.

      I pushed the hunger away and tried to focus on something good. Something worth celebrating. I’d found my family, and I was on my way to find Jason. Finally. Thalia had been right. Pushing on and never giving up had paid off.

      My eyes closed for a split second and I remembered the way she used to smile at me. I missed her so much. Even after all the years of her being gone, I’d never actually spoken aloud a single word about her. Maybe I never would.

      “Eyes on the road, kitty cat,” Dom snarked in my ear as he slapped his hand on my shoulder to wake me up. My eyes popped open and we were swerving off the road, easily corrected with a twist of the handlebars. “Thinking about my dashing good looks?”

      The words came easily, despite my mood. “Better. About a gorgeous woman.”

      “Oh, that is better! Do tell.”

      I shook my head and pushed my foot onto the throttle, picking up speed down the road. We covered a lot of ground before the sun set and the bike engine stopped working for the night. We got off and I rolled the bike down the highway with Dom on the other side. Shadow wiggled around in my jacket until I let him out so he could follow us.

      “Hope we find humans tomorrow. I’m mighty thirsty. How about you?” He raised his eyebrows at me with a smile.

      “I’m fine,” I lied. No need to worry my food supply. I imagined all the ways my mom would scold me if she heard me talking like that. The night air quickly turned colder, but we kept walking until we found an abandoned motel. With no sharks within sniffing distance, Dom used a jimmy he had in his backpack to open the glass motel doors. Once we were both inside, we closed them again and they stayed put with a whoosh.

      The lobby of the motel was covered with a thick layer of dust that puffed out with every step we took. We went past the breakfast buffet area and down towards the rooms. Several doors were open, letting in all the dust, but we found one that was sealed tight. Dom used the jimmy again and got us inside before I shut the door, locked it, and put up the chain locks. No sharks could get inside now.

      Dom leaned his backside against the sink that waited right outside the door, looking me over slowly in a way that heated my cheeks. “Too bad there’s no running water here. I could use a bath. Maybe we could share?” Ignoring him, I turned and walked over to the large king-sized bed and dumped my bag on it. “Sorry if I’m bothering you,” Dom apologized, coming into the bigger part of the room.

      I paused and looked up at him, seeing his face had turned very serious, a look I could tell he wasn’t used to. “I’m not used to… flirting. Or people for that matter. I’ve been on my own for a long time.” Shadow jumped up onto the bed and I scratched his head while unpacking a few things from my bag before removing my jacket.

      “Arthur was the same way. Did you know that he once went several decades without speaking? It’s why his voice sounds scratchy all the time.”

      Straightening, I clutched my toiletries in my arms and walked past Dom to the sink. “I probably know more about Arthur than you do.” I set my stuff down and opened my container of wipes. I kept them fresh and moist with water, perfect to help get me clean without a shower. Taking several, I handed a few to Dom before I went to town on my dirty face. “How old are you?” I asked him as we cleaned ourselves.

      “About as old as you, I suspect. I was born before the event. I remember movie theaters. Theme parks. High school.” He shuddered and took more wipes, running them over his light blonde stubble. “Ugh, high school. One thing I’m glad we don’t have to suffer through anymore.”

      I swiped at my temple and turned slightly to look at him. “I was home schooled. You went to school with humans?”

      He raised his blonde eyebrows with a grin, and fuck if my heart didn’t skip a beat. “You didn’t? Oh, now I really feel like a freak.”

      “You should,” I smarted, looking back at the mirror with a smile. He threw a crumpled wipe at me as punishment and I dodged, not even stopping my path down my neck. The scoop neck of my gray shirt let me wipe all around my collarbone and I looked up to see Dom staring at my hands intently.

      “Do, please, continue,” he offered, smirking per his usual. I tossed the wipe at him, expertly hitting him square in the face even though he tried to move out of the line of fire. We both took more wipes for our arms, and Dom went back to the rest of the room while I removed my boots to attempt cleaning my feet.

      “If only we’d stayed in Salvation long enough to bathe,” I grumbled as several rocks fell from between my toes.

      “Remind me to complain about your mom’s sense of urgency.” I rolled my eyes and heard Dom picking something up before flopping onto the bed. Stepping back, I saw him, remote in hand, pretending to flip stations on the ancient, dead television. “Ugh, Golden Girls is never on when I want it to be.”

      My eyebrow quirked up at him. “You watch Golden Girls?”

      His mouth contorted as he tried to look innocent. “Don’t tell Arthur.”

      Snorting a laugh, I finished cleaning myself and crossed in front of the dead television to sit in an armchair next to the bed. I lifted my still kind of gross feet onto the dining table and folded my hands on my stomach. It grumbled loudly in protest of my neglect.

      Dom looked around like the tummy rumbling was coming from the walls. “I hear dead people. They’re telling me… eat some jerky.”

      “Mmm,” I groaned and shut my eyes, trying to ignore the pain in my throat. I was so thirsty. When was the last time I’d fed? The fact that I had to ask was bad. “If only that’s what it needed.” Dom went still, like a human trying to be immobile so the Tyrannosaurus doesn’t notice them. I peeked one eye at him, heard his heartbeat speeding up, and closed my lid again. “Better watch out. You’re looking mighty tasty right about now, you walking sex bomb.”

      “I’ve never been fed from before,” he admitted, his voice sounding oddly curious. “Could you control me if you wanted?”

      I fanned my hands out in a shrug, ignoring the huskiness in his voice and how warm it was making me. “I’ve only fed from people older than me or too close to my age. I suspect I’ll be able to eventually, but ethics would prevent me from becoming the evil warlord of my dreams. Though I’d definitely wear a badass outfit either way. Something with a cape.”

      “Maybe one of those evil up-turned collars too, while you’re at it,” Dom joked back. “I could be your evil henchman.”

      My stomach bounced under my hands as I laughed and opened my eyes to see his two-toned gaze on me, his back against the bed’s headboard. Something about it made my body ache right in my center, and I stood up to rid myself of the sensation.

      “We need to find sharks and bleeders tomorrow,” I informed him while grabbing my bag from the bed to lay on the floor. I climbed up the bed’s ancient comforter and plopped my head on one of the pillows next to where Dom sat. It smelled like dust, but it wasn’t covered in it at least. “If we don’t feed, we’ll never get the chance to find Jason.”

      “I’d never let you go hungry,” Dom assured me from above my head. My mouth opened as I tried to respond, but I’d already started drifting off to sleep.
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      The next morning, I found myself waking up with a warm body behind me, snuggled against my ass, curved perfectly to fit my body. I started wiggling into it, feeling all the planes and bumps, before I felt a hardness I wasn’t used to feeling and I realized who was lying behind me.

      “Fucking hell,” I shrieked and rolled off of the bed, landing hard on my butt on the floor. “Ahh fuck,” I shrieked again, my hands reaching to where Artemis lay and I picked her up to point at Dom still on the bed, Shadow lying at his feet.

      He held his hands up and his pulse thundered on his neck. He smelled so good. “Kitty, calm down, I wasn’t… shit.” He started struggling to get free from the white cotton sheet we’d been sleeping under. “Kitty, calm down,” he repeated, his hands still out to protect himself as he walked around the bed.

      Sweet, crimson, flowing blood. So long, so long since I’d had anything except stinking shark blood. I was so hungry.

      Taking advantage of my state, Dom grabbed Artemis and tossed her on the bed, narrowly missing Shadow, before taking my hands in his. “You’re going into a frenzy. How long has it been since you fed?”

      My fangs were starting to drop, and I knew my eyes were glowing red with the tendrils of a frenzy coming over me. “I don’t…” I swallowed, feeling the burn of thirst along my throat. “I can’t even fucking remember.”

      Dom swore again and bent to the floor, gathering up our things while I stood by the bed, my hunger right on the precipice of insanity, but somehow keeping myself from going over.

      “So… thirsty…” I muttered when he took my hands again. Numbly, I followed him out of the room, down the hallway, out the lobby, and to my cycle with Shadow close behind us. Dom zipped Shadow into his jacket and mounted the bike with my hand still in his, and he tugged it to bring me onto the seat behind him. He thrust on the pedal to start the bike and raced out of the parking lot like we were on fire.

      I felt like Frodo, gasping for air as he got closer and closer to Mordor, except I needed to drink vampire blood instead of destroying a golden bauble. Dom was my Sam, carrying me to Mount Doom, AKA. my next meal.

      Run faster, Sam. I’m horribly peckish.

      Dom used his senses to pinpoint the closest den of sharks, but it was still an eternity until we found them. I was a second away from fanging Dom in the neck when I caught their scent. Sweet, crisp sharks. Their blood just waiting for me, like a microwaved hot pocket. Dom stopped the motorcycle as we pulled into an abandoned city, not unlike the one where I’d left the drug dealers to rot in the heat.

      The sharks were gathered in the middle of town, around what was once the city courthouse, a tall stone structure, untested by time for now. It was my beacon of hope, not to mention a full belly. Sizing up the large group of drones, I dismounted the bike and slowly walked across the old paved road, my every step causing them to take notice of me. Once I was far enough away from Dom, I flipped my hands out to form claws, my fangs dropped, and I screeched out a cry.

      I charged.

      The sharks ran to me, I met them with my claws out, and I hacked at the first two, grabbing one to my mouth to take a long pull.

      Gross. But so damn good.

      I tossed that one away and went to the next wave. They met the end of my claws as I whished by and flipped through them. Those that didn’t end up as my food ended up in pieces. Once my belly was full and my hunger as sated as it could be on shark blood, I continued laying waste to them until none were left and I stood in a bloodied heap right at the center of their corpses.

      Turning, I looked back at Dom on the bike, Shadow’s head peeking out of his jacket. He stared at me with equal parts fear and fascination. Good. He should fear me. That’ll teach him to snuggle me in my sleep with his morning wood. Turning the engine back on, he rolled the bite up and got off to approach me, side stepping the bodies around my feet.

      “That was pretty wicked,” he appraised, his mouth doing that quirky smile that made my stomach jump like a grasshopper.

      I shrugged and some drips of blood fell from my fingers. “Wicked is good.”

      A gun shot came from above and the bullet hit the ground right next to Dom’s boot, ricocheting off the concrete.

      “Put your hands up, drinkers!” a voice crackled over an outdoor speaker system. I pinpointed the sound coming from the top floor of a faded red building next door to the courthouse. We faced it and put our hands up as instructed when a group of bleeders emerged from the front door, guns out and pointed at us. “Surrender your weapons,” the voice said.

      “You realize I can kill all of you without my gun, right?” I informed the bleeders when they approached. The biggest one broke from the line and put his hand out, wiggling his fingers for me to hand over Artemis. I did, throwing a pouty glare to the window where the speaker sat. Still pointing their guns at us, the bleeders led us inside.

      It seemed I was destined to only see the inside of bars on my travels, because that’s exactly what the place had been, or still was judging by the red-haired woman standing behind the wooden bar. She was doing the typical bartender thing of wiping at glasses with a towel that she threw over her shoulder when we approached, because bartenders never did anything else.

      “You’re a mess,” she observed, her mouth curving up from the sight of me. I grinned back and licked at the blood on my hand while maintaining eye contact with her. She gave me a look that made my spine shiver. “Take a seat.”

      I grabbed one of the red barstools and sat on it while the bartender poured us something to drink. I downed it in one gulp, whiskey by the taste of it, and slammed the glass on the counter hard enough to echo but not hard enough to break it. Dom also drank his, without being dramatic about it.

      “Thank you for taking care of the sharks,” the woman said, downing her own drink. “It’s been hard to leave this building since they showed up a few days ago.”

      “Guns don’t work?” Dom guessed, throwing his head back to where the other bleeders stood with their rifles.

      The bartender almost looked sheepish, and she poured herself another drink, tossing it back swiftly. “We ran out of ammo months ago.”

      I flipped my arm behind my head, wiggling my fingers at the bleeder who had done the same to me. “I’ll take my gun, thank you.” He pressed it into my hand and I slid her back into my holster.

      “You from Salvation?” the woman guessed, her blue eyes looking us over. “I haven’t seen drinkers in these parts for a time, to be sure. They’re all at that city now.”

      “Speaking of which,” I transitioned with a smile. “My friend here needs blood.”

      That made her pause, and her eyes darted back to the other bleeders, no doubt wishing they still had ammo. “We’re not a blood drive, girl. We don’t feed your kind.”

      Dom pulled his backpack to the side, unzipped a pocket, and pulled out a baggie of Night Shadow, which he tossed onto the counter. “Trade. Blood for Night Shadow.”

      Her eyes widened at the sight of the dark red-purple pills and she scratched at her neck in thought. I might’ve been immune to the addictive effects of the drug, but bleeders, vampires, and Lycans were not. Bleeders were especially susceptible to its charms, though they were at a very high risk for overdosing if they weren’t careful.

      “One bag for now, another tomorrow for more blood,” Dom negotiated, his fingers drumming on the wooden counter.

      The woman tried to look nonchalant as she leaned back against the shelves that held bottles and bottles of brown liquid. “As I said, we’re not a blood bank.” Her words didn’t sound as convincing as before, making Dom expertly straighten up, his hand reaching for the baggies in a power move.

      “Alright, we’ll be on our way again,” he said evenly. When his fingers closed around the baggies, all the bleeders seemed to close in on us, the bartender included, hoping to stop us from taking the drug away.

      “Fine,” the woman said with a sniff. “Two feedings, and that’s fucking it. You ask for more, or take what’s not offered, I won’t need ammo to end you.”

      Though she meant what she said, I held back a scoffing laugh because none of them could take us, but we had to go by their rules, and that meant playing along. Dom and I nodded, and one bleeder came forward with a curl of the bartender’s finger. Dom slid off his stool and was onto the guy’s neck in a flash, the room filling with the smell of copper blood. The bleeder shoved Dom away when he was finished and had a look of disgust on his face as he said some very unkind things under his breath about us.

      The woman cleared her throat, her fingers closing around the baggie of drugs before we could stop her. “We have running water if you’d like to clean up.”

      Heaven.
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      By ‘running water’ the bleeders meant a communal shower area at a public pool nearby. They’d connected the showers to well water so they magically still worked. I didn’t care what format a shower came in, even with my perfect memory it felt like I couldn’t remember the last time I’d had a bath.

      The bleeders left us alone in the pool building since they didn’t like being near us, and they were probably all going to get high off Night Shadow anyway, so we’d be alone for the night.

      Dom and I walked past an empty pool area to the showers. The room smelled like rusty pipes and old shoes, but I didn’t care. I didn’t even care that Dom was standing next to me, I stripped down to my underthings and ran to the nearest shower head. It squeaked when I turned the handle, but sure enough, lukewarm water started coming out of the shower head and poured onto me like a holy baptism.

      I let out a moan that probably wasn’t a wise noise to be making when I was so undressed. Dom didn’t comment, he merely also got down to his skivvies and came to the shower beside me, letting out his own moan when the water hit his head.

      The water rushed down my toes and turned the floor a crimson color from all the blood on my skin. I found a bar of soap on a ledge above my head and used it to scrub off all the red from every patch of skin I could reach. My bralette looked a little pink now, but I’d soak it after this to get it white again.

      Dom held his hand out for the soap and I gave it to him, thinking he’d use it on himself. Instead, he lifted a finger and twirled it, meaning he wanted me to turn around. I did, pulling my long black curls to my front, and then his warm hands were on my back.

      How long had it been since I’d felt someone’s touch on my back like that?

      Gently, he used the soap to get all the spots of blood where I couldn’t reach, his hands moving over my flesh long after he’d finished scrubbing, igniting flames all over my skin. He tugged on my arm slightly to pull me back under the shower head and rinse me off. I started moving away, but he grabbed at me again and I heard him rustle into his bag for something before he squirted a liquid onto his hand. His hands came back, but this time they were on my head, running through my curls with the shampoo he’d brought to get my hair clean.

      “I had shampoo too, you know,” I said in a half complaint. My body had started shivering even though the water was still pleasantly warm.

      Dom laughed slightly and continued massaging the suds into my curls, the gentle caress of his fingers relaxing every muscle in my body. “Mine is better. Your mom gave it to me, it’s for curly hair. She wanted to make sure your hair was cared for.”

      I dropped my eyes and smiled where he couldn’t see. Even cornered and threatened, she was still looking out for me, with something as simple and insignificant as shampoo. Another tug from Dom’s large hands and he helped me rinse all the shampoo out.

      “Thank you,” I said without meeting his eyes, mostly because I wasn’t sure what I’d see on his face if I did. “Let me get your back too.” He turned his back to me, handing me the soap over his shoulder, and I came up behind him, bringing the sudsy bar to his perfectly toned back. Suddenly I wasn’t shivering anymore, I was raging hot. Ignoring that, I ran the soap across all his plains and valleys, rubbing it in with my fingertips. “I never thought I’d get to shower again.”

      He laughed, the chuckle shaking my hand on his back. “Me either. Feels like it did before, when the world wasn’t like this. Funny how something as simple as a shower can pull you back in time.”

      I was also floating back in time, but not to the days before the sharks came. With my fingers dancing across Dom’s skin, I was back to the last time I’d had a shower, when Thalia was still alive. We’d stood under the spraying water, naked and panting, bringing each other to climax as the water dripped down our bodies. Something about the memory was making me sadder than I’d felt in a long time. I’d tried to move on, I really had.

      Maybe I was feeling vulnerable, maybe something inside me was trusting Dom more than I’d trusted anyone in so long. Trembling all over, I stepped closer to him and put my arms around him from behind, my hands clutching the skin right above his belly button. I held him to me under the warm water and I felt the patched-up pieces of my heart fall into a cluttered heap again.

      Dom’s hand came up and laid over mine, but he didn’t say anything as we stood there, using up all the water. I wanted to stay there forever because somehow, I felt safer than I’d felt since Thalia died. And she’d been gone for what felt like an eternity.

      “I don’t think you told us the full story of what happened in Canada,” Dom guessed, breaking the noise of the running water. “You didn’t just lose your friends, did you?” My non-answer was confirmation enough. His hand rubbed along mine and I felt happy and sad at his touch. “I was supposed to be mated.” That made me lift my head slightly, with my cheek still pressed to the middle of his back. “I fell in love with a Born vampire girl when I was young, and I proposed as soon as we were out of high school. Our parents said we were young, but we didn’t care. Her name was Jade.” I felt the sad smile in his voice. “When…” His voice broke, and he stroked against my hands to steady himself. “When the sharks came, a pack of them overwhelmed us and they killed her.” He breathed in a ragged breath and sniffed a few times. Slowly, I lifted one of my hands and entwined my fingers with his, shooting a tingling lightning bolt up my arm.

      “Thalia…” I faltered slightly because I’d never spoken her name out loud since her death. “She joined our group after two years had passed since the mass turning. We got along so well, it felt completely natural when we became lovers. I would’ve taken my vows then and there and become mated to her for eternity.” My tears mixed with the water on Dom’s back. “Thalia died protecting humans from the sharks, she took her last breath right in my arms.” My arms tightened around him and I felt my ribs contract with the pain of losing her all over again.

      Dom let my hand go and turned to face me. His warm hand came up to stroke my cheek as he studied me with his blue and brown gaze, and he leaned down slowly enough where I could’ve stopped him if I wanted to, only I didn’t want to stop him, and when he hovered just above my lips, I captured his with my own and we kissed under the shower of warm water with a passion that rivaled that of my parents.

      Fuck, it had been so long, so long since I’d felt passion. I devoured Dom’s kiss like he was my next meal, and he pushed us until my back was against the cold tile wall. I wrapped my arms around his thick neck, deepening our kiss, his hands coming up my sides until our lower halves were flush against each other, and I felt that hardness again.

      I broke our kiss to stare up into his eyes, one blue and one brown, and I told him my deepest secret, one that had me fearful he would pull away if he knew the truth. “I’ve never been with a man before.”

      He did pull away, and I felt ridiculous for a torturous second before he gently took me back into his arms and kissed me like Arthur kissed my mother, like I was a precious gem, delicate and beautiful beneath his hands. “We don’t have to do anything. I just need to kiss you, god, you’re driving me crazy.”

      Our lips came together again, lifting me up on my tip toes to be closer to his massive height, and his hands came around me, picking me up to wrap my legs around him. With some adjustment, he pressed me into the wall more and aligned our centers until that hardness was against my heated core with only our underwear between us. Even with that barrier, I felt trepidation at the foreign feeling of his erection against me.

      He felt my limbs shaking and kissed me gently. “I won’t hurt you, I promise. I’d never ever hurt you, Kitty.”

      His hips moved and I gasped, feeling us rub together. “Because my dads will kick your ass, Arthur most of all?”

      Dom laughed, shaking our bodies together and making me gasp again. “He’d shoot me if he knew what I was doing to his daughter right now.”

      Breathing heavily, I met his eyes and pushed down my fear. “Do more.”

      Pure desire enflamed his eyes, bending for another scorching kiss, and he started slowly rocking into me, the hardness of his cock rubbing along my cloth covered folds, hitting my clitoris just right. I moaned and clutched his head to me, anchoring myself on him as I was pulled into the new sensations he brought.

      
        
        His hips moved in a measured pace, bumping me into the wall with every thrust forward, the showers not quite drowning out the sounds coming from me that Dom was starting to match with his own. The low, guttural moans escaping his lips were fueling the fire inside me, and though we’d only just started, I felt myself rising higher, the pleasure of his movements making me come undone.

      

      

      I forgot where I was, I forgot our mission, the dangers ahead, I forgot everything except Dom’s gentle embrace, the feeling of him against me, and that I needed more of him. Before I could ask him to set me down so we could remove our underthings, his cock rubbed me at the right angle and I gripped his head so tightly I could smell his blood.

      “Don’t stop, fuck,” I groaned out, pulling his lips to mine to quell my screams. I mewled against his mouth, his thrust sped up, and I was so close to climax I almost forgot to breathe.

      “Christ, Kitty,” Dom swore against my lips. “Come for me, I’m going to…” He cut off, moaning, biting into my neck to muffle himself, and the slight pain sent me over, I was coming against him as his hips jerked with every push, signaling his own climax. He slowed as my body was still shuddering, but he held me close so I wouldn’t fall.

      Mid-sigh, clarity stole away the pleasure running through me. What had I just done? I was trying to find my brother, I couldn’t waste time boning Dom. And what if he’d hated it? He seemed to enjoy being with me, but he could’ve faked it. Fuck me. Not literally, but fuck, I couldn’t do this. I couldn’t be with a man because I had no idea what to do. Dry humping was one thing, but I hadn’t even seen a penis before.

      Was it a pity fuck?

      “Kitty, are you okay?”

      Suddenly feeling the need to vomit, I pat his arm for him to let me down, and I scurried out of the bathroom so fast I almost slipped on the wet floor.
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      After I’d dried off and gotten dressed again, I left the showers to see Shadow licking himself by the empty pool. When he came out from the showers, I avoided looking at Dom as much as possible while I climbed into the empty pool and set my tent up inside it.

      I was the most confident warrior this side of Salvation, but I’d choked with a gorgeous man making not-quite love to me. I was a fucking pussy.

      Dom had his own sleeping bag, but he didn’t bring a tent with him. Tough luck, sir. My tent only sleeps one. Me. You and your fucking amazing orgasm that made my toes curl can sleep outside. I got inside my tent and zipped it shut to keep him and Shadow out. Dom rustled with his stuff, setting up his sleeping bag and getting something to eat from his backpack, dried fruit by the smell of it.

      “Thank you,” he said after we’d been silent for at least thirty minutes. Thank you for the orgasm? “I know telling me about Thalia wasn’t easy. You’re not the type to share with just anyone, just like Arthur.” Humph. Awfully pretentious of him to presume things about me. Even if he was right. “I hope I’m worthy of that trust.” With the tent fabric in the way, I couldn’t see his face, but I could tell by his shadow he was looking in my direction. “Maybe we could kiss again and make it better?”

      Fuck.

      “No kisses, or anything else,” I said quickly, moving away from the tent door. “I’m not in the habit of doing any of what we did with strangers. You don’t even know me.”

      He paused, and I felt my pulse thumping along my throat. “I’d like to.” When I didn’t answer, mostly because there was a lump in my throat, he laid down on his sleeping bag and I saw Shadow curl up next to him. “I’ll be here waiting, and when you’re ready for more, let me know.”

      As if.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      It took forever to fall asleep, maybe because of all the pent-up energy I’d gotten from thinking about Dom’s smooth, beautiful lips, or maybe because I wasn’t sure if I hated the idea of him unzipping the tent door and stripping me naked again, even though I was still terrified about it. Gods, I felt like a teenager again, stressing over boys and crap. I didn’t have time for this. I had to find my brother, and we had to return to Salvation to make sure my family wasn’t killed in the rebellion. There was no room for fucking.

      I didn’t realize I’d dozed off until a loud bang echoed off the walls of the pool, snapping me awake. Jumping up, I grabbed Artemis and almost ripped my tent apart unzipping the door flap. Dom was sitting on his sleeping bag, opening a can of food with a can opener, and he looked up at the twin barrels of my gun.

      “Don’t shoot,” he joked, and tossed me one of his cans of food. “I dropped mine, sorry if I woke you up.” He handed me the can opener when he was finished, his can wafting with the scent of baked beans, and my can turned out to be the same thing. I started eating, avoiding Dom’s face, and we both scooped out a handful for Shadow at the same time, smiling timidly when we saw the other doing it.

      Fuck, no smiling!

      “I’ve fed from the bleeders, so let’s get going as soon as we’re done.”

      I nodded and took a mouthful of beans, chewing and letting the savory flavor of bacon and maple syrup fill me. I definitely wanted to get used to eating real food again. “Were they all drugged out?” I saw him nod with a frown out of the corner of my eyes. “Too bad we can’t get them to donate more to bring with us. We don’t know where the next bleeder town will be. I can make it on shark blood, but you can’t.”

      That’s when Dom smiled at me and I raised my eyebrows, looking over at him finally. “I might’ve negotiated further once they’d sampled the goods.” He shrugged unapologetically and patted a fabric ice chest next to him he must’ve had in his bag. “Brought it with me just in case. It has a battery pack I can recharge to keep the blood cool.”

      “You sneaky bastard,” I appraised with a grin, and he shrugged a second time, matching my smile.

      I wanted to touch him again.

      No! We weren’t doing that. We had to find Jason.

      We finished our canned beans and left the pool with Shadow at our heels. The humans were all asleep in the bar, so we left them where they lay and drove out of town. With both of our stomachs full, we wouldn’t need to drink again for days if it came to it. I was used to being thirsty, and I assumed Dom was as well.

      Driving down the unending roads, I could feel Dom’s breath against my neck, and it made every nerve ending on my body feel like an open flame. To say I was frustrated by the time we made camp was an understatement. Dom brought out a hand crank and plugged it into his cooler to charge the battery. He cranked away at the handle while I set up my tent.

      “Don’t suppose you’ll share that tent with me tonight?” he asked me, looking away to not seem obvious.

      “If I do, that’s all I’ll be sharing.” He nodded distantly and cranked more, the sound much louder than I liked. We didn’t want a shark invasion on our hands. Every so often he checked the battery percentage and continued cranking. Shadow sat next to him, his ears twitching from the noise as he tried to fall asleep.

      Despite the racket Dom was producing, the night was still and quiet, and I enjoyed the lull in our journey as I chewed on some jerky and stared at the night sky. With the city lights gone, I could see the smoky clouds of the Milky Way, all purples, blues, and pinks. I’d seen it every night for twenty years, but I’d never actually sat and stared to appreciate the beauty of it all. It wasn’t in my nature to stop and admire the roses, but maybe, after all this was over, I could finally stop moving long enough to do so.

      Dom checked the battery one more time and stopped cranking, satisfied with his work. He set the crank back inside his backpack before moving past me to crawl inside the tent I was sitting in front of, barely brushing my leg and causing a shot of heat to go over me.

      “Ahhh, comfy,” he said once he’d laid out his sleeping bag and gotten comfortable. With a turn of my head, I saw him fully zipped up into his sleeping bag like a vampire burrito. “See? I’ll keep my hands to myself.”

      I wasn’t worried about him keeping his hands to himself. I was worried about my growing need to put my hands on him.

      Shadow joined Dom in the tent, and with one last look at the sky I did as well, bringing our bags in and zipping the front up. I wasn’t fully joking about the tent being only for one because we were squeezed together inside with hardly any space left. I put my head where Dom’s feet were and got comfortable with my little pillow, even though Shadow was perched right at the apex of my thighs to keep warm. I reached a hand down and pet at his head, and he started purring.

      “Now would be a great time to make some pussy jokes,” Dom joked in a whisper, and I knocked my hand against his leg in punishment. “I’ll behave, I promise. But I give great foot massages, just in case you’re interested.” I pulled my feet away from him and he laughed behind his hand. “I’m sorry, I can’t help it, Kitty. You’re so easy to tease.”

      Humphing, I rolled over to face away from Dom, upsetting Shadow. “I don’t have time to flirt. I have to find my brother.”

      “There’s always time to flirt,” Dom retorted, but he didn’t speak again until I fell asleep.
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      “It’s definitely broken,” Dom pronounced, his head on the ground beneath my motorcycle.

      I kicked at the dirt, bringing up a cloud of dirt. “Fucking damn it,” I swore, kicking more in frustration and letting out several swear words for good measure.

      “Let’s stay calm, kitty cat,” Dom suggested unhelpfully.

      “What did I fucking say about calling me that?” I hissed at him.

      “That you’d empty a round into my testicles?” I groaned for a good ten seconds and started pacing the dirt road. “We can still walk. We’re almost to the Texas border, it won’t take long to get to the farmhouse. Maybe a few weeks.”

      “Weeks?” I shrieked, turning sharply towards him and bringing up another cloud of dirt. “I don’t have weeks. My family could be hurt, or arrested, or dead. Or all three.”

      Getting up, he dusted his jeans off and pat his hands together to get the dirt off them. “Your mother sent you on this mission because of that. She knew they were in danger, and if they didn’t make it, at least you’d have your brother.” He picked up his bag and started down the road without me.

      I stomped my foot in anger. “Where the shit are you going?”

      “Here, kitty, kitty, kitty,” he beckoned to me with his middle finger up.

      Gods damn him.

      I picked up my bag and left the broken motor cycle on the road. She’d served me well for many years. I’d miss her. Still, I had Artemis, who would come in handy if Dom called me kitty cat again.

      “I spy with my little eyes,” Dom joked once I’d caught up with him.

      “A dead man?” I offered, smiling sweetly.

      He pursed his lips and reminded me of the way Knight looked when he was mock offended. “You’re not going to kill me, kitty cat.”

      Grrrrrrrrr.

      “Pray tell, future corpse,” I ground out, kicking at some plants on the cracked pavement.

      “Because if you’re ever in a bind, I’m your only food supply.” He pointed a finger gun at me with a thousand-dollar smile.

      Taking a deep, measured breath, I gave him the courtesy of not shooting him.

      “I feel the need to remind you how short tempered the women in my family are.”

      “A fact Arthur mentioned often,” Dom said with a chuckle. “He loves your mom’s temper.”

      With a groan, I clamped my hands over my ears. “Lalala, I don’t need to hear that.”

      Shadow ran ahead of us and jumped from one large pile of pavement to the next in a black blur, only stopping to munch on the green grass every so often, because that was the food of champions. Or he needed to throw up. Either way.

      “I’m quite enjoying yours as well,” Dom said casually, not looking at me as we talked. I didn’t respond, just put one foot in front of the other so I wouldn’t have to deal with the turmoil inside me. “I know you’re scared of me. I don’t care that you’ve only been with girls before now. If you want me as badly as I want you, nothing else matters to me. But if you say the word, I’ll never touch you again. If that’s what you want.”

      “I do,” I responded quickly, feeling sick to my stomach from the words. I wasn’t even sure I meant them.

      Dom went quiet after that and he pulled up his skull mask to keep his mouth clean from the dirt in the air, or just so he didn’t have to talk to me. We walked for hours without speaking, and while I was ecstatic for the silence, it was also penetrative, and I didn’t want to fall inside the pit of my thoughts.

      Oddly, I wasn’t thinking of Thalia at all. Somehow talking about her out loud had let me finally gain perspective on losing her. No, I was thinking of Jason, and my vision of him sickly and alone. Was that what awaited us?

      Maybe he was dead.

      What would I do if he was? What if I went back to Salvation and they were all dead too? I’d be alone again. And this time, there’d be no quest for my missing family to hold me together.

      Immersed in my thoughts, I tilted my head to look at Dom beside me with his face half covered by a skull mask and his blonde hair so covered in dirt, it was almost a different shade. He might stay with me, even after me rejecting him. The question was, did I want him to?

      Dom blinked several times and reached a hand up to wipe at his eyes. Without goggles like mine, dirt was dotting his vision and he stumbled on a large pile of roots covering the road. I reached out for his hand and caught him before he could fall.

      “Thanks,” he said, still trying to clean his eyes out with his dirty hands.

      I came up close to him, so close our breath was mingling, mostly so I could block the dusty wind from his face. My body longed for him, and I told it to stop being a needy whore. “We should try to find the closest supermarket. They’ll have goggles so you can cover your eyes.” He nodded, and still holding his hand, I led him down the road, keeping in front to try and block the dirt as much as possible as Shadow followed behind us.

      Our little caravan made it to a supermarket just before dusk, and we barricaded the doors before exploring the vast building. Shelves of packaged food, racks of clothes, and all the things a good supermarket needs awaited us. Most was aged with time, but since the building was still intact and the doors had been closed, it kept everything clean from the ever-blowing dust bowl.

      “Meet you at the furniture,” Dom announced as he sprinted off toward the home improvement area.

      I didn’t necessarily need anything since I tried to keep my bag as light as possible, so I walked slowly amongst the various items, running my hand along the sleeves of blouses and grabbing some tanks tops when I spotted them. Realizing the opportunity, I filled my backpack with a few clothing items I needed to replace. Once I was done, I spotted the books across the aisle from the women’s clothing.

      In the popular theme of my life at that moment, I wondered just how long it had been since I’d read a book. Looking back, it had been before the sharks came. I’d never loved reading as much as mom did, but I didn’t hate it. Abandoning the clothes, I crossed the aisle over to the shelves of paperbacks, and when I ran my hands along their slick covers, I felt sadness at the stories that would never be read. The adventures that would never happen.

      One stood out to me, a colorful volume with a grumpy fairy on the cover. I took it and slipped it into my jacket. Maybe I’d find time to read it. Shadow jumped up onto the shelves and started rubbing against the magazines. Bending at the waist, I gave him a scratch under the chin and went to find Dom. My nose led me past the greeting cards and craft supplies to the auto area where Dom was trying on some ATV goggles. Not as stylish as my steampunk ones, but they would work.

      We walked to the furniture and unboxed two mattresses to lay out on the linoleum tiles. I opened the fairy book and started reading it as Dom stretched out on his mattress, staring up at the industrial ceiling like it was the night sky.

      “Night, Kitty,” he whispered, and within minutes I heard his breathing and heartbeat slow, a very soft snore coming from his mouth. Normally I’d have stayed up to keep watch, but I felt safe enough to finish reading my book and fell asleep with it on my chest.
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      BANG!

      A loud crash startled me awake and I jumped up with Artemis in my hand. Another crash came, prompting me to kick at Dom’s leg to wake him up. Letting out a groan, he rolled over and opened his mouth to complain at his mistreatment, his accent so thick I could barely understand him, when more bangs rang through the air. I pushed my senses out to see where it was coming from and…

      “Sharks,” I muttered, and my pulse started thumping against my throat. There was a horde of them outside the supermarket, the crashing noise was their rotting bodies running into the glass sliding doors to try and get inside. “Fuck!”

      Dom must’ve pushed his senses out too because he scrambled up. “Mother fucking dicks,” he let out as he gathered up his things. I shoved my book inside my bag and started reaching for Shadow to zip him into my jacket when the sharks broke through the glass doors and stampeded into the store faster than a herd of antelopes. Shadow ran in fear of the commotion and I chased after him, towards the horde of sharks.

      “Move your ass, kitty cat!” Dom shouted at me just as I’d managed to grab Shadow. His cat claws scratched at my impenetrable skin, but that was a mere distraction from the sharks coming right at us. Dom pulled at my elbow and we ran down the medicine area, back to the gardening section. The growls and stomping feet of the sharks were closing in on us, only spurring our effort to get the glass doors open, and just as we’d gotten them apart, the sharks descended and we fell underneath their sheer mass of bodies.

      Teeth tore into me and Shadow ran from my arms when I couldn’t hold him any longer. The sharks had me like a football player at a buffet. Blood spilled, turning the air bitter with the smell, and I pushed through the pain enough to start attacking my assailants back. For every bite they gave, I gave two more. I tore, I pulled, I threw, until the sharks were off me and I could stand up. Dom was under his own pile of the monsters and without even thinking, I flung out my claws and dove in like a tornado.

      Even with many of the sharks falling under my claws, the horde was so massive, I knew this was a losing battle. I reached a bloodied Dom under the sharks and pulled him along with me by one hand, beating off more sharks with the other. We slipped through the crack in the doors and somehow got out of the metal garden corral before the sharks could come after us. I chanced one look back at them and saw their arms reaching through the space between the sliding doors, desperate to get us under their teeth again. They were too fucking stupid to move aside and squeeze out of the doors to come after us.

      Dom was able to stand once we were safe for the moment, and I took his hand without thinking about it. We raced off away from the store.

      “This is a fine damn time for our cycle to be broken,” I complained through gritted teeth, pulling Dom along through the parking lot. Somehow, Shadow had also made it out, and he galloped along with us. I picked him up because he couldn’t keep up when we went full speed.

      My senses still pushed out, I felt the crack of the glass doors inside my chest like someone had just stepped on me with a large boot. The sharks pressed against the glass so hard that it shattered like the first set of doors.

      “Incoming!” Dom shouted, and the flood of sharks once again started chasing us, free from the barrier. Even with our head start, it wasn’t long before they were gaining on us. We were running so fast, I was starting to feel winded, as impossible as that sounds. Somehow Dom found enough breath to say, “If we don’t make it, I enjoyed kissing you. The dry humping was nice too.”

      “Shut up and fucking run faster,” I hissed at him.

      Dom tugged my hand and he pointed to a brick building with a rusty fire escape that looked like it was about to fall apart. He steered us towards it, and I handed Shadow to him so he could go first. The stairs groaned under his feet, but he ran up them so fast they didn’t break under his weight. He punched out a window on the third floor and threw Shadow inside before turning back to me.

      I’d waited too long, trying to make sure they were safe, and I stared up at Dom’s duel-toned eyes before the sharks descended on me like bees on a flower. I went under like before, but this time I couldn’t fight my way back out. They bit me, they tore at me, and my blood flowed like a crimson river.

      I passed out.
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      I didn’t expect to wake up. Somehow, I found myself opening my eyes to see an abandoned apartment around me. Dom stood at the broken window, Shadow sat on the kitchen table, and I was on a purple couch.

      Everything fucking hurt.

      The more I came to, the more I smelled blood in the air. My blood. I looked down at my hands and they were covered in a thick blanket of red. More importantly, one of my pinkies was hanging off by a sliver of skin. I groaned and Dom turned from the window, quickly crossing over to the couch. He pressed against my shoulders to get me to lie back down.

      “Stay put, you’re injured,” he cautioned me, and kept pressing until I lay flat on the sofa.

      My throat didn’t seem to work properly, bringing a slice of pain when I tried to speak, so I only got one word out.

      “Hurt.”

      Dom’s eyes were etched with concern, and I knew I was much worse than wounded. Before I could register it in my brain, my hunger rose from all my injuries, and I felt a frenzy creep its way up to me. My fangs dropped, my eyes glowed, and I heaved out each agonizing breath. Without hesitation, Dom helped me sit up and pulled me into his embrace on the coffee table.

      “Take what you need,” he whispered into my ear, sending a responding shiver up my spine from being so close to him.

      I sank my fangs into his neck as easily as slicing butter, and his blood tasted like pure sunlight. I’d never tasted blood like his before, not even Thalia’s. I wanted it every day, filling me with its golden beauty so I’d never have to drink from sharks again. Dom’s hands curled up on my jacket and I drank deeply of his essence, every mouthful pure ecstasy. Once I felt better, I retracted my fangs and licked his already healing skin clean. My pinkie restored itself after I pushed it back to my hand.

      “You taste amazing,” I breathed against Dom’s neck, before I could stop myself from saying something like that. “It’s been so long since I had vampire blood, I think I forgot what it tasted like.”

      “Of course I taste amazing. I’m fucking awesome.” He held me closer to him, and with my hunger gone, I enjoyed being near him. The intimacy of feeding was a pleasant excuse to be in his arms, if only for a moment.

      “Have the sharks gone?” Normally they’d stay around, but with the fresh corpses we’d left at the supermarket, the sharks would gravitate there once we were gone. My fingertips absently ran up the bumps of Dom’s spine before I realized what I was doing. It felt natural though, being there with him.

      “Took several hours, but they’ve all left. Your blood must’ve been like a vampire twinkie. I’ve never seen them stay that long before with fresh kills nearby.” I felt his fingertips on my spine now, sending another shiver up it, and my cheeks reddened from the response.

      “We should go then, they’ll come back if we stay too long.” Despite my words, I stayed motionless in Dom’s lap.

      “Yeah,” he echoed, but he also didn’t move. My heartbeat betrayed how much I liked being this close to him, but his was beating just as fast, drumming out a rapid duet that neither of us could hide.

      Shadow broke the spell with a jump onto the coffee table, meowing loudly at us. We broke apart and busied ourselves with packing up again and giving Shadow water before we left the building. I cleaned myself off with some wipes, enough where my bloody smell was diminished. Muted, but still there, it attracted several sharks on our way out of town. We dealt with them as they came and continued on our way.
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      Using Knight’s directions, it took us almost a week to find the right area in the giant state of Texas. The biggest indicator was the smell of dog piss, a common way of marking Lycan territory. Once we’d found it, Dom and I both winced and held our masks to our noses.

      “His?” Dom asked under his mask. I shrugged. Piss is piss. You can’t tell whose it is by smell. Or maybe you could if you were a Lycan, but I wasn’t. It was still a good sign, however, sparking us to walk faster down the roads.

      My stomach fluttered in anticipation and my heart seemed to leap out of my chest when I caught a second scent, a real non-piss one.

      Jason.

      A cry escaped my lips and I took off running closer to the source of the smell. Dom ran beside me, perfectly matching my speed and powers. We were made to run together. We could take down anything by each other’s side. Shadow meowed inside Dom’s jacket, protesting our above human speed, but Dom’s hand over the kitty’s head protected him from whiplash.

      Jason’s smell got stronger and I saw in the distance the old farm house I’d seen in my vision, Knight’s childhood home. Stopping at the top of a hill, my lungs seemed void of air, and it wasn’t because I’d just ran for miles. Even with my brother’s scent in my nose, I was still afraid of what I’d find in the farm house, but I’d spent too much time worrying about what might be. I jumped off the hill and ran down a field of wildflowers, the farm house getting closer and closer with each step.

      I slowed down outside the porch, Dom coming to a stop beside me with a whoosh of air. He let Shadow out of his jacket and the cat ran off in protest of our treatment of him. It barely registered with me, because I could hear a heartbeat behind the front door.

      Jason definitely wasn’t dead.

      A dog barked loudly from inside the house, and the door opened sharply to show Jason standing with a shotgun barrel aimed at us. Dom put his hands up in surrender, but I didn’t bother. Jason wouldn’t shoot me.

      Far from the gangly teenager I’d known, he was a grown man now, with muscles for days and his impossibly curly long hair, turned slightly brown from being in the sun. The most important bit was that he appeared healthy and strong, not at all like I’d seen him in my vision.

      “Kitty?” he questioned when he saw me, looking very unsure if I was really there or if he’d dreamed me up. How long had he been alone? I didn’t smell anyone else in the area, and that was telling.

      I took off running again, straight up the stairs and into my brother’s arms. He was taller than me now, towering over me like a skyscraper. I clung to him, sobbing against his white shirt, and he ran his fingers through my long curls, holding me so tightly I thought my bones would break.

      “My baby brother,” I cried against him.

      “Watch who you’re calling baby, Kitty,” he joked, his voice much lower than before. I looked up at his deep, brown eyes and smiled with relief. At least they were still the same. He reached a dark hand up and wiped at the tears on my cheek. “Mom and dad here?” He looked up for them, petting my hair again.

      “That’s a bit of a long story, mate,” Dom said from behind me.

      Jason leaned down and kissed me on the top of my head. “I’ll make some tea.”
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      The inside of the farm house looked nothing like my vision. Jason had made it a real home, with furniture and a working stove he put some firewood into before lighting it with a stone flint. He placed a kettle full of well water on top of the cast iron burner and reached inside a cabinet for some homemade tea packets.

      “The apocalypse is going strong, and people still have tea,” Dom commented, placing his chin on the top of my head. I shoved him away before Jason could see.

      “An Aussie, eh?” Jason said with a grin. “Haven’t seen an Aussie vampire in a long time.”

      “Can’t very well live where you might burn to a crisp,” Dom joked, and Jason laughed under his breath as he fixed a snack for us. He motioned for us to sit at the small round kitchen table and brought over some fresh fruit while the tea boiled.

      While eating cantaloupe slices and peaches straight from the trees outside, we told Jason all that had happened in the past twenty years. He didn’t comment on any of it, just nodded to show he was paying attention, and he hopped up when the water was hot, pouring us glasses once the leaves had steeped long enough.

      “So you’re going back to rescue everyone?” he asked, sitting down with his cup after pouring ours.

      I nodded and took a sip of my tea. It was a mango mint mix, and it took a few seconds for my tongue to adjust, but it was actually pretty good. “As soon as we can. You should pack up, and we’ll leave before dark.”

      “No.”

      I choked on my next sip of tea and set my cup down to clear my air pipe. “Excuse me?”

      Jason was staring out the kitchen window, his mind miles away. “I’m not leaving here. You can go without me.”

      “You’ve got to be fucking joking,” I swore under my breath. “I just found you after twenty years and you’re telling me to get lost?”

      A darkness spread over his face that I’d never seen before. “That’s exactly my goddamn point, Kitty. I’ve been on my own for the better part of twenty years, and where were you? Galivanting off with your girlfriend and looking for mom? Fuck you. You could’ve found me easily and you didn’t even try.” He stood up sharply and knocked his tea over, stomping over to a window on the other side of the kitchen, the spot I’d seen him sitting in during my vision.

      “That’s a bit harsh,” Dom admonished while watching Jason walk away.

      “I don’t need a stranger commenting on my family matters,” Jason snapped behind him.

      What had happened to him to make him like this?

      I stood up hastily and my legs bumped the table. “Fine. I’ll fucking leave.” Jason stiffened from his spot at the window, but he didn’t turn. “Just so you know, mom is pregnant with Knight’s baby. Your full-blooded sister. Our sister.” A tea rolled down my cheek as I stared at his back. “She’s having another vaewolf. If we don’t rescue her, our sister will be raised in bondage. She’ll never be free.”

      “She?” Jason asked quietly.

      I shrugged where he couldn’t see. “I guessed.” Dom stood and squeezed my shoulder with his hand. “If we make it out of the city, I’m coming back for you. And if I never return…” My voice faltered and I swallowed to get it back. “I hope you’re happy here.”

      I left out the front door, ran all the way through the field of flowers, and I didn’t stop for anything.
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      I’d finally found my brother and he didn’t want to come with me. The thought consumed me while I ran and ran across the Texas countryside. I didn’t stop to see if Dom was behind me. What did anything matter now? My family might be dead, my brother refused to stay with me, and my father was still gone.

      With tireless energy, I ran for days, using up all the blood Dom had given me until my stomach growled in protesting hunger. Shut up, stomach. I’m not stopping until my feet refuse to keep moving. Maybe then everything would make sense again.

      My marathon ended when I entered a small deserted town and I tripped on a piece of broken pavement, face planting onto the ground. Then I just lay there, motionless, and I cried salty tears of regret, remorse, and reminders of my failings. The sun set and rose, but I stayed there on the dirt where I belonged. I closed my eyes and finally letting myself drift off to sleep after days with no rest.

      My nap was interrupted from a boot to my stomach, and I woke up with a growl to a circle of bleeders grabbing me by my arms and putting vampire cuffs on my wrists. Bleeders had invented them during the early days of the turning, when humans were still afraid of us. Well, I say still. They would never really stop being afraid of the monsters they shared their world with.

      Damn bleeders had my gun, I realized with another growl.

      They dragged me down the street and up to a building with open doors, an old meat packing plant by the looks of it.

      “Kitty!” I heard someone shouting down the road, and the bleeders turned me none too gently to see Dom running down the pavement, Shadow nowhere to be seen.

      “Looks like we’re double lucky, boys,” one of the bleeders said with glee. He pointed his rifle at Dom when the vampire was close enough, and Dom raised his arms in surrender. The other bleeders took him and slapped on another set of vampire cuffs. With us restrained, they took us inside to a metal storage room and slung our cuffs onto strong hooks that ran from the ceiling, our arms suspended above our heads.

      “It’s a shame there wasn’t a Lycan with you two,” the head bleeder said with an evil grin. “Our last supplier… expired.” I fought against my bonds at the thought of a Lycan suffering with these bleeders. The ceiling hook stayed put, and I knew it had been made to withstand a vampire or Lycan’s strength.

      “I’ll rip all of your fucking heads off, you shriveled up twatwaff—”

      The bleeder cut me off with a backhand across my face. “Shut your bitch mouth or I’ll muzzle you,” he warned, and I shot him the deadliest glare I could conjure as he turned to pick up something from one of the metal tables. A bucket and a tube. My many years of travel had taught me things I never wanted to know, and I knew exactly what the bleeder was about to do. I struggled so hard I felt the skin on my wrists slice open against the cuffs and blood trickled down my arms. The bleeder noticed and smiled again. “Maybe you’ll behave yourself now.”

      “No!” I shouted with more struggling against my bonds, but he ignored me and brought the bucket and tube over to Dom. He took a special knife from his pocket and used it to slice across Dom’s leg. Dom cried out in pain and the scent of his blood filled the air. I was so distracted, it didn’t even make me feel thirsty. The bleeder stuck the tube into the cut he’d made, preventing Dom’s body from healing itself, and Dom’s blood started flowing into the bucket. “I’ll fucking murder you,” I ground out to the bleeder. “You’ll die a thousand deaths before I’m finished with you.”

      Unfazed, the bleeder checked his handiwork and straightened, throwing me a grin. “We’ll see.”

      Distracted or not, I eventually could hardly think with the smell of Dom’s blood in my nose and my stomach rumbling from hunger.

      “I’ll be fine, kitty cat,” Dom joked with a pale smile, and he turned his dual-toned eyes up, nodding to comfort me, like I was the one having the life drained out of me. Every second was an eternity, but finally the bleeder was satisfied with the amount of blood in the bucket and he pulled the tube out of Dom’s leg before leaving us alone in the metal room. Dom managed a weak smile. “Saving some of us for later, ehh?” His skin went even paler and his head dipped to his chest.

      I swung my leg at him, but I could barely reach his side. “Dom, stay awake. You can’t fall asleep.” If he went into a frenzy, the bleeders would shoot him. I’d never get to see his smile again, feel his hands on me again, or stare up into his blue and brown eyes. And I realized that would’ve made my despair that much worse.

      With no way to mark the passage of time, I didn’t know how long we were in that room. The bleeders came in several times to take our blood and refused every request to let us down. Hunger was starting to overtake both of us, and I didn’t know how much longer I could survive without blood. Thankfully, the bleeders eventually brought in two bags of blood. Dom tore into his as they held it up to his face, but I turned my nose up at mine.

      “I don’t drink human blood,” I informed them tartly.

      The bleeder grabbed at my hair, making me wince in pain. “Then you can starve.” He left us and I slumped my head against my chest. My arms were on fire from the abuse. I would’ve done anything to be unchained.

      “We’ll get away, I promise,” Dom said weakly. He was worse off than me, having given extra blood because he was more docile than me. I still found the strength to fight and kick at our captors when they came at me with their blood bucket.

      I appreciated Dom’s heroism, but I found it ridiculous. We were too weak to escape. My arms hurt so much, I couldn’t even contemplate trying to move them.

      “Guess we won’t save everyone after all,” I joked wearily, sagging against my bonds.

      Dom stilled and tilted his head to the side like he’d heard something I didn’t. “Never say never, kitty cat.”

      “Wha…” My blood reserves were so depleted, I didn’t have enough to use on my senses. Before I could hear what he was hearing, he started panting and I turned my head sharply at him.

      He was going into a frenzy.

      “Dom, no! Fight it. You can’t slip away from me.” Salty tears flowed from my eyes, despair filling me to the brim. “Dom…” I swallowed the lump in my throat and said exactly what was in my heart, because if we didn’t make it, I’d never forgive myself for not telling him. “I should’ve let you kiss me again. I want to kiss you so badly, even right now with you looking like death warmed over.” Dom’s eyes fluttered open and he looked at me hazily. “If we’re not making it out of this, I want you to know that. I want you in my life, even if we’ve only just met. Will you stay with me?”

      His mouth curved into a smile and he shuffled his shoes on the floor to turn his body towards me. “Well now I definitely have to survive. I’m not passing up a chance to kiss Kitty Bathory again.”

      I smiled at him, and I felt a small sliver of happiness, here where our story was coming to an end.

      Fate had other plans, and the door to our room burst open as Jason came in with two smoking pistols in his hands like a warrior from heaven. Dom growled, pulling at his bonds with Jason’s blood calling to him. Jason gently picked me up by the waist and unhooked my arms from the meat hook, the sharp pain from the blood rushing back into my limbs making me cry out. He set my feet onto the ground.

      “I’m sorry I let you leave, Kitty,” he confessed brokenly, holding me close. “I’m so fucking sorry.”

      “Don’t let it happen again, dumb ass,” I sauced weakly. Jason turned to Dom and I stopped him with my burning fingers. “He’s close to a frenzy. We can’t let him loose with you in here.”

      “Kitty,” Dom ground out, panting with the effort, his eyes just barely turning red. He was right on the edge. “Won’t… hurt him… let me… go…” Jason reached up to unhook Dom and I stepped in front of him just in case Dom attacked. He fell to the ground and ran out of the room without stopping. Jason picked me up again, slinging my arm over his shoulder, and we left the metal room behind.

      We found Dom face first in a pile of bleeders Jason had shot on his way in to rescue us. Dom finished drinking all of them dry and he stood, wiping his very bloody mouth with his jacket sleeve. He panted and nodded to me like it was a normal day.

      “Your boyfriend is gross,” Jason commented, and I flicked him with my finger to shut him up. After un-cuffing ourselves, we left the building to see three motorcycles outside by a hitching post like a cluster of mechanical horses.

      “Nice, you got us motorcycles,” I observed happily, eyeing the biggest one lustily.

      “Not exactly,” Jason said, and set me down on the pavement, holding me up with his arm. “I didn’t tell you what happened to me.”

      “Que?”

      As an answer, three masked figures appeared from a building across the street. Women, by the shape of their bodies. One had long, straight brown hair, and her scent made me pause. She was a vaewolf like Jason, part vampire and part Lycan. The second had blonde hair in a long braid, and her scent was known to me: Marie, my mom’s vampire secretary from before. The third drew my attention so much I almost did a double take. She had long, black curls and pale, white skin. On their approach, each woman took off their goggles, the last revealing a pair of familiar purple eyes.

      “Grandma?”
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      My journey to find my family had led me to the only person I hadn’t looked for, and she was sitting across me at our makeshift camp.

      Anastasia Bathory, the crazy vampire who had slaughtered hundreds of vampires and Lycans in her insane spree of vengeance and spent hundreds of years in a comatose state after giving up my infant mother to keep her safe. Did I mention she was crazy?

      Marie, who last I knew was more interested in designer heels instead of polishing a gun, was doing just that against a nearby tree. She finished her work and my grandmother stood to join her. Anastasia pulled Marie in by her hips, giving her a triumphant kiss, not unlike my mom making out with Arthur.

      In shock at the sight of my grandmother kissing Marie of all people, I looked at Jason to see if he shared my surprise, but he was smiling, smiling, at them.

      Oh my god Marie was mated to my grandmother.

      With that tidbit stored away, I cleared my throat and they stopped face sucking long enough to come back to our circle.

      “Jason has told me everything about Lisbeth and the human city,” Anastasia said once she’d sat down again.

      “Including the part about my mom having two lovers now?” I wondered how she’d feel about that.

      Anastasia shrugged and fiddled with one of her long curls in thought. “I’ve had several lovers at once, many times.”

      I grimaced and wished I hadn’t said anything. “I’m going to pretend that’s not gross to hear.” She shrugged again and Marie took some of her black hair to put in little braids. “How did you get here so fast, by the way? Where were you?”

      Anastasia raised her eyebrows at Jason who looked away in avoidance. “Jason did not tell you.”

      “No, Jason did not.” I turned to him accusingly and waited for him to look up at me. “He told me to piss off before I could find out what he’s been up to for the past twenty years.”

      “I…” Jason sighed and scratched at his neck. “I said I was sorry. I haven’t had it easy, and sometimes it’s hard to interact with people.”

      “How about I start. You were with Balthazar, my bio dad,” I offered, flipping my palm up in a signal for him to continue.

      “We went to an island west of California. He was there with me for several years, helping me grow food and keeping me company until…” My heart stopped and I reached for his hand, to comfort myself more than him because I had a sinking feeling where this was going. “The Bicus came, they arrested him for reproducing after the ban was in place. They had Toni in custody too. Took him away to the Bicus plane. I never saw him again.”

      And that’s exactly what I thought he’d say, which was great. My dad had been thrown in prison for creating me. My anxiety rising, I squeezed at Jason’s fingers and he kissed my fingertips to get me to let go before I broke his hand.

      “After that, I had to fix the motorboat we’d used to get there and come back to the mainland. It broke at some point, so I had to swim the rest of the way. I floated up to a beach, as exhausted as I’d ever been, and I wandered around for a long time, trying to find someone who would take me in. Dad used to tell me about the farm house in Texas, so many times I felt as if I could find it in my sleep. When it was finally in sight, I was bloody, dirty, and tired enough to fall asleep for a year. That’s how I stayed until Anastasia found me.”

      “First thing I did was hose him off,” she said with a grin. “I didn’t know he was my grandson at first, just that he needed my help. He’d been alone for many years.” Just like me. “As soon as he was old enough to be on his own, I left to continue my search for Alistair.”

      The mere mention of the man was enough to raise my hackles. He was the one who had ruined the world.

      “Alistair? That’s where you’ve been all these years?”

      She nodded and sipped at her canteen. “He’s a slippery bastard, but I finally found him with the help of Marie here.”

      “I trust you made him pay,” Dom inquired beside me.

      Anastasia’s mouth curled and I couldn’t tell if she was gleeful or remorseful. Both. Hauntingly, both. “He won’t hurt anyone again.”

      We all relaxed with a collective breath, from something I didn’t realize I’d been worrying about.

      “He had Yukina as a prisoner and we brought her with us,” Anastasia continued, gesturing to the brown-haired girl who had been silent this entire time. From the first glance, I’d known she was a vaewolf like Jason. He’d been staring at her off and on as we left the town and made camp in a patch of trees, like she was a priceless artifact he’d been searching for his entire life. He was a love-sick puppy, and his scent was very telling about the nature of his feelings for her, I can say that much.

      My stomach took that moment to growl loud enough to wake up a bear during hibernation season. Jason laughed at me, I punched his arm, and Anastasia stood up.

      “Come here, you can drink from me.”

      Oh fuck. My mom had told me stories of Anastasia’s heightened powers. She didn’t even need to blood binge to be the most powerful vampire ever. What would drinking her blood be like?

      Gulp.

      I got up and crossed over to her as she removed her jacket and pushed her black t-shirt to the side, revealing her pale, smooth neck. Hesitating only a little, I leaned in and took a small sniff of her scent before I sank my fangs into her neck.

      OH MY FUCKING GOD.

      If Dom’s blood was pure sunshine, Anastasia’s was like taking a bite of the actual sun. It was like a thousand shots of espresso, with a hundred energy drinks, and Night Shadow without the hallucinations. I pulled off after getting a stomach full and gasped with a burp-cough.

      “Holy shit,” I exclaimed, my eyes widening to saucers. “I feel high. Can I get high from your blood? Am I talking too loud? Oh my god I’m so shiny right now.”

      She was trying not to laugh at me, patting my back with a smile. “You’ll be fine for awhile now. I can’t say how long, I’ve never fed a vipyre before.”

      My stomach flipped over, and I held a hand to my mouth to keep my dinner from coming back up. “Check please.” The feeling passed before I’d sat back down between Jason and Dom. I looked at Dom and started brazenly stroking his chin. “You’re so cute. I like your face. You wanna bone later?”

      “Maybe my blood is too much for her,” Anastasia said in thought. Mmmm, no way. I wanted her blood more often.

      “We should get to bed,” Marie pronounced just as I was about to lean in and kiss Dom on his cute little lips. “We have to get to Salvation as soon as we can. We have no idea what’s been going on there since Kitty and Dom left them.”

      I hoped it was all good and shiny things.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            26. Plans foiled

          

          Dreya

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      As my three parents plotted our next move amidst some passionate make-out sessions on the couch, I was having my own make-out session on the clock tower balcony. Darius’ hazel eyes somehow shone brighter than his pink aura, and I drowned in them with every kiss to his soft lips from my perch on top of his lap. Stopping for air, I pressed our foreheads together and ran my fingers through his brown curls.

      “I could kiss you forever,” he breathed, moving his lips down my cheeks and to my neck where he kissed every inch of my skin.

      I wish I could’ve seen my own aura. I wondered if it was as pink as Darius’ was. Or if it was pink at all. That hardly mattered, and I giggled at his tickling kisses on my ear, pulling my head away from him. Whatever I could say about him, he was a good kisser.

      “I want to tell you something,” I told him with a grin. My parents had been against this, but I trusted that Darius was in love with me and would do whatever I said, even if I didn’t have mother’s psychic abilities to make him do whatever I wanted. I checked his face first, saw the full pink of his aura, and kissed him on the lips again to seal his mood. “My father is here.”

      His smile remained, and I felt hopeful for a moment. “Knight? Is he in the stair landing? Do you have to go home?” He turned to look through the hole in the clock, but I pulled his face back to me.

      “No, not Knight. Arthur. Arthur is here.”

      When his smile fell, my stomach plummeted ten stories. “Arthur is a fugitive, Dreya. He was banned from Salvation for drug possession.” The pink was slowly turning to green, and I almost saw red on the edges. Trying not to panic, I kissed at Darius’ hands, anything to see the loving pink again.

      “It was a long time ago, he’s not on the stuff anymore, I promise. He just wants to be with me again. Can’t your dad forgive him?” I kept my face as innocent as possible, and Darius eventually shifted back to a very light pink, but I knew he wasn’t in the mood for kisses anymore.

      “I’ll talk to him,” Darius said, running a hand through my hair.

      Sighing with relief, I leaned back on my knees. “Sorry I ruined the mood,” I apologized with a shy grin.

      He smiled at me and gave me a gentle kiss on the lips. “It’s fine. I have something for you, actually.” Reaching into his pocket, he brought out a small box and handed it to me. Inside was a silver necklace with a gold ring on it. “It was my mom’s,” he explained, slipping the band onto the tip of his finger. “Dreya, I know we’re young, but I know how I feel about you. I want us to be together forever.”

      And at that moment, I knew I was bathed in the brightest yellow that ever touched the sky.
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        * * *

      

      “I wish you’d gone with Kitty,” father said for only the fifth time in the past twenty minutes. With my fingers gripping the chained ring underneath my dress, I suppressed the desire to roll my eyes as we continued walking down the darkened street. In the past week or so we’d gotten to know each other a bit, but he still treated me like a child. It was something I could forgive because he had never raised a kid before, but it was still fucking annoying and tested even my patience.

      Resisting the urge to tell him to shove it up his ass, we arrived at our destination and Arthur knocked on the door three times before it opened to reveal Olivier dressed in a simple black dress, bathed in angry red light as she always was. Olivier’s subdued wardrobe was enough to raise my eyebrows, but we walked in before she shut and locked the door behind us. Renard sat at their kitchen table and she gestured for us to sit across from him while she made us something to drink.

      “Dreya, always lovely to see you,” Renard greeted with a smile and a nod to me, the surrounding light above him a mix of yellow and blue. He stood and pulled Arthur into a hug that my father did not enjoy before letting him go. “Never thought we’d see you again, you old bastard!” We sat down before Arthur could behead Renard, and Olivier served us some orange juice in big tumblers.

      “I never thought I’d be plotting a coup again with my ex-boyfriend, Arthur,” Olivier said into her glass.

      “Again?” Renard snorted, coughing on his drink. His mate simply shrugged and went on sipping her juice. Arthur had briefed her on the situation a few days before, tonight was simply discussing our next move.

      “I’m betting Lisbeth is unwilling to leave any of us behind?” Olivier guessed, drumming her fingers on the wooden table. Arthur nodded and she rolled her eyes. “Bleeding heart, that one. She might be terrifying in her fits of rage, but she’s soft as a kitten otherwise. No offense, Dreya.” I shrugged because she wasn’t wrong, even if I didn’t agree with her thoughts on leaving everyone else behind. I saw the merit in it, since our, or rather my life was on the line right now. If our small group left, we could get reinforcements and take Salvation over as soon as we were ready. Mother was unmoving on the matter, and she insisted she’d rather stay a prisoner than make everyone else one in her stead.

      “I still have to stay in the shadows, and it limits my scope,” Arthur grumped. “I need you two to start questioning the guards, see who’s on our side and who’s not. Hendrix has several of us loyal to him. I suspect he’s even created a few dhampirs, though I’ve never seen them.”

      Olivier squeezed at her glass so hard it cracked on the side and Renard took it from her before she could break it. “He’s made fucking dhampirs?” She said the word like it was an unholy swear word, so bad even the pope wouldn’t utter it. It was followed by a tirade in French and the few words I knew brought a quick blush to my cheeks. “None of us would give him one willingly, Arthur. We’re not even allowed to make our own children. If a vampire gets pregnant, we’re not allowed extra blood and the baby dies.” Renard gently took her brown hand and squeezed it, making her colors shift slightly pink.

      They couldn’t have their own children since Renard was a turned vampire. I’d often wondered how they coped without the option, but not everyone wanted babies. I kind of did, I suppose. I was far too young for it, but I could picture it. Little blonde-haired babies with crystal blue eyes. Or maybe they’d inherit the black curls and purple eyes that skipped me over.

      Unbidden, the image of a baby with Thomas’s green eyes came to me, and I grabbed my tumbler of juice to take big gulps in an attempt to wash the image away.

      “The problem isn’t just who’s under Hendrix’s control. He has human soldiers too, and they have guns that can hurt us,” Renard pointed out before taking another sip of juice. He ran a hand across his bald head and down to his red barbell mustache that he stroked in thought. “Bullets aside, we’re stronger, even if they out number us.”

      Arthur’s orange juice lay untouched, but he stared at it like it was a crystal ball that might tell him the outcome of this battle. “We should strike at night, when they’re most vulnerable. They’ll be tired, weakened, and they can’t see in the dark like we can.”

      A crash came from outside making us all jump. Arthur knocked over his glass and Olivier dropped hers on the floor where it shattered.

      “Get Dreya home, now,” Olivier hissed in warning, and Renard led us to the back door while she picked up the pieces of glass. We scurried out the back door and Renard closed it behind us, leaving us in the dark alleyway. Were there rats here? I couldn’t see any in the corners of the alley, but it smelled rank, like something had died in here. Arthur’s colors rippled with gray and green, and I felt his concern when he took my hand and led me down the dark alley. We reached the end, Arthur checking both sides before we walked into the empty street.

      “We should talk to Darius, I’m sure he knows who’s loyal to Hendrix or not,” I whispered in a very low tone so any humans couldn’t overhear us. Arthur was leading us away from the clock tower, probably just being overly cautious, but it made my stomach feel like it had a thousand knots, and my spine tingled with hot dread like something bad was going to happen.

      Maybe I should’ve gone with Kitty. I wasn’t cut out for espionage, and every move I made was putting my life in danger.

      “I’m not trusting that boy with anything,” Arthur said firmly, as he had been for the past week. I pouted at his aura, watching it turn red.

      “He might surprise you, you know.”

      “Doubtful,” Arthur scoffed, and I really wanted to kick his shin bones to make his aura even more red. He continued leading us down dark paths and between buildings.

      “If you’d listen to me, I don’t think we even need to use force,” I mentioned, as I had several times. “Darius could help us. He might even be on our side if we tell him all that his father has done.”

      “SSSH,” Arthur shushed sharply, as I’d gotten too loud. “We’re going to see Thomas, and I don’t want to hear more about your boyfriend.”

      I was about to kick at his shin bones after all when a flood light switched on, turning the dark night into a brightness I had to shield my eyes from.

      “Arthur Lancaster, you are under arrest for violating Salvation city limits,” a loud voice came over the announcement intercom. The speaker squeaked several times, making my ears hurt.

      We were surrounded by soldiers, and something about them made me pause. Humans? No. Not humans. My senses were overwhelmed from the lights, but my nose was fine. Their smell was off, and I remembered what that meant.

      “Dhampirs,” Arthur ground out beside me. Hendrix had an army of dhampirs. Stronger than humans, and loyal to the governor. We were fucking screwed.

      “Hands up,” the intercom shouted. We complied, and two dhampirs came up to cuff Arthur. It wouldn’t have been enough to hold him down under normal circumstances, but he complied for my sake.

      A figure came from the dhampir ranks and I struggled to focus enough in the light to see who it was.

      “My son told me you were here.”

      Hendrix.

      I’d trusted Darius, and he betrayed me. All that hard work winning him over, making him love me, it was all wasted.

      “Darius assumed that his innocent little Dreya had no idea what her father was doing, but I did. Visiting Olivier, gathering support. Tut tut, Arthur. Didn’t anyone tell you to not plan an uprising when your family is on the line?” Hendrix turned to me and he looked me over with none of the kindness I’d seen from him before. “My son was a fool to trust you. You and your traitorous family. I should’ve killed your mother when I had the chance.” He sniffed the air like he could smell something beyond the steel, dirt, and fear. “Take Arthur to prison with the others. And you.” He crossed the distance between us and roughly took my arm. “You’re coming with me.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            27. Prison break

          

          Kitty
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      With only three motorcycles, we had to pick partners. Marie, of course, wanted to ride with her snuggle puss. Jason was still following Yukina around like a lovesick puppy, despite his denials of the fact, so they were together as well. Dom and I were on the third, and I was happy to be back on a bike and speeding down the highway instead of walking. Having Dom’s arms around me was nice too.

      I was still waiting on that kiss I’d told him I wanted. I was unwilling to do so with my brother and grandmother in the mix, because unless we were miles away, they’d hear us. Jason’s sarcastic high fives to our parents every time we caught them making out came to mind, and I wasn’t about to be embarrassed by him. Then again, if he ever tried to tease me about Dom, I could always tell Yukina he had the hots for her already, after just meeting her.

      Had Jason even kissed a girl before??

      The thought ran through my head as we sped down the road towards Salvation. Maybe it was good they’d found Yukina. Jason deserved another creature like him, one that wasn’t our sibling. My heart hurt that he’d been as alone as I had over the many years since the sharks came.

      One thing I knew, neither of us would ever be alone again, and we’d make it back to Salvation to save our family. We had to.

      The journey was painstakingly slow. I felt like a snail trying to crawl around the world before dinner. Though we had speed on our side, it still took several days to get there as our cycles weren’t as good as my old one and didn’t hold a charge for longer than four hours.

      I. Was. Going. Insane.

      “Calm down, kitty cat,” Dom soothed unhelpfully beside me. We’d set up camp for another slow, grinding night, and the others were away gathering supplies at the nearby town.

      “We’re moving like a turtle, Dom. We need to be there now, god damn it.” I paced the leaf covered ground, my boots rustling them with every step. Dom came up to me and held my arms in a vice to keep me in place. With him so close, I felt the tension inside me coil up like a viper, and wet tears of frustration trickled down my cheeks. “What if we’re too late?”

      He leaned in and kissed my forehead. “Then we’ll raze that city to the ground, kitty cat. I won’t let them hurt your family without punishment.” He smiled down at me and my heart pounded in my chest.

      “When are they coming back?” I asked absently, focused on his pink lips.

      Dom took in a breath when he caught the change in my scent, and his pupils dilated, making my pulse race under his gaze. “No idea.”

      “Cool.”

      I stood up on tiptoes and pulled him in for a kiss that made every nerve in my body come alive. Everything was right with him by my side. Our kiss deepened, prompting me to work us backward to my tent where we zipped up the door, finally alone again.

      Kneeling down to the tent floor, Dom broke from my lips to remove his shirt, and he sat back on his heels so I could see his naked front. I marveled at the shape of his muscles, the hard bumps along his taut skin, and I timidly ran a hand along his chest, down the planes of his abs. I looked up at him through the curtain of my lashes, and he kissed me when my fingers touched the top of his jeans.

      Desperate to see all of him, my clumsy fingers undid the button and zipper of his pants before pulling them off his hips with a decided yank. His hand came to clutch my neck, steadying me with his mouth as his other hand pulled his jeans off and he tossed them away.

      My hands were free to cup the front of his boxers, right where his erection lay waiting for me. Before he could stop me, I reached inside his underwear and gripped his hardness in my hand, admiring at the shape with my fingers as I pulled it out of its confines, and I looked down to see what it looked like.

      Oh.

      “Let me just say, since you don’t know, I’m very well equipped,” Dom said in my ear. “But if you keep touching me like that, this is going to end very quickly.”

      My hands fell and I looked up at him in fear. “Why? Did I do something wrong?”

      He chuckled, kissing me as an apology for laughing. “I’ll tell you if anything you do is unpleasant, but I can assure you,” he said with another deep kiss. “I’m enjoying this very much. And I want you to enjoy it too.” Slowly, his hands came up to the neck of my jacket and he worked it off my arms, kissing me every few seconds to reassure me. Then he pulled my shirt off, tossing it on top of my jacket. By the time he worked me backwards to remove my pants, I was beyond caring. He un-hooked my bralette while I shimmied my panties off, and I was fully naked underneath him.

      The appreciative once over he gave me removed all of my doubts.

      I grabbed at his shoulder so he would move on top of me. “Now. Please, Dom. I don’t want to wait.”

      He obliged, moving us to my sleeping bag and laying me out on it, then he moved up my body, settling between my legs and parting them tenderly, kissing my knee as he bent to kiss me fervently. Every nerve in my body was alive with a fever, and I clung to Dom’s head when he put his hands between us and I felt something rubbing against my slit before pushing slowly inside me. I cried out and clutched him closer, not from pain, just surprise at the way he felt, filling me completely.

      He stopped and bent up to look at my face. “Am I hurting you?”

      My hungry eyes turned pleading. “More.”

      He obliged, pushing into me until the extra space between us disappeared and he was fully inside me. Though I cried out a second time, his hips withdrew, pulling his cock along my walls, and he shoved back in, pushing me into the ground. The rhythm was like what we’d shared in the shower, but it felt so much better.

      Kissing me slowly, Dom sat up over me and he took my thighs in his hands before his thrusts picked up speed, and it took my breath away with every second. Even though I felt completely overcome with pleasure, I knew Dom was holding himself back, not wanting to hurt me.

      I pushed up on one elbow until our faces were almost touching, his bobbing in time with his pace. “Fuck me like I belong to you.”

      “Shit,” he swore, smashing our lips together so hard it hurt, but I wanted more. He pulled my elbow so I would lay flat again, and he lifted my legs until they were straight up against his chest, then he brought my hand over to my mound, right where he was fucking me with an increasing intensity. The angle of his entry with my legs up like that was making my toes curl. He moved my fingers, laying them on top of my clitoris. “Touch yourself for me. I want you to come on my cock.”

      With our eyes locked, I pressed my fingers to my sensitive nub and my eyes rolled back from the pleasure of it combined with his thrusts in and out of me. The wave of heat started rising inside me, completely different from all of my other orgasms, it was deeper and powerful.

      Dom’s fucking was almost too fast, I couldn’t tell one wave of pleasure from another, but with a gasp I knew I was close to bursting. I threw my head back, exposing my throat to him, feeling everything come to a head in an endless sensation, and I was frozen in passion mere seconds before I started coming so hard I saw stars, and my fevered cries made my throat feel sore. Dom was right there with me, grunting like a dying man, the sound heightening my release, and he came inside me with ragged thrusts before stilling on top of my breasts, letting my legs fall to his sides.

      I felt like I’d never catch my breath, I couldn’t speak or move, I just held Dom’s head in my hands, hoping it would stabilize me amidst the clouds. He kissed between my breasts and let out his own breathless sigh.

      “Arthur’s going to fucking murder me,” he groaned, but he coupled it with moving up me until our lips met in a bruising kiss. “Worth it,” he whispered against my mouth.

      We stared into each other’s eyes, relishing in the dying embers of our release, and I reached up to stroke his hair out of his eyes. “Wild dogs couldn’t take you from my side, much less stoic bitch faced Arthur. Now kiss me again.”
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, Jason was waiting for me with a smirk and a high five, and I resisted the urge to punch him right in the nose. Dom’s scent was different, as was mine, the result of our night together. There was no trying to hide it. No one else commented because they had decorum, unlike my brother.

      We left our camp behind and drove the last length of four hours the bikes would take us. I knew we were close to Salvation, so close I was itching like there were ants in my pants. Dom and I guided everyone to Simon’s camp to leave our bikes.

      Clara and Lucas were there waiting for us, and they grabbed Anastasia in a hug that lasted a good five minutes. Clara planted kisses over her twin sister’s cheeks a dozen times, cooing soothing words in their native language. I doubted they had ever been apart for so long, not in all their five hundred years. The two took Marie in their embrace like a sister as well and hugged her for a long time while whispering how much they’d hurt her if she betrayed Anastasia.

      Once our greetings were out of the way, we geared up and the Lycans came with us on the long road to Salvation. Dom on my right, Jason on my left, I led the group with Artemis on my hip. It was a moment that needed some badass theme music, as Knight would’ve said if he were there.

      The city’s fence came into view on the horizon and I picked up my pace, trying not to run but eager to get there faster. When we came within scent range, I saw half a dozen soldiers standing guard at the gate. Dhampirs.

      “Were they there before?” Jason asked as we took them in. I grimly shook my head. Governor Hendrix had created dhampirs. That fucking son of a bitch. Who had given birth to them? Which of our kind and his did he force? That mother fucker was going to pay.

      “Let’s go,” Anastasia ordered, stepping ahead of me with purpose. She was just as angry now, and she was terrifying enough when she wasn’t pissed off.

      As soon as we approached the gate, the dhampirs we on alert with their guns out. They had masks over their faces that covered their necks from us. I didn’t need a neck to drain them dry. I’d never drunk from a dhampir before. Would it be enough for me? I’d love to find out.

      “Surrender all weapons,” they ordered us as more dhampirs came from inside the city. We begrudgingly handed over our guns and knives to them, and then they slapped cuffs on us. Cuffs again? I didn’t like the way this trend was going.

      Cuffed and disarmed, the dhampirs led us inside the gate and it closed behind us with a mechanical whirr. We got pat down, just in case, and once they were satisfied, it was time for the walk of shame. The dhampirs led us through the heart of the city, past all the bleeders and their hateful glares. Several threw things at us and shouted that we were monsters.

      Damn straight, I’m a monster. And I’m coming for all of you bitches.

      It felt like the dhampirs had purposefully walked us by every bleeder in the city because the walk went on forever. Finally, we reached a guarded door on the north side of the compound. The dhampirs standing outside it opened the doors and we were shoved inside a dark, dank room lit only by torches. Torches. What was this, 1830? Peasants.

      By the torch light, we walked down a hallway and it opened out into a room that smelled like metal, mildew, urine, and blood. My eyes adjusted and I held in a gasp. They’d led us to a prison, and the only prisoners were vampires and Lycans. All of our brothers were either locked in cells or chained to the walls.

      “Move,” one of the dhampirs ordered before he kicked at my legs, making me stumble. Dom caught me and we walked further into the room. Right in the center, chained spread eagle was Olivier, foaming at the mouth like a rabid dog at the sight of the dhampirs.

      “I will murder each of you little fucks and piss on your bones,” she spat venomously at them in French. She tended to revert back to her native language when she was beyond furious. Like right then.

      “Should’ve muzzled that one,” a dhampir complained at her loud musings that were still going on as we walked closer to her.

      “Kitty!” she shouted when she saw us. She struggled at her bonds, but they held her down so tightly she could barely lift her head. “Jason!”

      “Jason?” another voice came from one of the cells, and Knight came to the front of it, his face obscured by the thick bars.

      “Dad!” Jason exclaimed at the sight of him. Arthur was in the same cell and came forward to see us. They were chained to the wall of their cell by a cuff on their necks.

      “Stop talking,” the dhampir soldier next to me shouted, and he kicked at me again, sending me whirling to the cell wall where Knight and Arthur were. I righted myself with my hands on the bars and both of my dads were baring their teeth at the guards for roughhousing me.

      “Where’s mom?” I asked before the dhampirs took me away.

      “Hendrix,” Arthur answered, glaring at the dhampir that roughly grabbed my arm. “You hurt her, and I’ll rip your damn arms off.” The dhampir laughed, laughed, and took me to the wall next to the cell to lock my neck in a metal cuff before taking the cuffs off my wrists. They locked Dom beside me and the rest of us along the same wall. Jason got to the end of his chain once the dhampirs had left us alone, just barely able to put his fingertips on the cell wall that held our dads. Knight reached out and they clasped wrists outside the bars.

      “You good, son?” Knight asked, his voice trembling ever so slightly at the sight of Jason.

      My brother nodded and wiped at his nose with a laugh. “Yep.” He looked at Arthur and held out his other hand for the vampire to take, which he surprisingly did almost immediately after it was offered. “Hear you’re my second dad. Welcome to the fam.”

      “I don’t respond to the word ‘fam,’” Arthur grumbled.

      Knight wiggled his finger against Arthur’s shoulder. “You’re stuck with us now, sunshine. No take-backsies.”

      “Leave it to you to find humor in this place,” Olivier hissed. Renard was chained next to her and he was massaging her arms to combat the loss of bloodflow.

      “At least I’m not yelling in French how I’m going to murder them and piss on their bones,” Knight countered, sticking his tongue out at her.

      I stood next to Jason who was still holding Knight’s arm like a lifeline. “Where’s Dreya?”

      “Hendrix,” was Arthur’s repeated response. I gripped the bars so hard I hoped they snapped in half.

      “Ana,” Knight muttered when he finally noticed his mother-in-law chained beside Jason. She stood and came as close as she could to us.

      “Kitty, drink my blood again. You and I are escaping with Clara.” She pulled Marie to her for a kiss, and they whispered loving things as a farewell.

      “What about them?” I demanded, gesturing to my family. “I’m not leaving them behind.”

      She rolled her eyes at me. “We’re not leaving them. We’ll get the keys from the guards and they’ll help everyone else escape.” Oh. “Are all the vampires and Lycans in here?” she asked Knight. He nodded, and she nodded back in confirmation. “You two will get everyone out of the city limits safely.”

      “Ordering everyone around like usual, ehh mom?” Knight joked, and instantly regretted it when she glared at him. “Sorry, ma’am.”

      Without missing a beat, she exposed her neck for me and I latched on like it was a line of sugar to snort. Happy shiny sugar. I was full within moments and tried to pull away, but she put her hand to my head. “More. You need to be stronger.” I obliged and drank until she let me stop, then she turned to Clara and drank from her twin for her Super Saiyan power up while I started spinning like a fuckin’ Ferris wheel, wheee! Once she was done, she kissed Clara’s forehead and broke through her sister’s cuff like it was paper. “That’s better. I was about to kill them for hurting you.” She broke hers as well and turned to me expectantly.

      Me? Break a vampire cuff? As if. I put my hands on the cuff, my fingers sliding between the metal and my neck, and gave it a yank. It broke with little effort and I stared at my hands in awe. I was Super Kitty! I flexed and drew Dom in for a heated kiss.

      Arthur made a noise of complaint when he saw us. “That’s not why I fucking sent you with her. We’re having words later, you pissant.”

      “Sssh, it’s so cute!” Knight squeed. “Psst, Dom. You hurt her and I hurt you.” He smiled and held a thumbs up to the man in my arms.

      “We’re wasting time,” Anastasia admonished, and Knight deflated with a pout. “Let’s go, Kitty.”

      I left them all behind as the three of us walked back down the hallway to the heavy metal door. Anastasia knocked on it like that was normal in this situation, waiting patiently for it to open. The dhampir guards were taken aback by the sight of us, but Anastasia raised her hands and they instantly stood at attention.

      “Keys,” she ordered them. One produced some keys that would unlock all the cuffs in the prison. “You will go inside this building and free everyone before coming back outside to your post. No one escaped, you saw nothing. Got it?” He nodded and disappeared behind us to the dark hallway. “And you,” she addressed the second dhampir. “Everyone is still a prisoner, you didn’t see anyone escape at all. Right?”

      “Yes, ma’am!” he shouted dutifully, and turned back to his post at the door like nothing had happened.

      “Let’s go,” she said to me, and we were off down the street.
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      “Your food is going to get cold, Dreya,” Governor Hendrix chided. We sat at his dinner table, mother and myself out of place amongst the dhampir guards. Darius wasn’t there, he’d been confined to his room so he wouldn’t help me escape, and don’t mistake me, he would’ve if I’d asked. Despite his betrayal, I had him wrapped around my finger, even if Governor Hendrix thought differently.

      I managed a polite smile, plastering on the practiced patience I’d had for my entire relationship with this miserable fuckwad of a man’s son. “It looks delicious, Governor.” Beside me, mother ate her portion of noodles and tomato sauce without comment. She hadn’t spoken a word since everyone had been locked away, and I feared she would enter the comatose state her mother had been in so many years ago. If she did, I’d be on my own, and only my ties to Darius would keep me safe. If that.

      The Governor turned his slimy gaze to her, showing a purple lustful color that made me feel sick. “You’ve been silent lately, Lisbeth. I’ve known you long enough to know you always have something to say.” She remained silent, eating the last remnants of her food and placing her fork on the plate to signify she was finished. His mouth twitched in irritation, but he still smiled at her sickeningly. “I’ve decided to approve the union of our children,” he announced, looking back at me. Yes. All my hard work would be worth it. “It will forge a new bond between our species, and we will work toward fixing all the hurt feelings your rebellion caused. Who knows? Maybe after a few years I’ll release your mates if you behave yourself.”

      Lisbeth’s blank face wasn’t giving anything away, but her aura shone the brightest red I’d ever seen. It was brighter than any red Olivier had ever shown, brighter than Arthur’s red the day he was taken away when I was a child. It was so red, so encompassing, I made me angry just looking at it. Very far underneath the red was a gloomy blue that tore at my heart. I didn’t know anyone could feel equal portions of anger and sadness at once, but she was proving me wrong.

      Mother’s hand moved to her belly where Hendrix couldn’t see. My little sister would be born into this life. I had no doubt Hendrix would take her away as soon as she was born, if she would even be allowed to survive long enough to be born, and either of those things would be the last straw I could take.

      “When will I get to see Darius?” I asked the Governor brightly, putting on my best face. “I can’t wait to start planning our wedding.”

      He smirked at me and took a sip of his water. “You’re not going to see him at all. Your marriage is only for the public. I won’t have you corrupting him behind my back. Don’t think for a second I buy your little act. You’re Lisbeth’s daughter, after all.”

      My hopes fell from their tower and smashed down to the ground like a delicate vase. All my hard work. Everything I’d sacrificed. It had all been for nothing. I’d never see Thomas’s smile again. I’d never hold him in my arms and tell him I never liked Darius, how I’d only dated him to ensure my family’s safety. And I’d never get to kiss Thomas, like I’d wanted to for so many years.

      “Don’t fucking talk to my daughter like that,” Lisbeth clipped in a dangerously quiet voice, her spine suddenly straightened and her head tilted in a way that meant she was listening to something in the hallway. I was too low on blood to hear anything, but the anticipation inside me rose.

      Hendrix raised his eyebrows and smiled at her. “She speaks! I was beginning to—”

      “Shut up,” Lisbeth ordered, slamming her fist on the table, not enough to break it, but our glasses shook so hard some water spilled out. Hendrix waved the guards away from us when they came forward in response to her movements. Her face went blank, but I could see the red overtaking her entire body. She was only rage, only anger. “Decades ago, a vampire named James held me captive as you have. He tortured me every day mercilessly, and the worst part was I could not refuse him. He had me under his control, in a way that was worse than your attempts to control me. But this time, I could’ve refused your treatment, and I didn’t. I swore, I swore, that if anyone else ever tried to control me like he did, that I would fight back, that I would break free. And you came, threatening my daughter, ripping my mate from my hands, and holding my husband’s life over my head like he was a bug you wanted to squish for your personal enjoyment.”

      A single tear rolled down her cheek, the only betrayal of the emotions I could see swirling all around her.

      “James never hurt me the way you have.”

      I covered my mouth to hold in the tears I felt coming over me. She was so still, like a statue. A dangerous statue with the red around her growing deeper and darker with every word she spoke. Even Hendrix was looking uncomfortable at the sight of her.

      “Alistair ruined the world for vampires, Lycans, and humans, and he wasn’t as cruel as you,” Lisbeth continued evenly, her fingers curling around her slightly swollen belly. “My mother slaughtered hundreds of my people, and she was still more merciful than you. You alienated me from my husband for years, you made me afraid to even open a window. I haven’t felt the sunlight on my face in thirteen years. You killed…” Her voice faltered slightly as despair filled blue overcame her, but she continued. “You killed my brother and sister. Before the drones came, vampires destroyed my home brick by brick, and you came and destroyed me stone by stone. I will not allow you to continue your destruction with my children. Dreya will not marry Darius.”

      Hendrix scoffed and sat back in his chair. “You have no room to make demands.”

      “I’m very certain I told you to shut the fuck up,” she retaliated, and he cowered slightly, enough where I felt satisfaction at his fear. She stood and the dhampirs responded with a step forward until they were all frozen in place. “Now, mother.”

      Before I could ask what was happening, Kitty burst in with two women. One held her hands out and the dhampirs moved out of the room under her command. From their descriptions and the telling purple eyes, I knew the women were my grandmother and her twin sister.

      “Under Hendrix’s personal orders, the vampires and Lycans are to be freed. He’s transferring control of the town to someone who isn’t a complete bastard,” Anastasia compulsed, and the dhampirs continued down the hall out of sight under her orders.

      “You can’t just—” Hendrix complained before mother cut him off with her hand around his throat. She leaned over him, pulled the pistol out from his belt, and dragged him over to the middle of the room where we stood around him, all pulling out our guns. Anastasia handed me her second pistol and I clicked the safety off as I’d been taught.

      Anastasia, Clara, Lisbeth, Kitty, and Dreya Bathory. We all held a pistol to the head of the man who had tortured my mother for so many years.

      “Your reign of terror is over,” Lisbeth proclaimed. “This city will never again hold my people prisoner.”

      Collectively, we let off our shots like a firing squad.
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        Six years later.
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      It was a warm, spring day in Texas at the farm house. I fluttered around the kitchen, making sure everything was just perfect for my daughter’s special day. Celebrating birthdays was something I’d gotten used to while living amongst humans, and while I still never enjoyed mine, I couldn’t imagine my years without a birthday party for my children. A new year was something to celebrate. It meant another year with family, another year to learn and grow and love.

      “Is the cake done?” Arthur asked as he came into the kitchen and tenderly kissed me on my lips, sparking the flame he’d already doused several times that morning with Knight alongside us. I deepened our kiss and I forgot the cake in the moment, immersed in his love. Since he returned to me, we hadn’t gone a day away from each other. I could barely even stand him leaving to take a shower. If I could’ve permanently attached him to me, I would’ve done so eagerly. No amount of time would erase my need for him, nor his for me.

      He smiled down at me, something he reserved only for our private moments, and I cherished it like a precious gem. He pulled me closer and kissed me again, deeply, slowly, forgetting why he’d come inside except to kiss me. “Cake,” he said finally, coming up for air.

      “It’s almost done,” I breathed against his lips with a smile. I turned, still wrapped in his arms, and ran my spatula over the pink icing to finish the smooth edges before I sprinkled some chopped nuts on top. Arthur kissed at my neck, right where his bite was. “You’re going to distract me again,” I chastised him, not that I was complaining.

      “I have to get all my kisses in while Knight is away,” he reasoned with another kiss on my neck. “He’ll just steal you, and I need all of you for every moment of every day.”

      I giggled. “You know you love him in your own way. I’ve seen the way you look at him when we’re having sex. It’s almost hotter than you fucking me.”

      “I do not look at him. Shut up.” I turned in his arms, smacked him, and pulled him in for another kiss. “Don’t tell him, he might take it wrong. He’s not into men.”

      I laughed again and wiggled out of his arms to pick the cake up. “Let’s shelve that conversation for when we’re not at a family party.” He grumbled, his hands clutching the back of my skirt, following me past the wooden dining table and out the front door with our black cat, Shadow, at our heels.

      Outside was a birthday party for my fourth child, Guenevieve, Gwen for short. She was turning five today, and we were celebrating it in style.

      After leaving Salvation behind, we’d settled into the farm house of Knight’s youth. There was a human town nearby of with various settlements of vampires and Lycans from the city that had come with us. We all looked after each other, in the way Salvation should’ve been. Over time more humans had come, and while not all of them were ecstatic about having vampire and Lycan neighbors, we kept the sharks away, and that kept us on their good sides, mostly.

      At our farm house, Gwen was playing chase with Jason and Yukina in the front garden. The two had been inseparable since they’d first met, and while we didn’t exactly do weddings anymore, I knew they would’ve said their vows without any hesitation.

      “Come and get me, Gwen!” Yukina shouted playfully, jumping onto Jason’s back as they ran around the grass.

      Gwen’s little brown legs tried to keep up with them and her black curls bobbed around, having escaped from the braid I’d put them in. She was a carbon copy of Knight and had inherited his brown eyes, meaning she only had to pout at me once and I did whatever she wanted. She squealed when she saw me putting the cake onto our lawn table and ran up to me, grabbing my legs.

      “Mommy!” she shouted happily. “Is daddy coming back soon?”

      I bent down and kissed the top of her brown head. “He’ll be here, I promise.” She let me go and held her hands out to Arthur for him to pick her up as I started putting some tiny homemade candles into the cake.

      “Dada!” she shouted when Arthur had hoisted her up into his arms. She pulled at his cheeks and he almost smiled at her. Almost.

      An engine came in the distance and I perked up at the sound, the cake forgotten. Arthur followed me down the driveway as Jason and Yukina came up beside us to watch the truck arrive.

      This day wasn’t just Gwen’s birthday. No. Today was even better. I brought my hand up to my mouth to stifle my tears and the truck came close enough for me to smell everyone inside. Arthur shifted Gwen to his right arm and he put his left around my shoulders.

      “They’re here,” I sniffled, tilting my head to rest against my mate’s. They were finally home. The truck came up to us and stopped with a swerve to the left. Behind the wheel, Knight waved to us, but the back of the truck unloaded before he could get out.

      A bombardment of my family came at me and I was swept up in a wave of hugs from everyone who’d been gone for the past five years. Dreya, Thomas, Kitty, Dom, Anastasia, Clara, Lucas, Olivier, Renard, and behind them was the man who’d been gone for much longer than them, the man they’d gone searching for while we held up the fort.

      Balthazar stood with his cane in hand, smiling up at me with his smooth as silk grin, as he always had before we were parted.

      “Traffic was hectic in Copenhagen. Sorry I’m late.”

      “You bastard,” I shouted at him, taking off in a run and grabbing him in a tight hug. The relief I felt with his arms around me was almost surprising, but I was still angry with him, and I pulled away to shout my frustration. “Getting yourself thrown in prison, making my family have to go after you, you stupid fuck, I am so pissed at you, and I know my grandmother is up in heaven calling you every name she can think of because you’re such a dick!” I caught my breath after my tirade, and I held him even closer, kissing him on the cheek over and over. “I’m so happy you’re home.” Toni the succubus was waiting in the truck bed, watching us. She waved at me with a small smile, a complete change from her usual demeanor. Maybe they’d been in prison for much longer than it had been for us since time moved differently in the Bicus realm. I released him from my hug and wiped my nose, turning to hug Knight when he came up beside me.

      “I smell cake,” he noted with a sniff, looking around for it. I loved him so much. At least he hadn’t been gone for five years, I wouldn’t have been able to bear it.

      “Fucking Bicus realm and its stupid time warping. We were there for like twenty minutes and came out five years later,” Kitty grumped, Dom’s hands in her jacket pockets from behind. He kissed at her head and Shadow the cat came to rub against Kitty’s legs. “Then we came out in a weird place, and it took us days to light the signal beacon Arthur set up nearby so Knight could come and get us.”

      “I haven’t eaten in a week,” Dreya complained in Thomas’s arms, finally displaying her real self again.

      “There’s cake,” Knight emphasized in response, pointing in the direction of the smell. Everyone left us to go grab slices of it and some of the fruit I’d left on the table. Knight stayed behind to give me a tender, slow kiss on my lips, and I felt warm and happy all over. He swished our noses together cutely and kissed the tip of mine before folding me into his arms. “All mine,” he proclaimed with a smile.

      “Close, but no,” Arthur corrected beside us. I heard him set Gwen down so she could run after Kitty.

      “Ssssh, daddy’s talking,” Knight smarted. I knew Arthur would be rolling his eyes at him, and I giggled against Knight’s chest at the mental image. I turned just enough to see him, in fact, rolling his eyes, and I reached out for his hand, which he took and accompanied it with one of his secret special smiles. Knight looked up and the smile disappeared, but only just. “Did you think when you came to arrest this rabble rouser that you’d end up falling in love with her?”

      Arthur didn’t even pause. “Absolutely not.”

      “What?” I bleated in complaint.

      He inclined his head toward me, almost smiling again. “But I’m glad I did.”

      “Close enough,” Knight proclaimed, and he took my other hand to lead both of us to the lawn table where he claimed the last three slices of cake for us.

      I watched my children chasing each other on the lawn, the adults laughing at a story being told, and my mates standing on either side of me. We’d been broken, abused, and had loved ones taken from us forever, but in that moment, we had each other, and that was better than any vision of the future, because this was the future I wanted to live.

      For as long as I could live it.
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      I woke up in a tangle of limbs. With several legs over mine, two arms slung across my stomach, and someone’s face planted against my hair, it was hard to tell where they ended and I began. Carefully, I extracted myself from my two lovers’ embrace and slid off the end of our big bed, only to turn around and see they had already filled my empty space by snuggling with each other. Knight sleepily raised his head and kissed Arthur’s lips, then he curled up closer to the icy warrior who held him close like he was his precious teddy bear.

      Yeah. That was happening now.

      One day I’d come home from visiting my parents only to find Arthur passionately kissing my husband while jacking him off, and it made for some very hot sex afterwards, no complaints. Now they were bonded mates in addition to being my mates, and our little ménage trio was doing well. I’ll admit that seeing them making out while still in a sleepy haze was a major turn on, but I had to get up and make sure breakfast was ready by the time the kids were up.

      “Don’t fuck without me,” I threw over my shoulder as I bent to our communal chest of drawers so I could get dressed for the day. Pulling some clothes and my jewelry from a drawer, I heard some lazy protests before heavy moaning filled the air and I turned back to see my lovers making out still with their hands on each other’s hard erections. My dress and necklace fell to the floor, and I was very glad I was already naked. “Or this is good too.”

      Knight sat up, throwing me a devilish grin that sent shivers all over my body, and he knelt in front of Arthur before sliding his hard cock inside the vampire so hard it brought a long drawn out groan from Arthur’s lips. The view of Knight’s smooth, round ass from where I was standing as he started thrusting in and out of our lover was too much for me to handle. I eagerly climbed back onto the bed and ran my hand up and down his buttocks, smacking one cheek and then the other, making him moan and throw his head back.

      “Come here,” Arthur said breathlessly, tugging at my knee. I crawled over to him, squealing when Knight returned the favor and smacked my ass back. Arthur was gripping the sheets already from the intensity of my husband’s fucking, but he carefully guided me to the spot he wanted, where my dripping slit was right over his face. I gripped the headboard and jerked upright at the first tease of his tongue along my folds. His rough hands held me in place so I couldn’t escape the ruthless tongue lashing I was about to receive, even if I got too sensitive for it. He knew exactly what I liked.

      Arthur lowered me onto his tongue and immediately suckled my clitoris into his mouth, rolling his tongue across it until I was gasping against the headboard, almost unsure if I could still hold myself up before he was finished with me. He brought a hand up and slid two fingers inside my pussy, fucking me in and out in time with his mouth. A low guttural groan escaped my lips as I grew slightly sensitive from his intensity and I tried to move away if only for a second.

      A firm hand landed on my head, holding me in place by a chunk of my hair, pressing my cheek into the wall behind our bed. “Don’t even think about moving, Lis,” Knight commanded, his voice husky and slightly out of breath from his ravenous fucking. “Make her come, Arthur. She can’t get away.” Knight had taken a tip from our lover, becoming more assertive with me sexually, and yes, it was the hottest thing ever. He was also right, I was completely pinned between them, unable to move with Knight’s hand firmly holding my head and Arthur’s arm cupped around my waist so I couldn’t lift my hips. Knowing I was so helpless drove me absolutely wild, making it no surprise I was about to climax.

      Arthur pushed into both our heads since we were all connected now through my psychic abilities. She’s tightening up on my fingers, she really can’t resist us holding her in place. We should definitely tie her up again. I moaned from the memory of the last time they’d tied me up. Arthur tied me to a kitchen chair, legs spread, breasts bare, so I could watch him fuck Knight in the ass until he came all over my naked body. Then Arthur pulled my hips forward and fucked my ass in the chair, not letting me orgasm until I begged for him to tie me up more often. Then he allowed Knight to flick my clit once, sending me careening off into the abyss of a climax so intense I almost passed out.

      “That was a good memory,” Knight purred, the sound of his balls hitting Arthur’s ass the only sound I could hear over my own moans. I’d accidentally sent both of them a replay of that day, and the slight humiliation sent an erotic pulse through me, shoving me over the edge until I was coming on Arthur’s tongue over and over, unable to even move my head beyond sagging against the headboard. “Don’t stop, keep licking her.”

      Hazy, I was about to ask what he was doing when I felt Knight probing my ass and sliding his cock inside me, with the hand on my head not slacking for one second. His other hand reached around and grasped one of my breasts, flicking the nipple until I gasped and bucked my hips because the sensations were too intense. Arthur’s tongue on my clit, his fingers in my pussy, and Knight’s cock moving in and out of my ass. My tired body didn’t know whether to shy away or beg for more. Either way, the option was no longer mine because they had me and they would do whatever they wanted to me. And gods, I loved it.

      Knight’s hot breath fluttered over my neck and he pulled me away from the wall until I was flush against his back and he was holding me in place again as he fucked away at my ass. God, he was so good at this. He was tireless, even when he went at a blinding pace and thrust so hard it almost hurt. The effect on me though was palpable, making my pussy gush around Arthur’s fingers and my body awash with pleasure.

      Without even realizing, I hit that sweet spot and started babbling out from the haze I was in. “Fuck, fuck me harder. I need to come again.”

      Greedy, Arthur sent to me, almost chuckling against my clitoris.

      In response, Knight started pulling me away from Arthur’s mouth and I gripped the headboard to stop him. “No, no! I want to come.” But Knight wasn’t listening, he pulled me down Arthur’s body so I was poised above Arthur’s still erect penis and I was lowered onto it until they were both inside me, filling me to the brim. I was still close enough to a climax that I could hardly think, but I gripped Arthur’s arms when he sat up and they both started a rhythm of fucking me in and out, making it impossible for me to go back. Groans bubbled from my throat and Knight pulled at my hair again until I was immobile against him, and he made sure to capture my hands so I couldn’t rub myself to make this happen any faster.

      Ass.

      “Connect us,” Knight ordered into my ear, biting at the lobe slightly. As soon as I did, their mutual sensations filled me, making me so overwhelmed I felt like I was floating over the room. Knight was holding himself off so much, he could hardly stand it, seeing me so overcome was about to make him lose it. Arthur was enjoying the view of both of his lovers together and the sight was having the same effect on him, and especially after being nicely fucked before me, he was dangerously close to the edge. I couldn’t take it, I started coming in a never ending wave that swept them along with me until I literally passed out from the pleasure.
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      When I woke up for the second time that morning, I was still entwined with various limbs, only this time we were a sweaty heap that was completely drained for the rest of the century. Grunting, I shoved a leg off of my ribcage and was swept into a cuddle spoon before I could react. Knight clutched me to him, nuzzling my naked ass into the crook of his body where we fit perfectly together. Arthur was on my other side, pushing himself against my breasts and planting soft kisses along my cheek and lips.

      “Balthazar is coming over,” I got out in-between kisses.

      “Mmm,” Arthur buzzed against my lips. “He can watch.”

      That brought me reeling back so I could catch the look on his face, just to be sure he was in fact joking. “That’s not funny, babe.”

      “S’not like he’s never seen you naked,” Knight noted sleepily against my bare shoulder. “Trust me, he’s got a hard-on for you still.”

      I wiggled out of their arms because the conversation was going somewhere I wasn’t sure I liked. “Okay, ha ha. Don’t tease me. Yes, we fucked and it was amazing. That was sixty-seven years ago. Also we’re not talking about this,” I emphasized after I picked my dress up from the floor. I threw it over my head and flipped my curls out in a huff, not bothering with my necklace that I put on top of the dresser.

      “How long did it take you to accept your feelings for Arthur,” my husband said dryly, giving me a knowing look.

      Why? Why did I have to end up with two men who ganged up on me at every turn, bringing out the painful things I tried to avoid?

      My scowl in his direction stayed as I pulled out some underwear and slipped it on under my dress. “This is not the same thing, Knight. It has never been the same thing, and it will never be the same thing.” After walking to the door and turning back, my eyes landed on Arthur’s icy face and he was giving me that look that meant he thought I was wrong. “No, you keep that look to yourself. You’re wrong. You’re both wrong. I love you both, but stick it up your ass.”

      That was my send-off to their naked butts as I shut the bedroom door behind me.

      Damn men and their meddling therapy sessions. I loved the absolute piss out of them, but gods, why would they say something like that? They had no idea what they were talking about. I knew my head and my heart.

      “Lisbeth, good morning,” Balthazar said, suddenly in front of me.

      “God, stop that!” I waved my hand at him, somehow unable to look him in the eye, and walked through the den to the dining room where little nine year old Gwen sat at the table drawing a picture. I kissed the top of her dark head on my way to the kitchen where I got out several pots to make breakfast in. Balthazar rounded the corner in between the dining room and kitchen, making me jump again. “Fuck, it’s like you’ve gained the ability to be incorporeal again. God forbid,” I said dryly with a laugh, but he was meeting my awkward look with a curious expression. I cleared my throat and opened the fridge door, blocking him from my view so I could pick up our bowl of eggs.

      God damn it.

      “You smell of love,” he said from behind the door, and I closed it with a whoosh of air to look up at him.

      “And you smell like lilacs.” Fuck, my burns were weak. I wrinkled my nose in disgust at myself and turned to the stove. “So, where’s George? The guy that lives at the abandoned movie theater?” I didn’t have to specify who I was talking about because he was our only neighbor named George. Balthazar had negotiated blood rations with the man and they’d become friends along the way.

      As I started prepping the meal, I realized our egg bowl only had one egg inside it because I’d been too distracted to notice. Eager for an excuse to get away from my oldest friend, I reached under the counter for our egg basket and popped up with a smile. “I need to go gather eggs. I’ll be back in two shakes of a lamb’s tail.”

      I rushed outside the kitchen through the back door and wiped a stray curl from my now sweaty forehead. What was wrong with me? I’d never thought of Balthazar romantically since the night I conceived Kitty after mindless fucking that had me drooling like a sex crazed idiot, but was that because I had no feelings for him, or because I’d very soon afterwards had my affections spoken for with someone else?

      Fuck, feelings were the worst.

      I trod along the field outside our house to the chicken coop Knight and Arthur built after we came here over ten years ago. After building it, they spent the better part of a month tracking down wild chickens to fill it with so we could have fresh eggs. The chickens clucked and fluttered around my bare feet when I opened the gate and shut it behind me. Wading through a large group of the birds, I lifted the hen house roof and started reaching inside to gather the eggs from the nests. Several brooding hens were actually sitting on theirs so I gently stuck my fingers under their feathers to pull out the eggs they’d laid. One bright red hen pecked my hand in protest, but I pat her head anyway and shut the roof after I was done.

      A rooster crowed at me when I walked past him while something startled the birds on the other side of the coop. My ears hadn’t caught the sound with my distracted mood, and now that I used my senses, I could feel a human nearby. I smelled her blood, fresh and crisp. The chickens flew at me when I rushed to exit the coop, but they didn’t escape like they’d planned to. I set the egg basket down in the grass and ran towards the smell of fresh blood.

      Not far away from the coop stood a large oak tree with a corpse underneath it. No, not a corpse. Her pulse was still thrumming rapidly in her veins, but it was weak. Far too weak. She resembled my mother’s appearance when we’d first met, with a ratty, torn black dress and matted, dirty hair. Who was this woman?

      I bent to help her up and she wheezed out a breath that sounded eerily like she had a punctured lung. “Let me help you,” I assured her soothingly as I helped prop her up against the tree trunk. The blood I was smelling came from a wound in her side, and I knew it was one she would not survive.

      “Li—” she broke off and coughed in a fit that blew spurts of blood onto her hand. I picked her up and carried her from the tree to our water pump to get her a glass of water. She took it gratefully and drank deeply of the cool liquid. “Lisbeth,” she said hoarsely, looking up at me.

      I was taken aback that this creature knew my name. “You know me?” I couldn’t recall knowing anyone that looked like her. Maybe her face was too dirty to tell properly. I wet the corner of my dress to wipe at her filthy cheeks to see if I could clean her up enough to jog my memory.

      “No,” she protested, pushing my hands away. “There’s no time. If I die first, nothing will matter.”

      “Lisbeth?” Knight’s voice came from the back door behind me. “Who is that?”

      The woman took my hand and clutched it to her chest. “I’m Serene Halace. I was a professor at Highborn Academy before the sharks came.” Highborn? I’d never heard of it. Was it a prep school? “Here, take this. It will guide you to Highborn when you get back.” She pressed a compass necklace into my hands and coughed again with more blood appearing on her dress and chin. “I’ve been looking for you for so long. If you can’t help us, then no one can.”

      “I’m going to take you inside, one of my husbands is a doctor.” I tried to stand but she tugged me back down again.

      “No, you don’t understand. I’m not going to survive this either way. I’m sorry that what I have to do will come at such a price. If there were any way I could prevent that, know that I would do it.”

      Even though she wasn’t making sense, I’d become engrossed in her words as a sick feeling settled in my stomach. “What price? What am I doing that involves a sacrifice?” I tried brushing some of her hair back from her face and felt her scorching hot forehead.

      “You have to save the world again. You have to prevent Alistair from destroying the humans, and the only way you can is if I send you back to before the war happened.” Her words were absurd, and I could barely form a thought to argue them with my head starting to spin in confusion. “I’m the last witch alive, and if I’m gone, there will be no one guarding the portal. If the portal opens, the world will be destroyed again, and this time, there will be no going back.”

      I blinked and a tear dropped from my eyelashes. Why was I crying? “You said something about a price? And what do you mean by send me back?”

      “You’ll never see this version of your family again. Your children. Your husbands. You can get them back, but they won’t be the same.”

      In a rush, I straightened and turned as if the world had slowed to a crawl, facing the house where Gwen stood next to Knight and Arthur. Even with my brain trying to wrap itself around this, I reached out to them just as Serene shot her hand out to grasp my ankle. An electric shot went up my leg and I sprang away from her only for her body to fall dead on the ground.

      “Mommy!” Gwen cried out to me, running towards me from the steps of the porch with Knight behind her. My legs were stuck to the earth, I couldn’t move. My hand reached to them, but before they could get to me, everything disappeared into a flood of black.
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      I woke up to the scent of blood in my room. Blood and coffee.

      Wait. No. I’ve done this before.

      I shot up from my bed —when was I in bed… oh god. All around me was a room I hadn’t seen in over fifty years. The cream walls, the vanilla carpet, the golden comforter.

      And to my side was…

      A shirtless Cameron looked up from his phone, a grin on his perfect, beautiful face. “Sorry, you were shouting in your slee—” I cut him off, launching myself off the bed and into his arms where our combined weight broke the chair he was sitting on.

      “I love you, I love you, I love you,” I repeated, kissing him all over his face with one chaste kiss to his lips before I hugged him to my body so tightly he grunted in pain.

      Cameron was back. He wasn’t dead anymore. He wasn’t a smoking corpse in the city that held me captive for years with that fucking bastard Hendrix. And the fact that Cameron was here meant…

      Selene had sent me back in time. Back to the day before my life had changed forever.

      Tomorrow Simon would cross the vampire border, and if I wasn’t there to protect him, someone else might see him and do the unspeakable thing that I couldn’t do: kill a child. It would only make sense that someone else had been there, because how else had the Order found out?

      “Why are you kissing me? That’s so gross, stop it!” I hugged him through his protests until he hung limp against me. A knock sounded at the front door of the suite and my memories of this day flipped out like file folders, running over my eyes until I was efficiently refreshed on everything.

      I had no time to feel the whiplash of time travel. My first action had to be finding the Highborn school thing. Looking down, I saw the compass around my neck with the needle pointing steadily right out my window. I had to get my children and my husbands back. Nothing else mattered.

      “That’ll be Othello,” Cameron smarted in annoyance. Ahh shit, I’d have to go through the motions of this day. Goddd, I did not want to do this. I wanted to leave immediately and get my life back from that fucking witch.

      “Yes, that man does not know when to quit,” I said before I could stop myself, popping a hand over my mouth as Cameron raised a curious eyebrow at me. I’d said exactly what he was going to say.

      “Yeah. That. Be sure to let him down easy this time.” He helped extricate us both from the broken chair and sat down on the edge of my bed to continue with his game, leaving me to deal with another face I hadn’t seen in many years. A robe waited for me on the handle of my bathroom door and I put it on while heading towards the front door, steeling myself for this moment with gritted teeth.

      I opened the heavy door and came face to face with my ancient nemesis, the leader of my Order, Othello, who was holding a bouquet of roses to offset his deathly pale face. God, he was as gross looking as I remembered. I pasted on a smile and leaned against my doorway, making sure to keep the door as closed as possible so he wouldn’t see Cameron when he came from my room in about ten seconds.

      “Those for me?”

      Othello brightened like a light, my sudden enthusiasm very different from how I used to treat him back in that day, and he chimed in with his thick British butler accent. “Yes, of course! Good morning, Lisbeth.”

      “Morning, boss.” Ahh, this was a good day. I wasn’t in charge of the entire fucking race of vampires yet. Maybe I never would be now. Yay me.

      Othello’s vacant eyes eagerly followed my movements as I marveled at the beautiful flowers in his hands. It had been so long since I’d seen roses as lovely as the ones he’s brought me. “Yes, yes. It’s almost time for the meeting. It’ll be in the drawing-room.”

      We both said his last line simultaneously.

      “The bigger one.”

      I finger gunned him and winked. “Totes. Got it, boss man. However, I kind of have a date today. I’m busy.”

      He was taken aback, as if it hadn’t occurred to him that I’d even consider looking for someone else to fill my bed. He covered the emotion quickly, adjusting his jacket and cravat before slicking down his greasy hair in one movement. “We have the turning, Lisbeth. This is your role here; I won’t have you shirking your responsibilities.”

      I clicked my tongue and shrugged, rolling my eyes towards the ceiling. “I’d agree with you, but this is one hot piece of ass we’re talking about. I can’t just not go. Can we re-schedule to tomorrow?” Not that I was planning on being there the next day, but it wasn’t like I had a solid plan yet.

      Othello looked like I’d just flashed him my boobs, completely flabbergasted to silence that was only broken by partial words as he tried to form a response. “You… This isn’t…”

      “I feel ya, boss man,” I comforted, throwing a hand out to pat him on his jacketed shoulder. “But if you’ll recall, I’ve never asked for anything ever. Can’t I get just one little bitty tiny pass?” I held out two fingers to make a tiny space between them and stuck out my bottom lip. God, I was flirting with the ugliest guy in the world.

      He was flustered for a few more seconds before he adjusted his jacket again and straightened his spine. “Okay, we will postpone the turning one day. Only one.”

      “Awesome! High five!” I held out a hand and Othello stared at it like it had poison thorns. Shit. I wasn’t acting like old me at all. This was me after over sixty years of being married to Knight.

      Fuck. He wasn’t with me yet. The memory he was out there not even knowing who I was did not sit well with me. I remembered the look on his face before I’d disappeared, and the look on Gwen’s face as she ran towards me with fear all over her beautiful little features. Fear that she’d never see her mother again.

      “Lisbeth, darling. What’s wrong?”

      With a deep sniff, I emerged from the memory still standing in my doorway and Othello’s hand was on my shoulder. I shrugged him off, wiping at the tears that had appeared during my throwback. “Sorry,” I mumbled to him and sniffed a few times. “See you tomorrow.” I closed the door on him and sank slowly to the carpet. My old friend, this ugly expensive carpet. You haven’t yet experienced what it’s like for me to be on top of you for weeks on end until your fibers are melded into my skin. Let’s hope it never comes to that.

      “You okay?” Cameron was behind me, wearing a shirt this time, and I stood, straightening up to my full height, trying to smile at him.

      “I’m great. I just have some things to do today. You okay on your own?” Leaving him would be torture, but he was alive now. I wasn’t going to let him die again. Never again.

      “I’m not a goldfish that dies if you look away,” he snarked with that perfect grin of his.

      “Right, well, better get downstairs, that orange juice won’t drink itself,” I said with a gesture to the door.

      “Don’t you need to feed?” he asked before moving towards the door. “You rescheduled the turning, so you’ll need some blood.”

      “I’ll be fine. What’s one day without blood?” I shrugged and hooked his arm to usher him out, closing the door behind him. Unbeknownst to him, Arthur and I had gladly gone hungry sometimes to make sure our children had enough blood from their father. Humans had been scarce before and he was the best candidate for blood. Always being thirsty had become somewhat normal to me, but I’d need more if I wanted to use my powers constantly.

      After getting dressed into the least fashionable outfit I had, blue jeans with a blue jean jacket, a plain black tee, and boots designed by someone of zero notoriety, I compiled a list of things I needed as I packed a backpack with clothes and other things.

      With my bag almost full, I automatically went to my nightstand drawer for the christening artifacts from my children’s ceremonies, because that’s exactly where I would’ve kept it here. The drawer only had a brush and some mints, and though my brain threatened to be overcome from everything happening to me, I squared my shoulders and left my room behind.
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      Down in the kitchen, I was packing up some snacks when Olivier entered through the side door that opened up to the patio outside. Looking almost identical to the Olivier from my old life, minus a few scars here and there, she saw me stuffing my backpack as full as it would go with granola bars and twinkies, and leaned against the counters, placing a hand on her hip.

      “Going somewhere?”

      “Yeah,” I said absently, focused on this task so I could be focused on the next until the tasks ended and my family was back in my arms.

      “Roses, huh?”

      I chanced a look up at her and she had a knowing look on her face. Oh, right. Othello. I tried an ironic laugh that came out like a limp noodle. “Roses, yep,” I said, popping my lips with the last syllable while zipping up my bag.

      “Lis.” I timidly met her eyes to see she had a expression of gentle concern, an emotion that both versions of Olivier rarely displayed. “What’s the matter? And what in god’s name are you wearing?”

      Crossing the distance between us, I swept her up in a hug and wished I could tell her everything. I knew what had happened last time, I’d put her at risk with my secrets, and if I saved Simon again, she’d be recruited to hunt me down again.

      Oh god, Arthur.

      I had to get out of here. I needed to go back home so I could tell them all I loved them so much. Selene said it was a one way trip, but there’s no way that could be true. She did it once, she can do it again.

      “I love you, Olivier. You’re my best friend,” I whispered against her shoulder. Her timid hands came up to embrace me back and I felt the questions building up inside her over my behavior. I pulled away and left before she could search my eyes again and see everything I was trying to hide. I made the journey down to the basement where the turned dormitory and its rows of empty coffins greeted me. They should be full of newly turned vampires, but that hadn’t happened yet. I was changing things already. Was that good or bad? Would it effect the future I came from?

      Trotting as fast as I could, I got to the underground garage and clicked the fob to light up the car that belonged to me. It wasn’t my old Excalibur. Maybe we’d meet again on this new journey. I pulled up and out of the garage where the front gates opened up for me automatically, then I turned left and sped off down the deserted country road because I had one more stop before finding Highborn.

      I had to talk to Balthazar.
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      When I was far enough away from the castle, I stopped my car off the side of the road and got out, traversing down the ditch to a field of prickly grass. Then I breathed deeply and spoke the words Balthazar taught me.

      “Balzjanyóur nappnia lanliápob,” I shouted as loudly as I could. A puff of lilacs smacked me in the face and Balthazar appeared before me with his tailored suit and cane that he tapped against his shiny leather shoe. He was instantly wary of me, his blue eyes running up and down me to find what was different.

      “I never taught you how to do that,” he said, squinting at me. “You’re not my Lisbeth. You’re a Lisbeth, but not mine. Where did you come from?”

      A sigh of relief escaped my lips. I knew it wouldn’t be this easy with the other two men, but Balthazar I could always count on. “The future. Specifically, sixty-seven years into the future.”

      His eyebrows raised in surprised as he tapped more with the cane. “What’s it like?”

      “It blows. Literally, like…” I motioned with my hands in an explosion gesture, making the sound with my mouth. Bwooookkksshh. “Apocalypse happened. Humans are almost extinct. You were put in jail, that was nice, especially since I tasked you with watching someone important to me and you were arrested before I could get back to him.” I waited for Balthazar to say something, but he was studying me carefully, picking up on things I’d said, and more importantly things I hadn’t said.

      “There’s only one reason I’d be arrested,” he noted, his eyes narrowing. “Who was the person you left me with? Boyfriend?” I didn’t answer, and that told him enough. “Son then.”

      “We’re not talking about that.”

      “Then what are we talking about?” A small grin pulled at the corners of his mouth and my stomach flipped over. I’d forgotten how much he used to flirt with me before we had sex. Once that happened, everything between us was strictly business. I’d also forgotten how attractive I used to find him.

      I cleared my throat and brushed at one of my curls to distract the growing warmth in my mid-section. “I’ve been sent back by the witches.” His eyebrows raised in shock again, but he remained silent. “Apparently the apocalypse wiped them out completely and they were guarding some kind of portal or some crap, and everything was going to shit if it remained unguarded. I don’t know, she died before I could get clarification.”

      He humphed out an ironic laugh. “Should’ve known the witches would get involved with us sooner or later. Non-involvement treaty, my ass.”

      “You knew witches existed and you never fucking told me?” I hissed at him, ready to bring a hand out to smack him as punishment for withholding. “You and your fucking secrets, I swear to god. First my grandmother and now this?”

      That stopped him cold and he stepped forward to grab my arm with a dark look on his face. “What did future me tell you about her? How much do you know?”

      I pried his fingers off me before he left a bruise. “Everything. The Countess, Anastasia. I know everything.” He stepped away like I’d slapped him, stumbling back and using his cane to steady himself. “Future us had no secrets. Except for the witches, I suppose. Where did they come from, by the way?”

      “Where all the other creatures did. Demons mixing with humans.”

      “Other creatures?” I spit between clenched teeth. “You’d better start talking, you incorporeal piece of ass.”

      “You realize that’s not an insult.”

      “TALK.”

      He rolled his eyes at me. “Fine. When your psycho mother almost destroyed vampires and werewolves, vampires decided to remain closed off from the rest of the world. They didn’t want to be involved with witches, centaurs, faeries, the unicorns, or any of them.”

      “Unicorns are real?”

      “Focus,” he ordered with a stern look. “So the magical world agreed to cut your kind off from theirs. You were never to know they existed because the magical beasts are at war with witches. They have been for as long as you’ve been alive. Something happened between them that I was never told about. I’m not even sure they remember anymore. But because vampires were almost destroyed, they wanted to stay out of it. Your kind couldn’t afford to lose more people ever. Even though Lycans are part of the magical war, it wasn’t possible to erase them from vampire society because of how close your two species are.”

      Pacing the prickly grass, I clutched a hand to my aching forehead and tried to wrap my mind around this information. “Okay. But, I was part of the vampire Council in my timeline. They never told me any of this.”

      “Of course they wouldn’t have. Most of them don’t even know about it. Those that did are sworn to secrecy. The witches put a spell on the vampires so they’d never mention it unless someone else did first. I cautioned they should do the same for Anastasia’s story, but they insisted they couldn’t just in case she came back. I’m guessing she did.” His spiteful tone brought my eyes back to him with a sharp glare.

      “Not in the way you think. She saved us. She’s actually pretty cool now.”

      He laughed loudly, ironically, like I was hilarious. “Your future sounds ridiculous. There’s no way Anastasia Bathory is ‘pretty cool.’”

      I crossed my arms over my chest and gave him a teasing smile. “Haha, laugh it up, Incubus. She’s related to you in my future.”

      He froze and looked up at me, still bent in a laugh. “How?”

      Fuck. I bit my lip and tried to keep my face straight. “Never mind. Forget I said that.” I couldn’t tell him about Kitty. He might never have sex with me and I needed her back.

      His warm, appreciative grin sent a jolt right through me. “I never knew you would become an enigma. I have to admit, it is very appealing.”

      I tried to focus on the ugly grass around us so he wouldn’t see a flush on my face. Why was I blushing? This sucked. “Yes, well. Feel free to disappear, but remember I can summon you anytime I want, and yes, I’ll be doing it often.”

      His smile grew until it was as bright as the sunlight. “I will be looking forward to it. See you soon, Lisbeth.” And he was gone, with only his footprints in the grass to show he’d been there.

      God damn it.

      Not only had the father of my older daughter kept secrets from me all this time, he was also flirting with me again. The last conversation I had with my husbands notwithstanding, I wasn’t sure how to handle him staring at me like I was a damn Twinkie.

      With the look on his face hammered into my head, I got back into my car and started driving in the direction the magic compass was pointing. I could only hope Highborn was nearby, but it could’ve very well been in a different country. Selene hadn’t told me where it was.

      When I checked the compass needle again, it started spinning in every direction. I thumped it against the wheel to fix it and a glowing purple cloud appeared in front of my car, swallowing me up and spitting me out somewhere completely different. I slammed on the brakes as an invisible barrier rose up to meet me, crushing the front of my car. Cursing under my breath, I got out to assess the damage when a ripple went through the barrier and I could see what was behind it for a brief moment.

      Hogwarts.

      I was at fucking Hogwarts.

      That fucking witch sent me to a fictional place and now I’d never be able to get back home.

      “You there! How did you get here?” A woman stood at a nearby entrance gate that was no doubt the only way to get through the barrier. She had a long, purple dress on and a wand in her hand, so I was definitely in the right place. The school disappeared until all I could see was plain and indifferent countryside. The witch was fast approaching me, holding her wand out like a sword. “We don’t allow your kind here, vampire. I’ll have to wipe your memory of this place and send you on your way.”

      “You touch my head and you’ll be in all sorts of trouble, lady,” I warned, and held up the compass so she could see it. “I’m on a mission. Selene Halace sent me.”

      Her thin, razor-like eyebrows raised so high they were going to get caught in her hair. “Halace sent you? Halace doesn’t know any vampires.”

      “Look, I’m really tired of this day, so can you just show me inside? Believe me, I would’ve rather never known your kind exists, because if I didn’t, I’d still be back in 2084 with my family, instead of being here where they don’t exist.”

      Impossibly, her eyebrows rose even higher. “2084.” I nodded so hard my hair fell over my face and I had to swipe it back. “Come with me.” She turned and we walked through the entrance gate, revealing again the massive school building sitting on top of a large hill.

      “You realize this place looks like Hogwarts, right?” I noted dryly, looking everywhere at once so I could take it all in.

      She humphed at me like a strict schoolmarm. “It does not. That place is completely different. Don’t let me catch you saying that to our headmaster either, he takes offense.” Her long dress hit my legs if I walked too close behind her so I stayed a few paces back. “I’m Isabelle Wisniewski, by the way.”

      “Lisbeth Bathory.”

      We’d just reached the front courtyard when she turned with a look of horror, the name clearly sparking a reaction. “You’re not related to that… to Anastasia Bathory, are you?”

      Leaning in close to her head, I could smell the succulent blood in her veins, feel the rapid beating of her heart. “She’s my mom,” I whispered with a grin.

      “Oh!” She popped a hand to her mouth. “Oh my.” Her eyes darted to the various children in the courtyard around us, no doubt wondering if she had enough time to get them to safety before I attacked them. I would’ve been amused, if the idea of harming a child wasn’t so utterly repulsive to me.

      “Relax, Isabelle. I might be a vampire but we have very strict rules about attacking humans. Plus, I’m one of the few who refuses to hurt children. It’s gotten me into trouble, too, I can assure you.”

      Her shoulders relaxed and she managed to smile back at me. “I’m very glad to hear that.” We continued on like we’d never stopped and she opened the massive front doors for us, leading up to the entry way where a class of students were standing. “Thank you for waiting, class. Theresa,” she addressed to a taller one who approached us. “I need you to stay with the children for now.” They discussed a few other things, leading me to believe Theresa was Isabelle’s teaching assistant. I zoned out as I waited, looking over the group of kids. They were all about the size Gwen had been, and I stopped cold when I saw a girl that resembled her. Her dark tanned skin, her long black hair, they were the same. But it wasn’t her.

      What if I never got her back?

      “Lisbeth,” Isabelle addressed, bring me out of my haze and back to her face. “Come with me, please.” I took one last look at the girl and followed her teacher out of the hall.

      We went up a flight of stairs, down a hallway, up more stairs, until Isabelle opened a door and led us inside. It looked to be a potions classroom, and three people stood around a cauldron that had bubbling green liquid inside. A large bubble of it burst, sending a drop sailing to the table it sat on, and it sizzled as it ate at the wood. Gross. What was in that? Magical acid?

      When I looked up from the cauldron, I recognized one of the three standing in front of it. “You,” I spat at a younger looking Selene. “You’re the one who brought me here.”

      Of course, this version of her had never seen me before, which she demonstrated by laughing at me with a hand in front of her mouth. “I have no idea what you’re—” I interrupted her by holding up the compass and her face turned pale.

      One of the other three was a man who was barely taller than my navel. “I’m Headmaster Cauldron. That compass is a magical artifact, it belongs to the school. Where did you get it?”

      I pointed a finger to Selene and tossed the compass to Cauldron so he could inspect it. “You took me from my home sixty-seven years in the future. I’d like to know why I’ll never see my children again.”

      The compass started floating above Cauldron’s hands and a strange glow came from it. “There’s a message inside,” he said as he squinted at something I couldn’t see. He chanted some odd words and the compass top opened, then suddenly another version of Selene was there with us like a hologram.

      “My name is Selene Halace. An apocalyptic level event has all but destroyed life on the planet. My fellow witches and I have protected the portal for as long as we could, but after humans attacked us, I am now the last witch alive, and though I have done everything I can to extend my life, I will not live forever. If the portal remains unguarded, demons will be unleashed on the world, and Earth as we know it will be destroyed.” She winced and I could see the bloodied wound she’d had when I met her. “I’ve been dealt a fatal blow, and I will use the last of my magic to find her: Lisbeth Bathory, the leader of the vampires. If I can discover her hiding place, I will send her back to the past and hope that she can stop Alistair from destroying the planet again.” Another audible wince came from her and she doubled over in pain, pressing a hand to her side. “If I can’t find her in time, all will be lost. I’ve recorded this message in the hopes my mission succeeds. Please, help the vampires stop Alistair at any cost, or this future will happen again and everything will be lost.” The message cut off and she disappeared, leaving the younger Selene slack jawed with shock.

      “I sent you here? I used a time travel spell?” I nodded and her lips pinched together. “I don’t have the power level for that. It would’ve killed me.” She trailed off, realizing that’s exactly what had happened. Clearing her throat, she continued. “Jasmine is the only one here who could use that spell and not die.” Her finger pointed to the other person in the room, a young girl with wild curls similar to mine that had pink tips like Sara’s hair.

      “It’s Jaz, Professor Halace,” she remarked, setting off an eye roll from the older woman. “And yeah, I have the power level, but my specialty wouldn’t allow it. I’d have to be divination like Halace.”

      I asked the question that was burning a hole inside me. “So you can’t send me back?” All four of the witches looked uncomfortable and met my eyes with regret, killing all the hope I’d had up to that point.

      It was Cauldron who said something to break the tension. “Time travel spells can only go to the past.”

      Halace looked the most regretful. “Surely I explained that to you,” she said quietly. My eyes filled with tears I didn’t want to hold back, with several falling off my lashes when I shook my head.

      “I just want my babies back,” I sobbed weakly, an overwhelming need to curl up into a ball rising inside me. If I stayed that way forever, maybe I could forget this nightmare. “You said I could get them back.”

      Without another word, she spun on her heels and walked quickly to one of the shelves in the room, putting aside specimen jars and opening books, looking for something. “Jaz, get a fresh cauldron ready.”

      Unable to keep standing with this news, I found a nearby chair and sank into it. The headmaster walked up to me and took my hand, patting it with his own tiny one.

      “I’m sure what we’ve done must seem insignificant to losing your family. Please know that protecting the portal to the demon world is vital to the survival of this planet. We would not have destroyed your future if there had been any other way.”

      I wanted to take my hand back, but he was trying to be kind, and that kept me from bolting away from his touch. “I’ve already lost everything trying to save this world. Now I’ve lost everything again. But…” I trailed off, shutting my eyes and swallowing hard. “Before I had my children, I only cared about protecting the humans. And now I’ve lost them to protect humans once again.”

      “How many children, vampire?” Selene tossed at me from her work.

      I felt too defeated to ponder her motive behind the question. “Four.”

      She nodded, still working on picking up things from the shelves. “Headmaster, I need you to perform a grab and go spell,” she barked as Jaz hauled a cauldron onto the table beside the acid one.

      He seemed to know what she was getting at because he let go of my hand. “How long have you been back in this time?”

      My head was aching but I remembered what time I’d gotten up. “About an hour. Maybe two.”

      “Perfect,” he said, rolling up his brown sleeves. “The longer you’re here, the more your future gets degraded. It’s already almost gone, but we can bring one, maybe two items back here.” I pushed forward in excitement, but he held out a hand to stop me short. “Not a person. Now, think of something that has DNA from all of your children. We’ll need it for what Halace is making.”

      It wasn’t hard to think of what we needed: a necklace I’d worn every day for years, but that last day I’d left it on the dresser because I was in a hurry. “A necklace,” I answered. “It has some of their hair in it.”

      Cauldron slapped his hands together, spoke a few words, and a glowing ball formed between them that he expanded by pulling his hands apart. “Come over here, take my arm. Tell me where you left it.” I put a hand on his small arm and pictured the dresser in my head, the cherry wood, and the necklace on top of it. “That’s it,” he said in triumph, reaching his hand inside the glowing ball and pulling it back out with my necklace clasped in his tiny fingers. “Heads up,” he shouted, throwing the necklace behind him where Selene caught it without looking, still bent over the cauldron. “We have enough time for a second item. Preferably something to stop Alistair.”

      “I don’t…” I squished my eyes shut to think of something, anything. A memory of my mother’s house came with her personal journal on a shelf, one she’d used during her quest to find him all those years ago. “It’s a journal in my mother’s house.”

      “It’s not yours?” he said with gritted teeth, seemingly struggling to keep the glowing ball between his hands.

      “It’s harder to bring back items that don’t belong to you,” Isabelle explained, kneeling next to us and putting a hand on the headmaster’s other arm. “Here, you can use some of my magic to find it.”

      I pictured the journal in her house and the headmaster started sprouting drops of sweat on his forehead. “This part of the future is too degraded. Think of a different time when you saw the journal, something closer to this one.” I remembered when everyone had returned from finding Balthazar, Anastasia had kept the journal in her backpack, and I saw it when she put her bag down to grab a slice of sake. “Got it!” Cauldron shouted, reaching into the glow again and coming out with the book in his hand. The glow disappeared and he staggered back, catching his breath and wiping the sweat from his forehead. “Ahh, shit. That spell is so hard.”

      “Language,” Isabelle chastised with her lips pressed together.

      He waved a hand at her in dismissal, handed me the journal, and sat down hard on the cold stone floor next to us. “We can’t do it again, you understand,” he told me as he leaned back against his hands.

      “I do.” I looked up over his head and saw Selene opening my necklace to take some of the hairs out while Jaz stirred the pot. “Can I have that back when you’re done?” She nodded, ignoring me, too engrossed in what she was brewing. “What is she making?”

      Selene checked a book and added a few leaves of something into the cauldron. “It’s a life potion, made specifically to bring back children someone has lost. Time travel isn’t done very often, but we do have ways to help the traveler. This is what I was talking about when I told you we could get your children back.” I hopped up, eager to see the process that would bring my family back.

      Jaz smiled at me, still stirring the potion, and I could see a trail of magic coming from her hand and down the spoon to the mixture. “I’m a necromancer, so life and death are my thing.”

      “Yes, well, I’d do this one myself but I’m not powerful enough, plus it needs a necromancer’s life power,” Selene grumbled, adding something that looked like a dried toad. “You’re lucky we have one. There hasn’t been a necromancer for four hundred years until Jaz came here.” She checked her book and turned to me with another question. “How many of the children are with the same father?” Surprisingly, she didn’t seem judgmental with that question.

      “Two.”

      “We’ll need two bottles then, if you would, Isabelle.” Isabelle got up and floated over to one of the shelves where she found a big bottle and a smaller one that she put next to the cauldron. Jaz kept stirring until the potion turned bright pink and Selene checked one more time in the book before dropping the hairs inside, making it turn as purple as my eyes. She leaned back, satisfied, and got out a ladle to start pouring into the bottles.

      “I umm…” I started, and they all looked up at me from their work. “I had a bit of difficulty conceiving with one of my husbands, it took nineteen years for me to have our son. Will this fix that?” I didn’t want to wait that long to have all of my babies back.

      Thankfully, Selene slowly smiled and continued fixing the bottles up. “I added a little something that will aid in conception, you shouldn’t have any trouble this time around. In fact, you might find yourself pregnant quite quickly between births if you’re not careful.”

      “And why two bottles?” I asked as she handed the larger bottle to Isabelle.

      “One dose will get the three with different fathers, but in order to conceive with one of them a second time, the potion needs to be reapplied. So, you’ll drink the large one first, and when you want to have the fourth child, you’ll drink the smaller one.”

      Isabelle corked the larger bottle. “Selene, you’re explaining it wrong. She’s going to think all she has to do is drink it.”

      “I’m sure I understand having a child takes more than drinking something,” I said, unable to not be a smart mouth. Jaz laughed and the teachers glared at her for it.

      “My apologies,” Selene said, adding one other thing to the cauldron before filling the smaller one up as well. “There is something else needed for this potion to work, thank you, Isabelle.” She took the bottles and handed them to me. They felt warm, like a heartbeat. “You have to get all three of the fathers to fall in love with you for it to work. Real, romantic love. Not friend love, not family love.”

      “Can’t be boner love either,” Jaz said, making them glare at her again. “Hey, I’m an adult. Leave me alone.”

      Selene held up a warning finger to her pupil before looking back at me. “If it’s only two of the three that love you, it won’t do anything. And you have to love them romantically as well, that’s also important. You’ll know it’s worked when you feel an icy burning warmth in your belly for each pregnancy.”

      “There’s one other thing, and I’m hoping future Selene told you this,” Cauldron said as he came to stand beside me, looking up at me as I looked down at him. “You’ll get the same children back, but they won’t be the same children you knew. They could be a different orientation, different mentality, different personality, different powers. The only thing we can guarantee is that you will give birth to the child you had before.”

      I studied the bottles in my hands and clutched my fingers around them. “That’s enough for me. Details are nothing. As long as I get them back.”

      “You should take the larger one now,” Selene said, starting to pick up her supplies. “I put something extra in the smaller one so it stays potent for about five to ten years. Don’t delay on that one or we’ll have to make another. If it stops being purple it’s not viable anymore.”

      I uncorked the larger bottle and held it to my lips. It smelled like old shoes, but I downed it without throwing up. “Oh god, that’s gross.”

      “To having kids,” Jaz said, holding out a fist bump for me that I gratefully accepted.
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      Four cups of tea in Headmaster Cauldron’s office hadn’t dulled the taste the potion left on my tongue. After they fixed my car and found the location of a few people for me, they opened up a portal back to the road outside the castle and gave me a locket that would open another portal if I needed to find them for anything.

      Back near the castle, I sat on the side of the road staring at the purple filled bottle in my hand. With my children fixed, I had several missions now. I had to find Knight and make him love me. I had to bring Arthur here and make him love me. I had to convince Balthazar to love me in a non-family way, not to mention I had to fall in love with him in that way too. And I had to rally the vampires to find and defeat Alistair.

      I could do this. The end goal was seeing my kids again. I could do this for them.

      The second end goal was being with my husbands again. The last thing I’d said to them was ‘stick it up your ass.’ If they didn’t end up with me this time around, no matter if it meant not having my children again, I’d forever remember my pathetic send-off to them.

      Unwilling to go home since everything was so off about being back there, I decided on spending the night in my car. It proved difficult because I hadn’t fallen asleep without either of my husbands beside me in decades, and I longed for their scents to wrap around me and lull me to a gentle sleep in their embrace. After tossing and turning almost all night, I woke up late the next morning from the phone alarm I’d set so I could make sure I was in town at least ten minutes before Simon.

      “Hello, Lisbeth.” Balthazar was suddenly sitting in the passenger seat of my car, smelling like a truckload of lilacs. “You smell different. Did you do something?” He leaned into me, sniffing hard at my unwashed body, and my stomach fluttered the way it used to when Knight was with me. Even after all our time together, every time my Alpha was near me I’d had the same reaction.

      I moved away from Balthazar’s nose, hating that I was reacting like that when Knight and Arthur still hadn’t met me. “No, I didn’t do anything. Move away, I can’t drive with you like that.” I turned the car on and started driving towards town. I had a child to save.

      He shook a triumphant finger and smiled to himself. “You smell fertile. That’s what it is.”

      “Ewww, what the fuck? You can’t smell that.”

      “Who says?”

      Damn it. “Why are you here? You weren’t here the first time I did this.” We pulled into the town and I navigated through the streets to find the right block.

      “The first time you did what?” he asked, looking around us for something exciting we were about to do.

      “Broke the law,” I answered, coming to a stop in a parking spot about a block away from where I knew Simon would be. I chanced a quick look at Balthazar and he was looking at me appreciatively, warmly, like he never knew how awesome I was, which was ridiculous because I’d always been awesome. “Stop staring at me like that.” I turned back to the intersection in front of us and thrummed my hands on the steering wheel.

      “You’re low on blood,” he observed beside me.

      “I’m used to it. It’s not a big deal. I’ll drink later.” Every movement of someone coming around the corner of the intersection made me jump, but they still weren’t here yet. I checked my watch and opened my door, getting out when it was safe to cross the street. Balthazar followed close behind me and we walked down the sidewalk, getting closer to the spot that had changed my life forever. We stopped there and I leaned against the bus stop bench that was nearby, waiting on pins and needles.

      What if they didn’t come? How else would I get Arthur here? There was no way to find him unless Othello gave me his phone number, and I doubted Arthur would care enough to come to the stuffy castle for some airhead girl.

      Maybe if I had a phrase I could say to him that would convince him I’m telling the truth about knowing him. Now that I thought about it, I knew exactly what I would say, but Simon and the Lycans were in front of me before I had to contemplate going back home and talking to Othello.

      As before, Simon crossed the street with his parents and Alpha shouting for him to come back, but he was a child who wanted to do his own thing no matter what. We were waiting for him when he stepped onto the sidewalk and bumped into me for a second time.

      “Simon!” his dad shouted across the crosswalk, unable to come forward without forfeiting his life to me. He glared at me, baring his teeth in a feral growl, and Alexander stopped him with a hand on his chest. I didn’t look surprised this time, and they weren’t terrified of me as they’d been before. They were angry. But they weren’t stupid, they stayed put as they waited for me to decide what to do.

      “Simon,” I told the boy with his short, mussy black hair, and he stared up at me, looking almost exactly like my Jason. “The law says I have to kill Lycans that cross into vampire territory, as you have just done.” I knelt down to be level with his little head. “You look like my son.” My hands itched to reach out and push his hair back, but I kept them firmly on my lap, clasped so tightly my nails dug into my skin. “I’ve been on this earth for a very long time, and there is only one rule I have for myself, one I would do anything to uphold. I don’t kill children. Not even you.” My chin trembled and I struggled to hold myself together.

      “Because of your son?” Simon asked me. I realized that was the first time I’d heard his voice before he grew to an adult, and he sounded so much like Jason, I wanted to die.

      “No,” I told him. “Because you’re worth protecting, no matter what you are.” With shaking limbs, I stood and held out a hand for the boy to take, and I walked him up to the middle of the street where the vampire border ended. Simon eagerly went to his mother’s arms while I met Alexander’s thoughtful gaze.

      “Why are you letting the boy go?”

      Seeing the Lycan again after so long brought a smile to my face and I wanted so much to hug him. “You heard what I said.” The repeat of my words had come without me thinking.

      “Your kind will find out,” Alexander cautioned as he had before.

      “I’m counting on it. You should go now.” I gestured off in the other direction and waited for them to go, but as he had done the first time, Alexander started undoing his vampire teeth bracelet. I stopped him before he could get it unclasped. “No, you can keep that.”

      His hands dropped and he studied me again, closely, trying to figure me out. “This will protect you against my kind. We owe you a debt.”

      “I didn’t save Simon for a reward. I saved him because it was the right thing to do.” My fingers tapped against my legs, I was starting to become anxious we would be discovered by whoever snitched on me before. “Maybe…” I looked around, just in case there was a vampire nearby. “Maybe one day we’ll be allies. Maybe one day our species will stop fighting and make peace. I want that more than I want your gratitude.”

      “I’ll take your name, then. That’s all I want.”

      “Alexander, we have to leave,” Simon’s father growled out, edging them away while reaching a hand out to his Alpha.

      “Lisbeth,” I told my old friend. “Now go.” They left, rounding a corner and disappearing into safety. I stayed long enough to make sure no one ran after them, and I turned to see Balthazar standing so close to me, he could’ve licked my nose with his tongue.

      “What was that?”

      I stepped back and straightened my jacket, hoping my cheeks weren’t as flushed as my insides were. “I saved him before. It’ll bring someone I need to the castle. I had to save him again or that person won’t come.”

      “Not that. The son. You weren’t just saying that, you had a child in the future. I could see it when you looked at the boy, you were seeing your child’s face. I know what that looks like, I felt it with your grandmother, and now every time I see your face, I see her.”

      If he kept holding a candle for her, he’d never love me back. I’d never see my children again.

      “I’m not my fucking grandmother,” I snapped at him, unable to hold it in. “I’m a real person, and if you respected her at all, you would love me for me and not because of her.”

      Taken aback, he blinked and looked away. “I’ve always loved you for you. Can’t believe future me never told you that.” He turned back to me and I focused on his cravat so I wouldn’t have to see his eyes. “When is this person coming?”

      “Tomorrow night.” Only one day and I’d see my Arthur again, with his scarred face and his impossibly stubborn-ass attitude. I needed his strength to get through this, especially if finding Knight didn’t go well. “I can’t fucking wait that long, I’m on pins and needles as it is.” My phone went off with a text from Marie telling me to get my ass to the castle because they couldn’t delay the turning any longer.

      Fuck me twice. God, I really had to play house until Arthur arrived, didn’t I?

      Growling, I put my phone back into my jeans pocket and held up the Vulcan salute for the Incubus. “Live long and prosper, Balthy. I’ll be at the castle if you need me.”

      “Balthy?” he scoffed, and disappeared in a huff, leaving me with only the scent of lilacs blowing against my face.

      It took little more than ten minutes to get back home and I made sure to use the front garage entrance so I would enter straight into the turned dormitory where everyone was already gathered around the humans chosen to become vampires. Almost all of the Born vampires gave me dirty looks for being late and I kept my eyes down until I had navigated through the group to Olivier. She had her dreads in a thick braid and her mermaid dress on, looking exactly like she used to, and was giving me a pointed stare as she tapped her long nails on one of her dark arms.

      “Where have you been? Othello has almost put out a search party for you. He’s not happy.”

      Unbeknownst to her, he’d also probably already been informed about the incident at the border, considering how quickly Arthur arrived after what I’d done the first time. Othello was glaring disapprovingly at me over the crowd, but I smiled back until he softened just a bit. I wasn’t on trial yet, I still had some leeway with him.

      Without a speech, since he thought speeches were self-serving, Othello motioned we begin with a flick of his hand.

      My stomach growled even though my thirst was completely under control. I could’ve gone much longer before I needed blood, but I wasn’t about to say no to a three day supply. I’d be able to use my powers for a week with that.

      Eagerly, I sank my fangs into the first human, drinking deeply and taking my usual daily amount from all three of my assigned humans. No one would notice my power level rising since I knew how to mask it, and I needed the extra blood for everything ahead of me.

      Once the humans were fed from, I let them drink a small mouthful of my blood, and then it began. Again.

      The humans all hit the deck and writhed in pain as the vampire blood worked through their systems. I impatiently waited for them to stop moving, tapping my fingers against the three blood packs Olivier had given me until the humans were temporarily dead, and gasping along with them when they came back to life.

      This was the most tedious day ever.

      After the new vampires stood up, we gave them the blood packs and after they’d had their first taste of blood, I assisted the bigger Born vampires with wrangling up the newly turned and stuffing them into their coffins. It was something I never helped with before because I’d been too delicate and wore fancy clothes.

      I wasn’t delicate anymore.

      Olivier gave me more than a few looks as we wrestled one vampire into his coffin before we shut and locked the lid. “When did you get so tough?” she asked me, like it was a normal day and a vampire hadn’t just sliced her cheek open. I motioned to the spot and she held the skin together until it reformed again, leaving a thin, pink line on her perfect skin.

      “I’m a pirate, remember?” I grinned, calling back to when we’d first met and the pirate Olivier had taken me under her wing so we could bash around Europe together for decades. She met my grin and held out a fist for a fist bump, something she rarely did. “Where’s Renard? Are he and Cameron lifting weights again?” We watched a group of Born vampires struggling to put the last turned in his coffin, so we rushed over to help and locked it for them once he was inside. His fists beat against the thick wood and he screamed that we were vampire whores and he was going to murder us once he get out. Not that I was excusing his words, but I’d heard much worse during this stage of the turning. I casually leaned against the coffin and smiled at my best friend. “Wanna get a drink?”

      “You’re acting weird,” she observed, but she was still relaxed in her stance so she didn’t suspect me yet.

      My instant reaction was a Knight worthy retort of repeating her words back. He had really rubbed off on me. Not that I was complaining. “I heard someone broke the law,” I said casually, trailing my hand over the coffin and ignoring the screaming coming from inside it. “I was wondering if you’d heard the same?”

      That was when her eyebrow slowly lifted and her stance changed. Shit, she was onto me. “No, I haven’t heard anything like that. Who told you?”

      I made a raspberry noise with my lips and shrugged my shoulders up and down. “I was walking in the hallway and I heard someone talking about it. When I went to check, they were gone. Can’t say who it was.”

      Her eyes narrowed and I almost ran away so she’d stop looking at me like that. “Why do you care?”

      I put an offended hand to my chest. “I’m the second in command here. Plus, they said something about a vampire Hunter coming. Some hard ass dude.” I almost mentioned he was her ex, but she would’ve known I knew something because that wasn’t common knowledge.

      She leaned against the coffin beside mine and I breathed a sigh of relief when she slightly relaxed her stance. “His name is Arthur. He’s only sent in when someone from an Order breaks the law.”

      “As I said, I heard that happened.” I let a few seconds pass, tapping my finger still. “So do you think they’ll send him here?”

      “Again, why do you care so much?”

      Because I needed the fucker to fall in love with me and impregnate me. You know, normal stuff.

      “I’m taking an interest in this Order now and I’m wary of someone coming here that I don’t know, call it paranoia. Will you tell me if he’s coming?” I bit my lip and tried not to show how anxious I was about her saying no.

      Instead, she shrugged and I slipped off her radar. “Sure, whatever. You mentioned drinks, let’s go do that.” She turned and I followed her out, pumping my fist in a tiny victory.
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      A drink with Olivier quickly turned into us getting as smashed as possible in my suite, because anything less would mean I was awake enough to think, and I was tired of thinking. I just needed Arthur with me, then everything else would turn out okay.

      I woke up with a hangover, feeling worse than I had the night before. As the turned were still cooking in their tombs all day, Olivier went to do some paperwork while I sat in the foyer of the castle, watching the sun rise and waiting for Arthur to arrive.

      What if he didn’t come? Everything would be ruined.

      It was lunchtime before Cameron came by and sat next to me. “Hey, you. What’s up? You and Olivier got drunk all over the living room. The carpet smells like vodka now. Kind of an improvement though.”

      I wrapped my hands around my bent knees and rested my chin on them, feeling utterly defeated. “Everything sucks and I’m dying inside.”

      He bumped my shoulder with his. “Oh, well, if it’s only that, then you’re fine.”

      I smiled despite my mood and leaned my head onto his shoulder. I’d missed him so much, and he was here with me again. That thought had me turning and putting my arms around his warm body, resting on the crook of his neck. “What if I can’t fix it all?” I sniffed and snuggled closer, drinking in the scent of him, the one I’d lost.

      He chuckled, his chest bumping up and down against my ear, not even phased by my words, as if the world sucking was a normal occurrence for us. “You’re Lisbeth. You raised me right, right? You can do anything.”

      “That’s what they used to say,” I whispered, holding in any tears trying to escape.

      “Who’s they?” he asked, but the front door opened, interrupting us. I jumped up, only to see it was just a companion holding some grocery bags.

      Fucking hell. When was he coming? I couldn’t take this.

      “I’m going to the gym,” I announced, walking up the staircase next to us.

      Cameron stood, looking at me like I just said I was going to eat bugs. “You never go there.”

      “Shut up and come with me.”

      We changed in our room, and I had to make do with a sports bra and some yoga pants since I didn’t have workout gear. Cameron followed me back down to one of the areas in the castle I’d rarely gone to before.

      The gym had several vampires inside, as well as a few humans, all lifting weights or working out. I was more interested in the fighting mat. Being Arthur’s mates meant Knight and I had been his sparring partners, and we’d both learned to defend ourselves a long time ago, before Salvation was even a thought in our heads. We picked up the training after Gwen was born, and I had to admit, I was very good at it.

      I wasn’t the soft-bellied girl I was before. I was a warrior.

      I surveyed the room, noting the exits and any weapons I could use just in case, something Arthur had hammered into my head many times. I braided my long curls into a tight French braid and approached the sparring mat. A few big vampires were wrestling on it, just having fun, not really serious about hurting each other, or winning.

      I watched them, hands against my bare belly, noting their sloppy techniques with a quirked eyebrow. Arthur would be disgusted. After they’d gotten up and were giving each other high fives, I stepped closer.

      “Can I join?” I asked with a friendly smile, and was met with laughter that made me scowl at them. I walked onto the mat, getting in between the two tall men, something I was quite used to. They were both big, but I’d had bigger. Wink. “What, you think I can’t take you? I’ll take you all the way to Sunday school, buddy.”

      “The fuck does that mean?” one of them asked me, chuckling under his breath again.

      As an answer, I launched into him like a missile, punching his solar plexus, elbowing him right on the base of his neck, and bringing my knee up to crunch his nose with an audible snap, then I let him go so he could fall onto the mat in pain. I looked up and saw the other guy starting to sweat, but he was still desperate to prove himself to the other vampires that had gathered around us, so he ran at me and I side stepped at the last second, jumping up on his back and trapping his throat in my elbow where I tugged hard, crushing his windpipe. He beat his hands on me and tried to reach a hand back to grab my hair, but I was ready, pulling his thumb back until it popped out of its socket and he howled in pain. My elbow cutting off his air supply made him pass out, joining his friend on the mat.

      Wow, they seriously sucked. They were making me look much better than I actually was, and I was still pretty awesome.

      “Who’s next?” I challenged, and several of the spectators came at me, putting up a fight until I knocked them all down and rose triumphant, breaking out into a light sweat and pushing some escaped hairs out of my face.

      “Jesus Christ,” someone exclaimed behind me, and I turned, my chest still heaving, to see Olivier standing with a slack faced Arthur.

      Arthur.

      Without thinking, I ran to him and jumped into his arms only for him to shove me away in surprise because he had no idea who I was. I swallowed the shooting pains in my heart from the vacant look on his face.

      “Sorry,” I said, still out of breath. “That was a hug check. Just wanted to see how you’d react.” I tried to make myself remember he was here to arrest me, but I was just so happy to see him, I couldn’t focus on anything else.

      “When did you learn to fight like that?” Olivier asked, looking at me like I was an alien.

      I waved a modest hand at her. “Oh, you know. Here and there. I mean, we teach the turned how to fight, I figured I might as well learn the basics.”

      Arthur snorted slightly, belly laughter for him. “You said she was shit at lying. I thought you were joking.” He barely looked down at me, still trying to pretend I wasn’t there because I hadn’t made him notice me yet. “You’ve been fighting for years. I can tell.”

      There was one thing he didn’t realize, I was very used to his jibes, and I responded the way I always did. “Okay then, you’re sparring me. Right now.” That got his full attention and he appraised me with his icy blue eyes for the first time. God damn it, a powerful shiver was going up my spine and it was all I could do to not launch myself at him and beg him to kiss me.

      His face went blank again and I could see him struggle not to laugh at me. “I don’t think so. I’m not about to help you break a nail.”

      “You just saw me kick all of their asses and you still think I’m a stuffy rich girl?” He shrugged slightly, staring straight ahead and not looking at me. I planted myself in front of him and stood on my tip toes so he would be forced to meet my eyes. “Bring it.”

      And fuck, the heat between us was about to melt me into a puddle. It was still here, no matter that we hadn’t met before in this time, and the fact that I was so aware of him meant I wasn’t going to let him push me away this time. He still seemed reluctant, though his chest had started rising with rapid breaths and his heart sped up, so I helped him along with one of the only jibs that worked on him.

      “Unless you’re a pussy.”

      His nostrils flared, making me flutter all over. God, just take me right now. I don’t care who’s watching. With robotic movements, he took his jacket off and dumped his bag on the gym floor. He stalked me like I was his prey as I walked backwards, and he matched me step for step in an erotic dance.

      Once my shoes reached the mat, Arthur launched at me, but he wasn’t at all like the other men. He’d been watching me, anticipating my movements, and he was ready when I fainted to the side. He grabbed my bare stomach and wrapped himself around me from behind, pinning my legs and arms with his. I whipped my head back and knocked into his face, then I grew my nails so I could sink them into his calves and I tore upwards until he let me go.

      Rolling away, I bowled up and stood, holding my claws out in front of me as he got up, looking down at his bloodied jeans and back at me. Was he impressed? That wasn’t even my best move. He came at me again, and while he was admittedly better at this than me, as he always had been, I held my own until we’d been sparring for a good half hour and he still hadn’t made me surrender.

      I never surrendered. I was Lisbeth Fucking Bathory.

      Sweaty, tired, and never quite able to catch my breath before he came at me again, I deflected another attack and came at him this time, holding his hands off with mine so we were almost pressed together. This was some wicked foreplay, I had to say.

      “If you give in, I’ll tell everyone it’s because you couldn’t hurt a woman,” I grunted, his powerful muscles gaining ground against mine.

      His icy facade was gone, leaving him open to grin at me. “Not a chance.”

      “Your loss,” I warned, and just to show him how serious I was, I did my best move. With our hands occupied, I twisted in a Beckham move and slammed my leg into his head as hard as I could, then I flipped and wrapped my arms around his legs, pulling them out from under him. He slammed into the mat and I ax stomped my leg into his groin, the one place on his body I hated hurting, but this was war, damn it. If Arthur didn’t respect me, he’d never be mine again. Kicking his ass wasn’t exactly the best method for other guys, but for Arthur it would work like a charm.

      His hands flew to his crotch and he rolled to his side, groaning loudly while the spectators winced in horror, except for Olivier who was cheering me on by Cameron’s side. When Arthur resurfaced, I held out a hand to help him up and he did so, keeping his eyes on me like I was a cat prowling to attack again.

      “Let’s go,” he ordered. Ahh fuck, had

      Oh fuck yeah! Had I already won him over? Would we have sex somewhere in the castle? I was totally up for that, considering sparring with my husband had me as wet as a faucet.

      I fist bumped an impressed Cameron as we passed him and Arthur picked up his stuff on the way out of the gym. I followed him to a side room that was used for hippie meditation and he slammed the door behind us.

      “Where in the fuck did you learn how to fight like that? That was Hunter level techniques. I’ve been using some of those moves for decades and I’ve never taught them to anyone. Who taught you, tell me, now!” he shouted at me, making me wince slightly.

      “You did.”

      He scoffed. “I’ve never met you before. Now stop lying and tell me.”

      “Chloe.”

      Arthur froze like I’d hit him with an icy blast, slowly dropping his clenched hands. “What did you just say?”

      “I said Chloe. That was her name. The baby you never had with Adriann because you killed her for attacking humans.”

      He clenched his jaw, trying desperately to control himself around me, a stranger. “I’ve never spoken that name out loud before. Never.”

      My hand reached automatically to clutch the necklace with my children’s hair inside, but I wasn’t wearing it. I’d left it in my rooms so it wouldn’t get broken at the gym. “I’ve known you for almost seventy years, but you don’t remember them at all. The witches sent me back here from the future to prevent the world from ending.”

      “You’re not supposed to know about the witches,” he said immediately, an automatic reaction to me mentioning them.

      “Great, you know about them too? God, Arthur. You never fucking told me about them. You’re such an asshole.” Now that he knew some of my story, I had no problem talking to him the way I used to.

      “I can’t mention them audibly unless they’re mentioned by someone else first, so I’m not surprised. Besides, why would I trust you enough with that information?”

      Glaring at him, I put a hand to my sweaty hip. “You told me about Chloe, I’m very certain that information matters more to you than witches.” That shut him up with his lips pressed together. “You have to help me fix the problem from my future, and I can’t tell more than a few people because of the non-involvement treaty. I haven’t even told Olivier.”

      “I’m not interested in helping you with anything, and there’s only one reason I would’ve told you about Chloe, and that’s if we were mated, but I highly doubt that happened.”

      “Guess what. We were.” I blew him a sarcastic kiss.

      “You’re lying.”

      “You literally just said I was shit at lying, so I’m sure you can tell that I’m not,” I smarted, rolling my eyes at his stubbornness. “God, you’re dumb sometimes.”

      “I’m not sure what I did in the future that made you think you can talk to me like this,” he warned, but all it did was make me want to shove him against the wall and make out with him to shut him up.

      “I just said we were mated. I know you well enough to know exactly how to talk to you.”

      His icy eyes looked me up and down, making my cheeks heat when he lingered over certain parts of me. “We’ve had sex in your future?”

      “No, I’m a nun. Of course we’ve fucked.” He stopped at my eyes and I knew he was enjoying the flush on my face. “You’re also lovers with my other mate.” I left out that he was a werewolf, because that was going to be bad enough on its own.

      “Where is he?”

      I looked down at Arthur’s boots, my lips pinching together to hold the sadness at bay. “We haven’t met yet in this time. I’m going to find him as soon as I’m done with you. Hopefully you’ll come with me.”

      “I have to stay here, someone has broken the law.”

      “Yeah,” I said, clicking my tongue and looking back up at him with no shame. “That was me. My bad. But I had to do it again so you’d come here.”

      “Again? You broke the law where you came from?”

      “It’s how we met the first time.”

      The rule enforcing Arthur narrowed his eyes at me. “You don’t even care, do you?”

      I answered with an apathetic shrug. “I saved a child’s life. He’s not a Lycan yet. So no, I don’t care. If I don’t live by my own code, then who am I? You can respect that, right?” I knew he could, but he was too focused on the law breaking part. He hadn’t become the Arthur that would do anything for me yet, and most of that was because I wasn’t part of the Council. “You know what, how about we just convene the Council right now and they’ll put me on trial. I know for a fact they’ll let me off.”

      “We can’t just convene the Council. None of them live here. Now who’s the dumb one?”

      “Hey,” I snapped, shaking a finger at him. “I’m very smart, thank you. Also, it’s called Skype. Let’s go.”

      “I don’t take orders from you,” he informed me, crossing his arms over his chest.

      “Oh my god, you’re even worse than I remembered. Fine, whatever. Follow, or don’t, I don’t care. I’m going to Othello’s office.”

      I left the room and walked out to the foyer, turned and went straight down the hallway, past Marie’s desk where she yelled at me to stop before I opened the double doors and strolled right in.

      Othello sat at his desk with a pile of papers and he smiled at me. “Ahh, Lisbeth. I put some daisies in your room this morning.”

      “Yes, yes, that’s great,” I told him, hearing Arthur entering behind me and shutting the doors in Marie’s complaining face. I almost felt bad for her since she’d been my mother’s mate in the future, but she was still a bitch at the moment. “So, you brought Arthur here because someone broke the law, right?” Othello fumbled, unable to form a response. “It was me. I broke the law. And I request an immediate trial before the Council. Now, as Arthur has mentioned, they’re not here, and it’ll take a few days to get them in a plane and get rooms ready, blah blah blah, so let’s just skip that, shall we?” I turned and walked past Arthur who shot a hand out and grabbed my wrist to make sure I wasn’t going to run away. The contact of his fingers made me ache all over for him, but I pushed past it to open the doors again. “Marie, can you come here?” She walked over from her desk, trying to hide a scowl at the sight of me.

      “What do you want?” she snarked with just enough of a smile that normal people would’ve been convinced she was a nice person.

      Ahh, mom. You really knew how to pick them.

      “I need you to set up a Skype call with the other Orders and get their Heads on the screen. Okie dokie?” She looked behind me at Othello who waved his hand to her so she’d do it. With her scurrying off to her desk, I looked down at Arthur’s hand holding me, and back up at him. “You can let me go. I’m not running again.” He watched me carefully before dropping his hand, setting my wrist free. I had a sudden deep seated urge to plant myself against him and run my finger up and down the long scar on his cheek, and if Othello hadn’t been there, I would’ve chanced it.

      Marie came back in with a laptop and started setting it up on Othello’s desk. He looked back at us. “You should wait outside while we get it ready. It might take a few minutes.”

      Arthur led the way to the waiting room and I paced the floor while he stood still in the doorway, guarding it. “You were in charge here, weren’t you. That’s why you talked to me like that, why you’re ordering Othello and the Council around.”

      “Guilty,” I confessed, still pacing the ugly green carpet. “Othello was kidnapped after my trial last time and I took his place. You were my bodyguard. We fell in love. You ate me out in his office.” I met his icy eyes and quickly looked away before he could see me blushing again. “TMI, sorry. But yes, I was in charge. Kind of weird being an underling again when I’ve carried the fate of vampires on my shoulders for so long.” I rested my hands on the back of my neck and tugged on the skin in agitation that they were taking forever. “I once asked you why you followed me. Whether it was because you loved me or because you believed I deserved to be followed. Do you know what you said?”

      “Probably something about the one where I’m not emotional all the time?” he guessed, making me double over with mirth.

      “God, that is exactly what you said,” I laughed, wiping my eyes until I tried to be serious, finding a spot on the maroon walls to stare at. “I asked you because I needed to know if I was a good leader, and if you’d followed me out of love, I knew it meant I wasn’t the right person to lead our people. Your opinion is one of the only that I trust.”

      “Me and your other husband,” he mused with a quirk to his lip. I nodded, turning again on the carpet. “There’s no guarantee we’ll be mated this time around, just to be clear.” My feet almost faltered in their path but I tried to keep moving, because if he was right, I’d never get any of my babies back.

      “I know.” We shared a look and I could tell he was trying to figure me out. I would’ve settled for making out instead, but hey, I had time.

      Marie poked her head out of Othello’s office doors. “We’re ready for your trial.”

      Arthur waited for me to pass before turning and coming in beside me, another movement he was repeating from my last trial. We entered the office and saw that Marie had set up a giant television screen with the Skype call, and it had a webcam clipped onto the top. Othello was standing in front of the screen with his hands clasped in front of himself.

      “My fellow Council members, I do apologize for this unorthodox trial,” he said to them. I noticed Castilla in one screen, along with Thaddeus and Estinien. All twelve, including Othello, were in attendance. They were once my peers. You know, before the world ended and killed most of them. “The accused has requested to speak on her behalf.” He moved aside, letting me take his place a few feet from the television.

      Castilla looked like she had just rolled out of bed with her coif mussed. “I am Castilla of the Order Acilino.”

      Oh. My. God. She was not going to repeat everything…

      “Elisabeth, you stand accused of disregarding…”

      Fuuuuuuck, she was.

      I waited patiently until she finished the speech I’d already heard twice, and then mentioned the Othello not being allowed to oversee my trial part that I’d also heard before. I said ‘yes’ when prompted, and once she was done, I stopped her before she could continue.

      “If I may,” I offered, and she went silent so I could speak, but I got more than a few glowers from the other Council members for being impertinent. “Look, we all know that if I allow this trial to drag on, you’ll spend half a year debating about semantics.” Arthur made a noise and I wondered if he’d flick my ear like last time, but he remained still behind me, denying me his touch, even if it was just an ear flick. “The long and short of the matter is that I spared the life of a child. I don’t much care that he was a Lycan pup because I don’t kill children, Lycan or otherwise. The fact of the matter, however, has nothing to do with my personal convictions that I know will have no bearing on your decision, but instead lie with a detail about this boy. He was human, he smelled human. One day he will become a Lycan, but he is not one yet. I think we can all agree that his current state matters more than his future state, since we pride ourselves on protecting human life above our own, or does that only matter when that human will remain a human until they die?”

      Shit. I’d been going for powerful and moving, but I ended up with surly. Maybe they would throw me in jail again or execute me. Well, if Arthur was my jailer, I could think of worse punishments.

      They’d all gone silent so I leaned forward and added, “With respect,” just in case they thought I was rude enough to execute me for it. With Estinien in the mix, anything was possible.

      Castilla was the first to snap out of it, but the respectful look on her face was promising. It was how she used to look at me when I was on the Council making all the decisions. “Arthur, would you please escort Lisbeth out while we discuss her testimony?”

      We both left the office and stood in the waiting room where I paced the floor again while Arthur stood guard at the door like I was going to rush in at any moment and kill someone.

      “That thing you said about making you wait for six months, that was what happened last time, isn’t it,” he stated, watching me with his blue eyes.

      “Yep. Nearly went insane from being locked up too. You were my jailer, and let me just note that you sucked at it. You gave me men’s body wash to clean my hair with.”

      “Sounds like me.” I snorted and turned to pace again, my anxiety rising at the thought of being locked up again when Knight was still out there not knowing who I was. “I’m guessing I changed over time.”

      A smile crept over my face as I remembered the way he used to look at me. “You cherished me. You used to kiss my forehead like I would shatter into a thousand pieces if you kissed it too hard. You were gentle when I needed you to be. And… a little less gentle when I needed you to be.” My eyes flicked to him and back before I could see what expression he had after that.

      “That also sounds like me,” he said, almost teasingly. When I checked his eyes again, he had a look on his face that made me weak at the knees.

      “You tease me and I will shamelessly make out with you until you like me again,” I warned, turning so I couldn’t see him and stepping across the green carpet.

      “Stop that, you’re going to rub the carpet raw.”

      “I have to pace, I’m nervous. If they put me under house arrest again then I can’t find my other husband.” I crossed my arms over my chest and turned again, looking up when Arthur sighed loudly.

      “I’ll be right back.” He went inside Othello’s office, leaving me alone to ruin the carpet with my worrying. He didn’t return until at least ten minutes had passed and I’d resorted to chewing on my claws in addition to the pacing. Othello and Marie were with him this time.

      “The Council has agreed to absolve your crime. You are free to go,” Othello said with a triumphant smile I did not return. Instead, I smiled at Arthur, certain he had done something to sway their decision. He was already warming up to me, he’d be mine in no time. “Arthur, you’re free to leave whenever you choose to. I’m sure the Hunters will need you back.”

      Arthur refused to meet my hopeful stare, making my stomach drop in terror that maybe I hadn’t succeeded in winning him over as well as I thought I had. We’d only been together for maybe an hour, and last time it had taken almost a year. Maybe if I showed him my boobs…

      “I have some things to do, so I’ll be leaving immediately,” was his answer, and I almost burst out crying. Othello dismissed us and Arthur walked past me out of the waiting room, but I was up on my heels and following him until he stopped in the foyer. “You’d better pack fast if you want to come with me.” I raced off to my rooms and didn’t even bother changing out of my sports bra and yoga pants, just grabbed the bag I’d already packed and then I passed him still waiting in the foyer on my way to the kitchen where I grabbed one of the communal coolers and filled it to the brim with blood packs. I’d barely even stopped to breathe in case he left without me, but he was still there when I returned completely out of breath. He quirked an eyebrow at my frazzled state. “Your hair is messed up.”

      “Oh pssh. Let’s go.”
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      I was completely beside myself with anxiety. Going from what the witches said, Knight was in Kansas, near where I would’ve met him in a week or two if I’d let everything progress the way it had before. Arthur only mildly complained when I stopped at a particular car dealership and found my Excalibur waiting for me, the small blue car that had carried me to safety in my escape from Arthur’s clutches. Now I would’ve given anything to be in his clutches.

      Naturally, I bought it, and unfortunately had to pay them to send it back to the Order because it wouldn’t fit everyone, providing we convinced Knight to come back with us. I had another car in mind for picking him up. We continued driving until we reached the second car dealership right outside of Kansas, and we bought the Impala that Knight had made me buy, the one he never stopped drooling over like it was a pair of breasts.

      Before we stopped anywhere after reaching the Kansas state line, I texted the witch Isabelle from the number she gave me, and she confirmed the town Knight was in, which conveniently was the one we were about to enter. I pulled into the small city and I could barely focus on the road or the speed limit as I looked around for the coordinates Isabelle had given me that turned out to be the nearby state park, more specifically the public showers. After using my senses to check around for humans and finding none nearby, Arthur walked into the men’s showers with me right behind him.

      “What are you doing, this is the men’s room,” he hissed at me, pushing me away with his hand.

      “Need I remind you, I’ve seen both of you naked,” I whispered back, and ignored his protests, rounding the corner to a row of urinals on one side and a row of stalls on the other that both led to the showers. One of the showers was running and my steps slowed as I tried not to picture Knight naked under a steaming hot spray of water, with his tanned, muscled body and the five scratches on his stomach that always made him moan when I ran my fingers along them. “I should mention something else,” I said quietly, but Arthur’s senses were already picking up Knight’s scent and his reaction was to grab my arm roughly and pull me in the opposite direction of where Knight was.

      “Your other mate is a fucking werewolf?” Arthur accused, slamming me against the wall between two urinals. “When were you planning on telling me that you want to fuck the enemy?”

      I pulled off from the wall and held my ground in the gross bathroom that smelled like sweaty piss. “He’s not my enemy. He’s never been my enemy. In my time, Lycans are my friends.”

      “I don’t care what you did in your future,” Arthur informed me, and then he pointed towards the showers with a grimace. “I’m never inviting that shit werewolf into anything, much less my bed.”

      “I never said you had to, and don’t you dare talk about him like that!” I yelled back, and even though I wanted to sock him right in the face, I was two seconds from kissing him so hard he’d pass out, but the shower turned off and footsteps came closer to us.

      “What’s going on in here?” Knight stood in the tiled doorway holding a towel to his waist with his long, black hair dripping onto the floor.

      Fuck it.

      I ran across the bathroom and only stopped when I had my hands around his neck and was pressing his warm lips to mine in a kiss I would’ve died to have again. He passionately kissed me back, too in shock to do much else, until his nose kicked in and he shoved me away with disgust.

      “The fuck are you doing? Get away from me, bloodsucker,” he sneered, taking a step back. I tried to follow but Arthur had stepped beside me and put a finger in my belt loop to keep me in place. Knight observed my companion, his anger and disgust sobering at the sight of a vampire that could kick his ass. “I don’t want trouble. This isn’t vampire territory, I’m free to be here.”

      I couldn’t help myself, I took a step towards the love of my life and said the first thing I could think of to get him to listen while Arthur held me off with my belt loop. “Your sister Merrick is alive.”

      Knight’s face went still and wary. “How do you know that? What game are you playing?”

      I had to make him see. I couldn’t go another moment with him looking at me like I was repulsive. “I’m not playing, I know everything about you. Your name is Jason Knight Trimble, you were born in Texas in 1842. You served in the Civil War and your mother died while you were gone.” I kept trying to escape Arthur’s finger until he pulled me up against his chest, locking me in by his arms, and tears rolled down my cheeks at the look on Knight’s face from the sight of me, his enemy.

      “You should get dressed,” Arthur told him, dragging me back until we were out of the bathroom and I was sobbing against Arthur’s arms in the warm sunlight. “Stop crying, he’s not going to leave. You saw his face when you mentioned his sister. He wants to know what you know.” Even though I was terrified Knight would just escape out the back door of the bathroom and leave us, Arthur was right, because a few minutes later Knight emerged from the facility holding his duffel bag and wearing his typical black shirt and blue jeans outfit. “I’m going to let you go, but don’t try getting close to him again.” I nodded and Arthur slowly released me.

      “You two going to explain what you’re doing here talking crazy shit about me?” Knight asked, watching us carefully. I opened my mouth several times but nothing came out, and Arthur pulled me back when I tried to bolt off to Knight’s arms again.

      “It’s a little tough to explain,” Arthur offered after I hadn’t said anything for several minutes, mostly because I was caught between tears and needing at least one of them to hold me close. “Basically this woman here, Lisbeth is her name, claims she’s from the future, one where you and I are her mated husbands.”

      Knight laughed, and the sight of it brought me from tears to a smile, even though he was laughing at me. “And you believed her?”

      Arthur’s shoulders went up in a subtle shrug. “She made a compelling argument. She knew something about me I’ve never said to anyone else. I’m sure she’s got one for you as well.”

      Knight’s look of expectation made me sorry I’d chosen this particular secret, but I let it out anyway. “Your dick grew bigger when you became a werewolf.”

      His eyes widened and he looked away to retain his dignity in front of another man. “Wow. You’re right, I’ve never told anyone that. Not exactly something you want women to know.” Looking back to me, his brown eyes were turning my stomach over in a flurry of butterflies. “This future. We had sex?” I nodded, but his cold look in my direction made my smile droop. “I’d never touch a vampire like that.”

      Oh, but you did.

      “You were mated with him too,” I noted with a sniff, pointing to Arthur.

      Confused, he scrunched his forehead up. “We —me and him— were lovers?”

      “Well, yeah. You kissed a few times before it got a little… further than that.”

      “Gross.”

      Arthur was immediately offended. “Gross? I can assure you my prowess is anything but gross.”

      “I don’t even like boys,” Knight said, which was an argument I’d heard before I found him kissing Arthur and it went out the window.

      “You kissed that guy once during the civil war, remember that?”

      “Oh my god, how many secrets did future me tell you?”

      I leaned in closer and whispered, “All of them.”

      “Terrifying, isn’t she?” Arthur said, making me swipe my foot at his leg that he easily deflected.

      We hadn’t won him over, but Knight slowly relaxed as much as he could around us. “So what do you need me for, other than fucking, and I will note that is not on the table.”

      Pout.

      “I need to save the world. And in order to do that, I need men I trust by my side. Meaning you, and Arthur here. Also a few others. Mostly you two.”

      “What do I get if I help you? Not that I will, because saving the world seems a bit of a stretch considering you’re vampires,” he sneered, making Arthur bristle at my side.

      “Tell me again why I have to be polite to him?”

      Instead of answering, I pulled out the paper in my pocket and carefully approached Knight to hold it out to him. “This is the location of your sister’s coven. She’s a vampire.”

      He looked disgusted but it passed quickly, his eyes darting to my hand holding the note. “And you’ll tell me where she is if I help you?”

      Watching him carefully, I took one step closer until he could take the note from me. “Your sister isn’t a bargaining tool.”

      “I clearly failed to teach you the art of war,” Arthur grumbled, but Knight took the note before I could change my mind, not that I would have.

      “I’m under no obligation to help you, you know that, right?” he said as he stuffed the note into his pants pocket.

      “I know.” Being so close to him, his scent washed over me and I studied the planes of his face, the way his cheeks curved, the way his chin dipped, all parts of him I’d had so long to memorize.

      He dropped his eyes, rubbing at his neck. “Don’t look at me like that.” My feet recoiled one step back and I turned my eyes down to my shoes. “How long were we together in your time?”

      I answered without looking up because I feared my tears were about to return. “Sixty-six years.”

      His sharp intake of breath brought my eyes up to his waist, since the expression on my face was bothering him. “You stayed with me for that long?”

      “I would’ve stayed with you forever.” I took his silence as my cue to take more steps back until I could see Arthur on the side of my vision.

      “So, what’ll it be, werewolf?” Arthur asked him, and my pulse shot off with worry that this was all pointless and Knight would never agree to come with me. I felt sick right down in the depths of my belly, my saliva turning hot and salty when I swallowed.

      “How will your kind not attack me if I agree to come with you?”

      “One of us will have to bite you,” Arthur answered.

      Knight’s nose wrinkled again in disgust, but he waved a hand at me. “I’d rather it be her.” He kept the hand out, giving me permission to approach him, but he held it up when I was close. “Do not kiss me again.”

      I nodded and he clenched his fists when I stepped up, so close I could reach my hands up to take his massive shoulders in my small hands. I stood up on my tip toes as he leaned down, and being this close to him made me want to cry until I passed out.

      My breath hit the skin on his neck and goosebumps formed on the surface. I almost didn’t want to bite him because it would mean I’d have to go back to keeping my distance, and I wanted him in my arms for hours, but I had to hurry up before he changed his mind.

      My fangs dropped down and I massaged the shoulder muscles under my hands so he would relax when I bit into his neck, marking him as mine, and I pulled a mouthful of his sweet, hardy blood, so rich and sweet it brought tears to my eyes, before his hands gently pushed me away. I quickly turned so he wouldn’t see me licking my lips to get the last droplets of him off, but Arthur was free to see the turmoil on my face. Swallowing, I swiped my nose and sniffed, then I faced Knight again with a smile.

      “I’ll lead the way.”
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      Knight’s low, appreciative whistle at the Impala made my heart soar, until he climbed into the backseat and stopped talking. Arthur was also silent, leaving me unable to think about anything except touching Knight’s skin again. I’d worked myself into a fever pitch by the time we stopped for the night, having driven all day to find Knight. As soon as we got inside our hotel room, I ran into the bathroom with my bag and curled up in the little closet where they kept the complimentary ironing board and all the towels.

      My insides were a raging inferno, I was primed on the edge, and neither of them wanted me. We just needed time, that was all, but I’d let, if only for a second, the dread to come back in, the dread that was telling me this wouldn’t work, and I’d save the world but at the cost of my happiness.

      Stupid fucking witches, fucking everything up.

      A door slammed and then there was a timid knock on the bathroom door.

      “I’ve sent him for food,” Arthur told me through the door. “You can come out.” Only I couldn’t move. I wanted to stay in the closet and just sleep there so I wouldn’t have to see Knight looking at me like I was repulsive. The door opened and Arthur’s shadow fell over me where I was sitting clutching my legs to my chest. “I don’t know what to say to make this better.”

      “You know exactly how to make this better,” I mumbled against my jeans. More tears were coming when he grabbed my arm and hauled me off the floor to stand in front of him, backing me up until I hit the wall of the closet. My body lit up again and the struggle on his face was overcome when he reached a clenched fist out and used it to grasp my hip. My face was a waterfall of tears, looking up at his icy features and longing to reach out for him.

      He opened and closed his mouth several times until he finally decided what he was going to say to me.

      “This is only sex. We’re clear on that, right?”

      Oh, god, yes.

      In an instant, he was flush against me and I craned up to kiss his lips, needing, always needing more of him. He crushed my mouth with his, biting at my skin and holding me in place against him, and gods he was already so hard for me. I rocked my hips forward, running my belly along his length and he hissed against my lips, capturing them again as he shoved my pants down, helped me out of them, and lifted me up against the bathroom wall, cradling me in his powerful arms.

      He released my lips, pulling his cock out of his pants and lining himself up with my entrance, and I leaned in to lick slowly up the scar on his cheek that he answered with a thrust deep inside me. I was already so wet, so ready, it wouldn’t take long for me to explode against him, and I felt it rising as he started a rhythm against the wall, slamming my back into the concrete with every push of his cock.

      Moaning against his shoulder, I nibbled on his ear and planted kisses on his scar before he roughly grabbed my hair and pulled my head back until my throat was exposed to him. He ran the tips of his fangs down it, making me so close to climax I was going to lose my mind. I got enough control of my head back to smash our lips together as I went over the edge and pulsed around his cock over and over.

      He didn’t stopped thrusting into me until my orgasm was over and he jerked his hips a few times, groaning against my lips as he came inside me. We slowed our movements and stood locked together, catching our breath, and I couldn’t help myself.

      I gently wiped at the drops of sweat on his forehead and kissed along his head, in every spot I could get to, then I held him to my breast and let myself believe he was my Arthur again.
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      He let me hold him close like that for a very long time, until we heard the hotel door open and he let me down gently on my feet, separating our bodies, and turned to put his still semi-hard cock back inside his pants before leaving the bathroom. I took a lengthy shower, trying to wrestle myself back into control before I went back to the man who didn’t want me to look at him, and the one who confusingly just made love to me even though he still insisted he didn’t want me, just like old times.

      Getting out, I dried off, got dressed, and exited the bathroom, trying to keep my eyes on the floor as I dumped my backpack onto one of the beds and noticed Knight had brought a few pizzas for us. One was already empty and it had ‘Knight’s pizza’ written in big letters on the lid, and the other one said ‘Vampires only’ that had a few slices missing, so I grabbed two and got onto the bed next to my bag.

      “So you guys…” Knight said, gesturing with his piece of pizza. I flushed down to my toes and tried to focus on my food. Of course he could fucking smell it. No amount of scrubbing would erase our scents changing. Arthur didn’t respond, just kept eating, and I did the same, but I could feel Knight’s agitation over being ignored.

      Did he care? I wanted so badly for him to care, but he’d told me to stop looking at him so I kept my eyes down and finished my pizza, tossing my used napkin into the bin beside Arthur’s leg. Then I got underneath the comforter and pulled it over my head so I could fall asleep, a difficult feat with them both nearby but not snuggling against me. I tossed and turned for an hour while the two men ate more and sat in an uncomfortable silence that made me want to slap both of them.

      Finally, Arthur sighed heavily and my comforter lifted up, then he slid in behind me and pulled me against his warmth, his large hand resting on my hip bone. He held said hip just enough away where our lower halves weren’t touching.

      “Don’t get excited,” Arthur murmured against my ear. “I just figured you needed one of us here so you can fall asleep.”

      “She’s fine,” Knight deflected, mouth full of pizza.

      Arthur’s hand curled on my skin and it sent a thrum of electricity throughout my body. “You obviously don’t know what it’s like to have someone in your bed for decades only for them to suddenly not be there.” My hand reached up to rest on his, warning him to back off before I got angry, but also because I knew it was my pain that brought Arthur to me, because he understood it. It was what drew us together the first time.

      I heard Knight getting into the other bed before shutting the lights off. In the dark with my eyes adjusting, I rolled over to face Arthur’s chest where I snuggled close and spoke to him in German, a language we both knew but Knight didn’t.

      “It’s just sex, right?”

      He answered by pulling me closer and tenderly kissing my forehead, like I would break into a thousand pieces if he pressed too hard.
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      I woke up the next morning like I usually did, with a burning hot erection pressed into my ass. I was back home and Arthur was there with me, so I eagerly rolled over and kissed his lips, snuggling into him and kissing down his neck. Once I was done with him, I’d find Knight and fuck him against the kitchen counters before everyone else in our home got up.

      Everything was right again, everything was back to the way it should be.

      “Where are the kids?” I asked him softly, and he instantly went frigid, pushing me away so he could look into my eyes.

      “What are you talking about?”

      Oh god. I wasn’t back home. This nightmare was still real.

      He watched the glow visibly leave my face until I was downtrodden and moved back to get off the bed. “No, you’re not going to walk away. What did you mean by that?” He came at me like I was his prey, which wasn’t going to help his plight, unless his goal was having me plastered all over him.

      Thankfully, Knight was still asleep until my squeak as Arthur grabbed me woke him up. He snorted and sat up, rubbing his eyes. “What are you two doing? Go fuck somewhere else.”

      Arthur didn’t flinch in his burning gaze on me, gripping my chin so I’d have to look up at him. “Tell me.” I shook my head and he dropped his hands, searching my eyes for the answer that I refused to give him. “I won’t fuck you again if you don’t tell me.”

      My eyes narrowed at him and I tilted my chin in defiance as if I didn’t care, when I totally did. “Fine.” Stepping away from him, I roughly grabbed my bag and slung it over my shoulder, eyeing both men with a blank look. “I’ll be in the car.” I stomped out and wrenched the car door open, throwing my bag in before dumping myself into the front seat.

      Fuck fuck fuck.

      Why did I say that? Why did I believe, even for one second, that things had gone back to normal? Now I was on Arthur’s radar, and he wouldn’t rest until he found out what I wasn’t telling him. I let out a string of curse words and got out of the car, walking away from the hotel until I’d reached a patch of trees, and I said the words to summon Balthazar to me.

      He appeared with a wide smile, and leaned against the tree in front of me like he’d been there all day. “Lovely to see you again, my dear. What’s got your nose so red?”

      Desperate to calm my raging emotions, my fingers curled and uncurled on my dress. “I need you to stay with me. Constantly. I know you hate it, but please. I’ll beg if I have to. I need someone on my side, please.”

      The smile on his face faltered and he closed the distance between us before I could blink, wrapping me up in a lilac scented hug. I gripped the back of his jacket so hard I was sure it would tear and he pet at my hair to get me to relax.

      “I’ll do anything for you,” he whispered, kissing my temple gently. The words comforted me, but I wondered if that was true. If I asked him to love me, could he? Could I, for that matter. He was certainly warm and comforting against my body.

      I pulled my face away from his shoulder, tilting it so our cheeks brushed and our lips were so close I could’ve easily kissed his. Underneath the unrelenting turmoil inside me, I felt a magnetic pull to him, and that was something I couldn’t keep denying.

      This was why I’d kept him at a familial distance, because I knew it was there, waiting for me to discover. It wasn’t love yet, but it could be if it had enough encouragement.

      Like a simple kiss…

      I couldn’t risk it. If he pulled away, I’d have no one left. Cameron was set to leave any day now providing he didn’t become a vampire again. Olivier didn’t know about any of this, and my parents were half a world away. I longed for my aunt/step-mother Clara and her warm wisdom.

      I pulled away from the Incubus in my arms and tucked some hair behind my ear. “Sorry,” I mumbled, hoping I wasn’t turning as pink as I felt. “Will you still stay with me?”

      He started answering and had to clear his throat first. “Ye… Yes.” A noise behind me made him look up, and I followed his eyes to see Arthur and Knight by the car, waiting for me. “I’m guessing one of them is who you were waiting for?” I nodded, watching them look over at us. “One smells like you, the other bears your mark. It seems you’ve been busy in my absence.”

      “All part of the plan,” I joked absently, holding my hand out and he clasped it tightly. “Come on, we have a planet to save.”
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        * * *

      

      With Balthazar in the mix, he refused to let my other companions remain silent the rest of the way back home, but of course, his game was sex, and that was all he talked about.

      He’d just finished regaling us about how he seduced a queen with very generous breasts, and it was even turning me on, when he stopped and tapped his hand against the front seat next to my leg.

      “What was she like?” he asked, looking through the rearview mirror at the men in the backseat.

      “Who?” I asked him, looking away from the road for a few seconds.

      “You,” he answered, still trying to catch Arthur’s eye. “The stoic one made love to Lisbeth. I’m curious what it was like.”

      “What the fuck! You can’t ask him that!” I was about to run us off the road from trying to keep Balthazar in my sights and make sure he stopped talking.

      His teasing grin made me feel like a melting icicle. “I can, and I just did. Does the stoic one feel like answering?”

      I groaned and resigned myself to this humiliation, keeping my eyes firmly on the road. “His name is Arthur.”

      What was Knight thinking about all this? Was he interested, or was he grossed out?

      “It was pleasurable,” Arthur answered, and I saw him looking out the window when I checked him in the rearview mirror. That was probably as good an answer as I’d ever get from him, even if I’d blown his mind.

      “How tight? Like a little, or virgin tight,” Balthazar probed, and I took one hand from the steering wheel to smack against him.

      “I’m going to shove a burning pincer up your ass if you don’t shut up.”

      When I was done, Arthur continued like we hadn’t interrupted him. “Virgin tight.”

      “OH MY GOD,” I shrieked. “Everyone in this car is going to shut their fucking mouths or I will find something to plug them with.” They obliged, but I could tell Balthazar still had questions about my snatch that he was going to ask Arthur as soon as my back was turned. That is, if I didn’t kill him first.
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        * * *

      

      After a few hours, everyone had nodded off and I plugged my phone in to play some music. Music was one of the things I’d missed in the future. I turned on my favorite song and started singing along to the words, remembering all the times my version of Knight had sung it to me.

      “I like this song,” Knight said, startling me so I missed a few words.

      I switched the song off and tried to focus on the road. “Sorry, I thought you were asleep.” We rode in awkward silence until I saw him in the rearview looking at me. “I’m sorry about the sex stuff. I know you don’t want to hear it. I know I’m repulsive.” I curled and un-curled my fingers on the steering wheel, turning at the right spot so we pulled into town.

      Knight shuffled in the backseat and looked away. “Every time I open my mouth, I think of more things to ask you about the life we shared in your time, but then I wonder if it even matters.” It mattered to me. I wanted to say it, but I held it back. “How did you get me to trust you the first time?”

      “A Lycan Alpha gave me his vampire teeth bracelet when I spared the life of a pup from his pack. You saw it and you swore to protect me.”

      “You don’t have it this time,” he noted.

      “No. He offered it and this time I refused. I don’t need a reward for doing the right thing. In my time, Lycans and vampires are allies. I will always treat them as such, no matter what time I’m in.”

      He was quiet for so long I looked in the rearview to make sure he hadn’t gone to sleep.

      “Your time sounds nice.”

      I settled back in my chair, a grin permanently fixed onto my face.
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        * * *

      

      We reached the castle at dinnertime and naturally we met opposition at the gate for having a werewolf with us, but my mark on him took precedence. The guards still accompanied us inside to Othello’s office for his approval of the situation, and he greeted us with a grin that fell once he saw who was standing next to me. Or what, I should say.

      “Get that mongrel out of here!” he barked, flicking his hands to the guards.

      “I marked him, he belongs to me,” I explained, watching with dread as Othello looked from me to Arthur to Knight.

      He settled back on me and hissed, “This is utterly unorthodox. I do not condone mixing with worthless dogs.”

      I straightened my spine and stepped up to him, staring him down. “Don’t talk about him like that.”

      His gaunt face twisted in shock and he moved back with his scent stinking of fear. “Fine. I’ll allow it. But I do not appreciate this insubordination, Lisbeth.”

      “I would like to petition a convening of the Council,” Arthur said, exactly like we’d planned. Coming from me, the Council wouldn’t listen, but Arthur was their top soldier for a reason. They trusted him. “In person this time. There’s something I believe requires their attention.”

      Othello nodded, not for one second suspecting I was behind it. “Of course, Arthur. I will contact them and they’ll be here in a few days. I hope whatever is wrong is not pertinent.”

      “Not yet,” Arthur answered, and he motioned to me for us to leave. We piled out of Othello’s office and waited for the soldiers to go back outside to guard the gate.

      “God, I forgot what a weenie Othello is,” I said, rolling my shoulders in disgust. “All I had to do was say one thing and he shrunk like a snow covered scrotum.”

      “I’m guessing he’s not around where you came from?” Arthur asked, following me when I started walking.

      I bobbed my head, avoiding the question. “Let’s just say he did not last the night.”

      We went up the stairs and found our way to my rooms. My senses didn’t detect Cameron nearby so I left the three men in my doorway and walked to Cameron’s room, finding the door open and the room empty of his belongings.

      He’d left me.

      I tried to tell myself that this was a good thing, that it was better this way. He was safe from the horror of my life, and he’d never be killed for me. I told myself that over and over until Balthazar’s hand touched my shoulder and I jumped away, hitting the doorframe with my shoulder.

      “You umm…” I wiped my eyes and focused on the vanilla walls. “You guys should get something to eat. I’m going to take a shower.” I hurried off so they couldn’t see the tears getting worse and flooding out of my eyes at full speed.

      I sobbed all through my shower, and by the time I was dried and dressed, I’d settled into that silent, depressive state that once encompassed me for weeks on end in these very rooms. Leaving my room wearing a simple dress, I saw Knight sitting alone on the couch playing a game on his phone. He looked up at me and I immediately dropped my gaze, pretending my arrangements needed straightening.

      “You can look at me,” he said, making me drop some of the flowers. “I know I said not to, but you look really depressing when you can’t, so drink me in. All you want.” Turning with a flower in my hand, I did just that. I stared at him for so long my legs started aching from lack of movement. I drank him in like a glass of thirst quenching water. His deep brown eyes, his long black hair, the dark tan of his perfect skin.

      I loved him so much. I needed him like I needed air. I always had. I always would.

      Until I dropped my eyes to wipe at my cheeks, he held my gaze no matter what passed across my face. I looked back up and he was studying me, watching me, with as much curiosity as caution.

      “Damn it. How am I supposed to react when you look at me like that?”

      “How am I looking at you?” I didn’t think I was giving him a particular look, but then again I’d been staring at him like I had before, when he was mine.

      “You look at me like I’m the only thing that’s ever mattered to you. Like I’m the last thing you think of at night and the first thing you think of in the morning. Like you’ll die if you can’t see me anymore. Like I’m the reason your heart keeps beating.”

      Oh.

      My fingers trembled so hard I dropped the flower onto the vanilla carpet. “I’d ask you to not talk to me like that if I can’t touch you.”

      He got up from the couch and my breath left my lungs as he approached, stopping right in front of me, so close my breasts touched his stomach when I inhaled. Trembling, I held myself back, waiting as he lifted one hand up, running it through my hair, up my neck, resting on my chin that he used to pull me closer still so he could bend his head and hover right at my lips.

      My brain turned to mush. The only thing that existed was Knight’s lips and his warm breath on my face.

      Finally, when I couldn’t take it anymore, he leaned that extra distance and captured my lips with his. A groan escaped my throat and I threw my arms around his neck, curving my body against his, his passionate kisses scorching me from the inside out. Just as I was about to reach under his shirt, he pulled away, cutting me off from his warmth.

      I felt stupid. Ridiculous. Unwanted. Emotions I never wanted to come from him.

      My chest heaved, trying to catch my breath as he did the same. He ran a hand through his hair to push it out of his face, staring at everything except my eyes. I almost pushed into his head to see what he was thinking, but I was afraid of what I’d find.

      He wanted me. I knew he did, but he didn’t want to. My love for him was pushing him away when he’d always led me to believe he would’ve loved me no matter what.

      I only had one option now. I had to abandon getting my family back and I had to focus on my mission of stopping Alistair. Once I did… Maybe I’d become a dolphin again, because if I didn’t have the love of my husbands, my children, then I had nothing.

      Clearing my throat, I smiled at him and pushed everything else deep down inside me. “I’m sorry, Knight. I’ve been pushing you and that wasn’t fair. You don’t have to kiss me again, it’s fine.”

      Confused at my sudden mood switch, he looked at me like I was a crazy person. “Okay?”

      Arthur and Balthazar walked in, letting me escape to my room where no one would tease me with beautiful kisses.
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        * * *

      

      I spent the next few days alone in my room, feeling like I was in an endless torment, because I was. This was hell.

      Accepting that I’d never get my babies back was worse than dying. No matter what I did, my heart refused to accept it. It longed for them, it longed for my lovers, it longed for my former life, but that life was gone, and I’d been chasing it ever since I came back. It was time to stop pining for what I couldn’t regain.

      Someone knocked on the door, and when I didn’t answer, they (Arthur) walked in anyway, and the other footsteps meant we had an audience for whatever he was going to say.

      “Are you done pouting?” he asked blankly.

      “Fuck you,” I threw over my shoulder from where I lay on my bed, looking out one of my windows where some birds were fluttering around because their lives were fabulous and perfect. Fucking birds.

      “We’ve had a talk, all three of us,” he continued. God damn it. “You’re keeping something from us about the life we had in your time.”

      “Go away. I’m done talking about that. It’s over. I’m never getting them… that back.” Arthur’s feet stomped across the room and he ripped the blanket off me, exposing me wearing short shorts and a tank top. I glared up at him. “You’re lucky I don’t sleep naked.”

      “Tell us what you’re hiding,” he barked at me, so fiercely I winced.

      “Please,” Knight added, coming up beside Arthur, and that did me in.

      Standing, I opened the drawer of my bureau and pulled out the necklace with four circles of hair, three black and one blonde. I held it up where all three could see it before clasping it around my neck and letting it settle between my breasts.

      “Is that our hair?” Balthazar asked, looking at it curiously.

      “No,” I answered, staring up at Arthur, then I dropped my eyes and clasped the necklace front. “The witches took much more from me than the life we had together.” I pointed to the top slot on the necklace. “Balthazar gave me Kitty.” My fingers moved with each child to each bundle of hair. “Then Knight gave me Jason. Arthur gave me Dreya. And then Knight gave me Gwen.”

      I dropped both hands and felt the life draining out of me.

      “The witches gave me a potion to get them back, but it won’t happen now. Before you ask, it’s because all three of you have to fall in love with me for the potion to work, and I know that’s far too much to ask of you. Two of you hardly know me, and Balthazar is still in love with my grandmother. So here.” I unclasped the necklace and held it out for one of them to take. “I’m giving up. I won’t get them back, and you don’t have to help me. You can all go back to your lives and I’ll save the world on my own. It was selfish of me to bring you here.”

      Knight took the necklace and I dropped my arm like it had turned to lead. “Would’ve been nice to know before now, considering you interrupted very important plans I made with a cheeseburger later.”

      “We won’t promise to love you,” Arthur informed me, and I felt even more shattered. “But the witches took you from us too. If they’d done nothing, we’d be with you, and our children would be here. I for one won’t let that sacrifice fade away into nothing. And if we don’t stop this Alistair then it will.”

      I loved him so much.

      “We brought you some food, and the Council will be ready soon,” Balthazar said. “I’d like to hear about my daughter.”

      My lip trembled and I shook my head. “No, I can’t talk about them yet, but… I can show you.” I put my hands out to them. “You have to touch me.” They all approached without another word, but Arthur slipped his hand around my waist first.

      “Anything to get our hands on you,” he grunted, the most humor I’d seen on him in this timeline, and it brought a smile to my face even though I was broken inside. Knight put his hand on my shoulder while Balthazar clasped my fingers with his.

      Using the last of my blood reserves, I opened up their minds and put us down in a field next to our home. Knight recognized it immediately as his childhood home, but he was side-swiped by a tiny Gwen running past him, trying desperately to escape Jason as he chased her around the yard. Kitty stood at the picnic table setting up for lunch while Dreya sat on the front steps crocheting Gwen a little yarn hat.

      The sight of my babies had me doubled over, and I felt someone pull me close to them outside our heads in the real world to steady me.

      “Where are we?” Arthur asked, his eyes fixed on Dreya’s movements, a hint of a smile pulling on his lips when she grinned at her siblings’ antics.

      “This was our home. This is a memory from two years ago,” I explained, so weakened by the pain inside that I could barely keep the illusion up.

      The other Knight, Arthur, and myself walked out of the front door, with Arthur holding one of her hands while Knight swept her up in a passionate kiss that all the children made faces over.

      “Mooom, we’re about to eat. That’s grossss,” Gwen blurted out from her big brother’s arms once he’d finally caught her.

      The other me laughed against Knight’s lips and kissed him again just for good measure before Arthur took her away only to kiss her so deeply it took her breath away.

      The stoic Kitty approached them and smiled one of her rare smiles. “Happy birthday, Mom.” The other three children echoed her sentiment, along with my husbands who continued kissing the other me even with the kids complaining.

      That day had been heaven. A party with my babies. A night of passion with my lovers. I could’ve never asked for more.

      My strength waned and the image broke as my knees gave out. I was in Knight’s arms, he’d been the one to keep me from breaking.

      There was no help now. That day was gone forever. They were too.

      Knight picked me up and carried me to the living room where they’d set up a tray on the coffee table with my lunch and a bag of blood I desperately needed. I reached for it with shaking hands and Arthur quickly picked it up, pierced it with a straw and handed it to me. Taking long pulls of it, I tried not to gag and finished it as fast as possible, tossing it onto the coffee table. The blood flowed through me and refreshed my powers, but it did little for the deep ache in my chest. I tried to stand but Knight’s hand tugged on mine so I’d say seated.

      “You need to eat,” he urged, but I pulled back until he let me up.

      “No, I have to go save the fucking world. It needs everything from me again, and I’m going to fuck it in the ass right back so it knows not to mess with Lisbeth fucking Bathory again.”

      “Bathory?” Arthur instantly asked, because that was the important part.

      “Put your big boy pants on. We’re about to fuck all the shit up.”
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      I marched out of my room with my three men on my tail, very aware I hadn’t showered in days and I was wearing pajamas. My hair was probably messed up, and there was no telling how rank my breath had become.

      I didn’t care. I was done crying, I was done taking this lightly.

      We didn’t stop until we were outside of the bigger drawing-room doors, ready to bust them wide open by ripping on the handles until the room was exposed and I could see that stupid giant desk they’d used in my time.

      Without waiting for an invitation, I marched up as they were still discussing what they were going to have for dinner. Typical.

      “Yo,” I said with a wave at them, automatically looking to Castilla, the only one on the Council who wasn’t a moron. “We’re here. Can we do the thing?” Arthur growled next to me and I expected an ear flick, but he chose not to punish me. Yet.

      Othello looked prim and proper, all the giddy crush gone from his face. “I’ve informed them about your insubordination of bringing a werewolf into our house.”

      Nark.

      “We can begin,” Castilla told him, sitting down while the other Council members did the same. “Arthur, you brought us here because you received intelligence about a threat to us.”

      “Correct. Lisbeth here was the one who told me about a vampire named Alistair that is rallying an army against us.”

      “She hardly seems credible,” Estinien grumped, giving me an unimpressed once over. “I’m still confused as to why you vouched for her at her trial, Arthur. You don’t seem the type to put your faith in someone as simple as her.”

      The fuck did you just say?

      “You know what, fuck this.” I stepped up to the desk as Estinien griped about my language so I shot him the finger. “Everyone put a hand on me. I have something to show you.” Castilla was the first to do so, with everyone following suit, getting up from their seats to lay a hand on me somewhere. I felt Arthur, Knight, and Balthazar get in the mix, standing behind me in case I faltered again.

      It took all of my strength to connect the minds of so many I hadn’t drunk from, but I’d worked on my abilities for years to do just that. I showed them all the highlights of my timeline.

      Me saving Simon. Running from Arthur. Meeting Knight. Falling in love with him. Being captured. My endless trial. Becoming the leader of my Order. The hidden feelings I had for Arthur. Having Kitty. Finding my parents. Leading us to victory against the turned army. Having Jason. Alistair destroying the world. Having Dreya. Finding Salvation. Losing Arthur. Losing Cameron and Merrick. Hendrix’s cruelty. Kitty and Arthur returning to me. Defeating Hendrix. Having Gwen.

      And then that last day, when Selene found me and told me she was the last witch alive and that I had to go back in time to prevent Alistair from destroying everything, and seeing Gwen and Knight’s face for the last time as they ran towards me before I disappeared into blackness, as I did again in the drawing-room, falling back into Knight’s arms and passing out.
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        * * *

      

      When I came to, I was in my bed with an IV in my arm connected to several blood bags on a metal IV stand beside me. My head was spinning as I sat up and I clutched it with a groan.

      “Easy, take it easy,” someone, Knight, said to my right. His hands came up and he pressed me back against the pillows.

      “You stupid woman, you drained yourself completely,” Arthur chastised on my other side. “You’ve been asleep for days.” He said that, but what I heard was he’d been beside himself with worry over me. “You’re lucky you woke up at all.”

      “Mmm,” I buzzed, taking his hand and putting it to my lips. “There’s no way I wouldn’t wake up with you taking care of me, you big icicle.” I kissed his scarred knuckles, one after the other. “I love you.” Another dizzy spell hit me when I flipped my head over to Knight and I reached out for his hand too that I gently kissed. “And I love you. I know you don’t want me to. But I do.”

      “What about me?” Balthazar was by my feet, and I smiled at him in my haze.

      “I’ve always loved you, silly.” The effort to focus was more than I had in me, but I managed to look up at Arthur. “What happened with the Council? Did they decide not to care?

      “Yes.”

      I groaned and squeezed his hand. “Stupid cautious fucks. They almost got us killed several times because they’re all morons.”

      “They were pretty impressed with your powers, though,” Knight offered, lacing his fingers with mine.

      Balthazar clutched my foot, massaging the sole gently. “I quite enjoyed the movie of your life. I noticed you didn’t show us fucking. What was it like?”

      I giggled and my head throbbed. “It was pretty awesome. But my first time with Knight was much better.” I leaned into his hand and snuggled it, happy to have his scent enveloping me in my sleepy state.

      “Humph,” Balthazar grumped. “There’s no way he was better than me. I’m an Incubus.”

      “Blah blah blah, your dick is mind blowing, we know,” I mumbled, and drifted off to sleep against Knight’s fingers.
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        * * *

      

      Unaware how long I’d slept again, I woke up for a second time in my bed, this time missing the IV, but I still had Knight’s hand against my cheek.

      He was sitting beside me, playing on his phone with his free hand, and he looked down at me when I stirred. “Ahh, finally. You have no idea how hard it is to play a racing game with one hand.”

      I groaned from the heavy feeling in my head and stretched out with a yawn. “I’m sure there are other things you can do one handed.”

      He sniggered under his breath, fully engrossed in his game with both hands on the screen now. “Touché.”

      I was just about to go to the bathroom and clean up when my phone rang on my nightstand. I picked it up and it was a number I didn’t recognize. “Hello?”

      “Hello, is this Lisbeth?” It was a woman’s voice, and there was something about it I couldn’t quite place. “Look, this might be a little weird, but we’ve never met. I mean, I’ve never met you. You’ve met me.”

      Then it hit me. “Sara?”

      “Bingo! Listen, I’ve been having some visions about you and I think you should come visit. You can bring your three lovers with you.”

      I glanced back at Knight, still playing his game. “They’re not… my lovers.” He looked up at me in confusion and I waved a hand for him to continue playing.

      “Oh, I understand,” she chimed in. “That’s one of the things we have to discuss. I’m also gonna need you to leave immediately. I know you’re tired, but you have to. It’s imperative. Capiche?”

      “Umm, sure?”

      “Awesome! I’ll put out a roast. See you soon!”

      She hung up and the line went dead, leaving me staring at my phone with that face I always made when I was around Sara, the one that said I had no idea what she was doing, because I didn’t.

      “Who was that?” Knight asked me, watching me slip my phone into my pajama shorts.

      “A friend. She’s psychic. She wants us to come see her. Like. Now.” I looked around for my bag and found it tossed into the corner amongst several pairs of men’s shoes and their respective belongings. I grabbed the shoes and bag I knew belonged to Knight and put them on the foot of the bed. “I wasn’t kidding. Let’s go.” He hopped up and started lacing his shoes as I grabbed a change of clothes and put on a clean pair of jeans with a plain tee in the bathroom, then I brought my bag and a pair of boots with me into the living room where Arthur and Balthazar were also getting ready, having no doubt listened in.

      “A psychic, huh?” Arthur asked, his head bent over his shoes.

      “I’ve learned to listen to her. Sorry if that disrupts our plans.”

      Balthazar was tapping his cane against his leg. “We don’t have plans anymore, not after the Council voted on being dumb asses. We’ll do whatever you say.”

      Grinning, I strummed my fingers on my backpack strap. “Where’s Cameron?” I asked Arthur once he was up. With Cameron’s room empty, I knew Arthur would know where he went.

      “Olivier’s got him. I clued her in on everything. She’s taking him and Renard on a trip to keep them safe, just in case.” My lungs released a sigh of relief that Cameron hadn’t abandoned me, and because Arthur had thought of it before I had to ask him. Good old Arthur. Always anticipating my needs.

      With all of us ready, we headed out down to the parking garage and piled into the Impala, Knight in the front seat with me this time. I still wasn’t letting anyone else drive, but he was the only one willing to choose the music on my phone so we didn’t ride in silence again.

      James’ town was further away than the one we’d found Knight in, so we had to stop for the night eventually, but first we needed to eat. I rolled into a diner that looked like it belonged on the set of Supernatural, one where Dean shoveled pie into his mouth while he flirted with the waitress and Sam ate a modest salad at his computer.

      We got out and went inside. Balthazar was eyeing the place like he was certain just looking at it would make him ill.

      “They’d better have confections,” he complained in a whisper.

      I navigated to a booth and Balthazar scooted to the inside of one side while I sat next to him with our two companions across from us. A waitress approached us, holding menus and rolled up silverware in paper napkins.

      “Welcome to Salty Steve’s. Something to drink?”

      Knight put his hand up when she started passing out the menus. “She’s ordering for us.” I tilted my head in confusion. “I want to see what you think we’d like.”

      I wiggled my fingers until the waitress handed me a menu that I scanned just enough to memorize what was on there before handing it back. “The long haired gentleman will have a soda, a triple cheeseburger with fries, a rare steak, and half of an apple pie. The icy hot one will have hot coffee with a BLT sandwich and a bowl of grapes. And the sex god to my right will have the other half of the apple pie with a can of whipped cream and some hot tea.” Knight’s wide grin had me so flustered I almost couldn’t get all of the order out without fumbling over my words.

      “And you?” the waitress asked me when she’d written it all out.

      “Hot tea, and the burrito meal. No, make it the platter.” She left, leaving me to stare at Knight’s smile for as long as I wanted.

      “I’d say she passed any test you had in mind for that,” Arthur noted, unrolling his silverware.

      “Never pegged you for a salad guy,” Knight retorted with a smirk to the vampire.

      “You’ve definitely been pegged though,” I told him, and had to dodge the crumpled up napkin Knight threw at me.

      Arthur was quick to add, “I’m sure he’s had his salad tossed too.” I erupted in giggles and held out a high five for him that he barely looked up at. “Nope.”

      “Damn it, you’re the same in every timeline.”

      As we were the only customers this late at night, our food was ready in what felt like mere minutes and we all made space on the table for Knight’s three plates. My large plate was loaded with four burritos on it, surrounded by a lake of beans and rice. I lifted two of the burritos and put them beside Knight’s cheeseburger. He looked at them and up at me, his mouth already full of French fries.

      “Sorry,” I said, bringing my hands back to my plate. “I forgot to get you some. I know you love them.” He continued staring at me, confused at my actions again.

      Arthur popped a grape into his mouth and chewed it as he surveyed my meal. “Where’s mine?” I’d never remembered him liking them, but I lifted one of mine without a thought and started bringing it to his plate, only for him to stop me mid-journey across the table. “I was joking. I just wanted to see if you’d give me one.”

      “Ass,” I grumped, and cut a bite of my burrito after putting it back on my plate, swirled it in the beans, and popped it into my mouth. It tasted so good, almost as good as the burritos Knight used to make me.

      “You’d give up all your food for us, wouldn’t you?” Arthur observed with another grape in his mouth.

      I met his eyes and then Knight’s before looking back down at my plate. “Maybe.” Before I could blink, Knight had handed me his pie, Arthur his bowl of partially eaten grapes, and Balthazar his can of whipped cream, but not before putting some on his half of the pie. I got my fork and took a generous bite of Knight’s pie portion. “Better stop spoiling me, I might get the wrong idea,” I said around the savory fruit and crust.

      Or the right one.

      I heard the thought with my powers, but it was so faint I couldn’t tell which one of them had said it. They were all busy eating and weren’t looking at me.

      Maybe I’d imagined it.
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        * * *

      

      We got a hotel room with two big beds and we went to sleep with full bellies, Balthazar in my bed and Knight sharing the other with Arthur. I would’ve preferred being sandwiched between my husbands like I used to, but no, they were sleeping in the same bed so there was no telling how long it would be until they started making out without me. As long as I got to watch.

      I woke up with someone snuggled into my ass, his hand slowly sneaking up to my breast where he stopped, and I was too groggy to even care. I took the hand and put it right on my boob, then I realized it was Balthazar and almost jumped away from him.

      “Morning,” he whispered, his chin on my bare shoulder where my shirt had drooped. “Been awhile since I’ve touched a breast. It’s nicer than I remembered.” His fingers slowly squeezed and I gasped audibly, pulling his hand away before he could do more.

      I rolled over to face him just in case he got handsy again. His black hair was mussy and it curtained his pink face, falling over one eye. I pushed it out of the way so I could see both blue globes clearly, and he kissed my wrist when it was close enough to his lips. This was nice, being this close to him. I was able to notice all the dips and curves of his face, the way they looked chiseled by stone. He really was a beautiful man.

      “You think I’m beautiful?” he asked, smiling in his teasing way.

      I’d spoken aloud, as I did sometimes when I was distracted, and I blushed under his smile. “Duh. You’re a sex god.”

      His deft fingers danced up my arm. “Did I use my powers on you?”

      I gulped and stared at the skin of his neck that was uncovered by the top button of his shirt being undone. “Ye… yes.” I cleared my throat.

      His blue eyes studied me, making flames burn across my skin where they landed. “I can see exactly how you want to be taken.”

      Oh, Jesus. I was going to dissolve into a puddle of need again if he didn’t stop talking.

      I moved like a blur, taking his neck in my hand and pressing his lips to mine, and god, it was just as good as the first time, except I wasn’t desperate to feel wanted now, desperate to feel loved. I just wanted him, like I wanted Knight and Arthur. Every twist of his mouth was like a pulse through me, a wave of pleasure as powerful as if he was inside me.

      He rolled us over until he was on top of me, kissing along the seam of my lips and thrusting his tongue into my mouth. I felt something between my legs with each push of his tongue against mine, a phantom sensation like he was fucking me with his cock, even though our clothes were still on. It felt so good, I had to moan loudly against his mouth and he smothered it with another thrust of his tongue.

      The more we kissed, the deeper the sensation went, making my pleasure rise until I was sure I would climax without him touching me. When I was certain I couldn’t take it anymore, his hand slipped beneath my shorts and he flicked my clitoris one time making me cry out, starting an orgasm that ripped through me like lightning. He kept our lips together to muffle my moans as much as possible as I came down, gasping in air like a dying man when he let me up to breathe.

      “Balthazar powers sample deux,” he whispered against my swollen lips. With the last dredges of my climax running through me, I claimed his mouth again, savoring the lilac taste of him that was hitting me anew, but it was somehow different now.

      Turning my head to the side, I was pleased to see our companions were still asleep, and I knew they weren’t faking with a quick check inside their heads. Balthazar kissed at the exposed skin on my neck and I moaned, so ready for round two, but we had to get up and keep moving.

      Well. Maybe after more kisses.
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        * * *

      

      We made it to James’ town in one piece, which was hard to do when Balthazar kept turning his powers on me so I constantly felt like he was resting his hands on my breasts, and every so often would flick the nipples. Christ, this was the best and the worst at the same time. If I hadn’t been driving, I’d have been perfectly fine with it, especially if those hands went south, but I was the only one who knew where we were going.

      I eventually pulled up to Sara’s B&B as coiled as a spring and jumped out of the car to try and cool off before we went inside, but the front door opened and Sara waltzed out with her pink tipped braids, holding a bowl of chickpea batter against her generous body.

      “Lisbeth!” she called, waving her spoon and dropping batter onto the sidewalk. “Oh, your lovers are much cuter in person. And with their clothes on.”

      “What?” Knight stammered.

      “Just go with it,” I whispered to him, and followed Sara into her inn, dodging drops of batter on the way. We entered the same hippie red lobby I remembered with her artwork strewn about and hung on the wall. Someone came out of the kitchen licking his fingers and smiling at us, waving happily.

      Fuck.

      I flinched back at the sight of James, the vampire that had held me captive here with his bite, controlling my every movement. Even though none of them knew about it, my reaction had Arthur stepping in front of me to keep me safe from the guy who was dipping his fingers into Sara’s bowl and licking them again.

      Grossssss.

      “He won’t hurt you, Lisbeth. He’s sobered up now, I promise,” Sara assured me, trying to bend so she could see me from behind Arthur’s imposing frame.

      “What’d he do to you in your time?” Knight asked, also standing close to me.

      I made sure I had contact with all three of my men as I showed them a clip of my time as James’ slave, making sure to note how Knight had taken care of me during it. I shut the image off and stepped back.

      “That.”

      Knight thrust his chin in a challenge at James. “You touch her and you’re dead.”

      Be still, my heart.

      Sara handed James the rest of the batter that he started devouring with his fingers. “Calm down, I said he’s harmless. He’s never going to do that to her in this time.”

      I stepped out of my man curtain and approached the batter eating James, standing as close to him as I could without wanting to vomit. “You touch me again and you won’t have to worry about the gigantic walls of muscle behind me. I’ll end you myself.”

      He barely reacted, seeming as if whatever Sara did to him had turned him into a docile puppy. “You’re scary.” He leaned into me and I bent back, grimacing. “I like it.”

      Sara pat his shoulder lovingly and they shared a gross look. “James, love, could you entertain the men in the sitting room while Lisbeth and I talk?” He nodded and walked away with the bowl in his arms, my men dutifully following him behind some red curtains to the sitting room on the other side of the lobby. “Ahh, that’s better. Hard to think with all that delicious in front of me. I don’t know how you can focus on anything.”

      “It’s definitely an effort,” I noted, grinning at my old friend. “I’ve missed you. It’s been a long time.”

      She motioned for me to follow her into the kitchen where she’d laid out several plates of chickpea pancakes layered with salsa, avocado slices, and some hummus. “Imagine my surprise waking up one day somehow knowing you were here, not even knowing who you were, and through all the little tidbits my head was sending me, one of them was I’d died at some point and you never saw James or my son again.”

      “You got really sick and you refused to let him or me turn you,” I explained, sitting at the table as she sat across from me. “It was before the apocalypse happened. We were there when you died, and then James and Drake disappeared.” I reached out for her hand, the sadness of the memory overwhelming me. “I’m glad you’re fine again.”

      She gave me a consoling pat on my hand and served me a plate of pancakes. “You’ve lost more than just me along the way. I don’t expect you to mourn me as long as you can throw me, not compared to losing the man you called brother, losing your freedom, losing the man you love.”

      While that was all true, I’d still missed her.

      “Well, since everything is out in the open, there’s another thing I should tell you about me.” I waited and she held out her hand until a crack of lightning went from her pinkie to her thumb. I should’ve been surprised, honestly, but I wasn’t, especially when she continued. “I’m a witch. I went to Highborn when I was a teenager. You sensed the power inside me because I’m not human. You’ve become a total badass with your abilities too, by the way. You didn’t have these powers at all when we met before.”

      Grinning, I sliced into my pancakes with a fork and dipped them in the hummus before taking a bite. “I’ve had some time to practice.”

      She got up and rummaged in the teal cabinets, looking for something. “Where did I leave… Can never find the darned thing when I need it.” She bent to look under the sink and then slid open the lid on her metal bread keeper. “Ahh, there it is.”

      Reaching inside, she produced a glass orb with smoke swirling inside. “Full disclosure, I was kicked out of Highborn because my magic is too chaotic, too hard to control. But I can still use this.” She walked back to the table and set the orb down where it stayed still even though there was nothing underneath it to keep it in place. “What we’ll see might be a bit cryptic, but we’ll try to figure it out together. Hands on the orb, please.”

      The orb felt like touching a beating heart full of warmth and life, but also cold and unfeeling at the same time. She put her hands over mine and spoke some words that resembled the ones Headmaster Cauldron had used for his magic. The smoke in the orb shot up from the glass and swirled around us, enveloping us in its tumultuous cloud.

      We weren’t in the kitchen anymore, I felt more like I was in a movie theater, watching something play out in front of me. Sara’s powers only let us observe, whereas mine let me become part of the images.

      Playing in front of me was… basically an orgy. Me with all three of the men I loved, naked and having a good time, it seemed. If we weren’t mid-vision, I knew Sara would’ve given me a high five.

      We were finding my parents, and the journal I’d gotten from the future was in Anastasia’s hands.

      I was leading a march of Lycans and vampires to defeat Alistair, but the last image stopped me cold.

      Knight was lying on the ground, dead.
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      No. No no no. This couldn’t happen. This wasn’t the future. I couldn’t have been brought back only to lose him.

      I pulled myself from the orb and backed away from the table, my chair falling onto the floor as a wave of nausea overcame me. “Tell me,” I said as calmly as I could muster, but it wasn’t calm at all. “Tell me how to prevent that. I don’t want him to die, please, Sara.”

      She stood, grimly holding the orb in her hands. “If you send him away, you won’t get your children back.”

      Hot, burning tears stung my eyes and I shook my head at her, denying that this was real. “If he stays, he dies. I’d rather die myself than let that happen, I don’t care about anything else.”

      “Lisbeth, you can’t change what I saw.”

      “I won’t let him die,” I shouted, my throat warbling, and I turned to run out of the room, across the lobby, right to the curtains that I thrust aside to reveal James standing with his gross batter, Knight and Arthur on the couch talking about something on their phones, and Balthazar sipping a glass of wine he somehow had. I went straight to Knight and wrenched him up from the couch, pushing him until he was near the doorway. “Get out. I don’t want you here.” The words were poison in my mouth, running through my body like cancer.

      He looked as much in turmoil as I was, confused by my sudden outburst. “What are you talking about?”

      “I said get out. We don’t want you here. You’re…” I had to force myself to swallow before the word would come out. “…repulsive.” It wasn’t working on him, I’d made such headway with him that he didn’t believe me, so I had to try harder. I had to say something that was the biggest lie I could think of. “I only stayed with you in my timeline because Arthur didn’t want me. You were a replacement. I never wanted to be with you.” I hoped my face didn’t betray how false every word I said was, but Knight’s confusion went away.

      “You don’t mean any of that,” he reasoned, a slight glisten of tears forming in the corners of his eyes.

      I sucked in a breath and tried to keep my chin from trembling. “I do. Now get out. I should’ve never brought you into this. We don’t need you. I don’t need you.”

      Lies. All lies.

      Arthur’s hand slid onto my arm and stayed when I tried to shake it off. “Lisbeth, stop it.”

      “Not until he leaves,” I insisted, weakly shaking my arm to get him to let me go. “He has to leave.”

      “Balthazar, take her upstairs,” Arthur ordered, only letting me free when Balthazar had his hands on my other wrist. I wrenched away and ran out, bumping Knight’s shoulder as I went, and I didn’t stop until I was inside the room I’d had before, curled up in the Steampunk bathroom.

      This was all my fault. I was going to lose him again. He’d almost died before because of me, and now he was going to die again, and it was all my fault.

      Sobs racked my chest so hard I felt like all of my ribs were broken. Every wave of sadness sent me more into the corner until I was bent at an uncomfortable angle and my phlegm was getting all over the wall where I’d rubbed my face against it.

      If Knight left, I wouldn’t get my children back, but he would live. He had to live. I couldn’t lose him again, I wouldn’t have anything left. I’d rather die.

      The bathroom door opened but my eyes were useless and my senses were preoccupied with life altering sobs.

      “Tell me something,” the person said, and I knew it was Knight without seeing him.

      I turned my wet face to him, scowling. “I told you to go away.”

      He ignored me, walking closer to me until he was covering me with his shadow. “You’d rather give up getting our kids back than let me die?”

      “You’re everything to me. They wouldn’t want you to die for them. They never would’ve wanted that.”

      “That’s not what you said just now.”

      I glared at him even though I couldn’t make out his features. “I fucking lied, like that wasn’t fucking obvious. I almost lost you before and it destroyed me. I won’t go through that again.” Wiping my tears did nothing, so I settled for resting my chin on my knees. “Do you know what the last thing I said to you was?” He didn’t know, of course, so he waited for me to tell him. “I said, ‘I love you, but stick it up your ass.’ That’s such a perfect send-off for the love of my life.”

      He sighed and held a hand out to me. “Stand up.”

      I curled my hands around my knees tightly and looked down at the floor. “No. Why aren’t you gone yet?”

      Grunting, he bent and lifted me up like I weighed nothing, holding me out in front of him when I refused to put my feet on the ground. “Because I fucking love you, you moron.”

      He pushed me against the wall and crushed my lips in a heady kiss. I didn’t want to respond, but fuck, I couldn’t help myself. I whined, bringing my hands up to tunnel through his long hair, deepening the kiss and flooding my body with a warmth that settled between my thighs. He responded with a growl, smelling how much I wanted him, and roughly brought my hips against his, pressing me against his hard length. I pulled away from his mouth and kept our eyes locked as I reached one hand down to trail along the front of his pants, making him gasp deep in his throat.

      Regrettably, he stepped back, and I whined again until he took my hand and led me out of the bathroom where Arthur and Balthazar were waiting for us in the small bedroom. Knight stepped away from me until all three of them were in my slightly blurry sight.

      “We’ve all talked again,” he started, and squeezed my hand when I squinted in disbelief that they were doing this to me exactly like they had in my time, making choices without talking to me first. “The potion the witches gave you said we all three of us had to fall in love with you. But even so, you never tried to make us love you in order to get our children back. You just wanted us to love you again.”

      I scoffed and wiped at the drops on my chin. “I’m not quite that unselfish.”

      “You are,” Arthur insisted firmly. “And I fell in love with you the first moment I saw you on that sparring mat, when you walked up and weren’t afraid of me for one second. Even Olivier is afraid of me, but you aren’t. You’ve never been. And god, you’re the strongest woman I’ve ever met.” Even through my tears, that made me smile, because it was so close to what he’d said to me when we were together in my time. “It would be my honor to protect you with my life for as long as I live.”

      I managed a small laugh that puffed out a few tears from my mouth. “You’re so sappy, that’s gross.”

      “Don’t forget me,” Balthazar chimed in. He’d lost the cane, his jacket, cravat, and vest, and the top few buttons of his shirt were undone. I’d never seen him look so casual. So relaxed. “You were right with what you said before. I only loved you because of the Countess, because I promised to watch over you when she died. I confused my love for you with my love for her, but you’re not her. You’re different, you’re stronger than she ever was. She would’ve never sacrificed her happiness for me. I know we didn’t end up together in your future, but now the thought of not having you is maddening. I need to be by your side, if you’ll have me.” He stopped, his Adam’s apple bobbing as he swallowed hard. “I love you, Lisbeth. Not as family. As a woman. As you.”

      With their speech done, Knight stepped closer to me, his hand running up the length of my arm, making my body tingle all over.

      “You know exactly how to please us. If you’ll let us, we’d like to learn how to please you.”

      I clutched him to me, my salty tears mixing with our kiss when our lips came together. With Knight’s arm around me, I turned to Arthur who came up and kissed me hard, demanding I pay attention him, but still allowing Knight to keep his arm around me.

      Then I turned to Balthazar who was waiting, as he always had been, and he approached me cautiously, sliding his hand up mine until he was so close our breath mingled, and we kissed passionately, finally together without hesitation.

      They surrounded me and I smiled up at Arthur. “I’m used to juggling two men. Three is a little different.”

      He grinned at me and reached back to let my hair down from the braid I’d put it in. “Knight, take her to the bed.”

      I was lifted by his arms before I could react and he put me down beside the mattress, lifting my shirt off, tossing it away. Before he reached for my pants, he bent and suckled one of my nipples into his hot mouth and I rubbed against him like a cat in heat. With Knight distracted against my breasts, Arthur reached in between us and unzipped my jeans, thumbing his way into my panties and pulling them both to the floor, leaving me naked in front of all three of them for the first time in this timeline. Knight moved away from my breasts as they took me in and I felt like a piece of priceless art from the looks on their faces.

      With them momentarily stunned, I hopped up onto the bed, wiggling out of my pants and wrapping my bare legs around Knight’s waist, pulling him to me by his shirt until I could capture his lips with mine. Finally, I was able to remove his shirt, toss it, and run my hands along the pinkened scars on his stomach, and he moaned just as I knew he would.

      He growled at me and took my hands away from his chest. “Not playing fair. This is our turn.” I smiled, remembering him saying similar words to me when we first became lovers. He was becoming my Knight again, and god I needed him so badly, I ached for him.

      I didn’t care that they’d planned exactly how to please me, I wanted him inside me. My hands wiggled out of his so I could reached for his pants zipper, and he motioned to Arthur who was now freshly naked. Arthur came up behind me on the bed, took my wrists and slid me across the comforter until my head was between his legs and my wrists were spread, pinned by Arthur’s hands so I was helpless beneath him.

      My pulse sped up, my chest heaved in anticipation when I heard Knight’s pants falling and he climbed up me until his face was level with my belly button. I knew the look on his face well, he was going to devour me and I couldn’t stop it even if I wanted to. Keeping eye contact with me, he trailed his chin down my stomach until it disappeared between my legs, and he used his hands to spread me open, the cold air hitting the dripping heat waiting for him. My legs started trembling underneath his hands, so ready, so on edge.

      An also naked Balthazar leaned in over Arthur’s arm and kissed me possessively as he tweaked one of my nipples. “You’re loving this so much, you’re going to come the instant he touches your clit with his tongue,” he teased against my lips. Damn him. “Tell him what you want.”

      “Stop teasing me, you bas- fucking Christ, oh my god.” Mid-complaint, Knight had reached his tongue out to flick my clitoris, and just as Balthazar predicted, I shot off like a rocket, climaxing so hard I writhed on the bed and Arthur struggled to keep me pinned. As I came down, chest heaving, Balthazar leaned back and sat next to me.

      “Fuck her, Knight. She wants you.”

      I heaved and lifted myself up, pulling free from Arthur so I could meet Knight and drag him on top of me. He kissed me, spreading me wider so he could fit between my legs, and he reached a hand down between us to slowly slide inside me. I cried out in ecstasy, finally having him where I’d needed him all this time. It was so much better than I’d remembered, and as he started moving in and out, my toes were already curling and I could feel another orgasm building up without much effort, but I didn’t want to yet, I wanted this to last as long as possible.

      It was almost impossible to speak with this much pleasure filling me, but I reached out for Balthazar’s hand. “Don’t let me come again until he does.” My words trailed off with a long moan, but he got the message, and I felt my body tensing up, still ready to climax but unable to.

      Knight sat up, leaning over me, and he gripped my thighs as his thrusts sped up and he fucked me hard and fast, leaving me breathless and poised. Everything rose inside me, I was a wave that couldn’t crash down, but I still craved more.

      “God, you were right, Arthur,” Knight huffed with his blinding pace. “She’s so damn tight, I’m going to lose it.” As lost as I was with pleasure, it didn’t override my brain enough where I didn’t see Arthur’s hand timidly reaching out to my lover, and Knight took it, giving him a look I’d seen before.

      Oh god. Fucking hell, yes.

      I moaned loudly, but not from the sex, because Arthur leaned over me and kissed Knight on the lips with enough passion to melt the polar ice caps, as if he’d been waiting to do it since they first saw each other. It sent Knight over the edge with a surrendering groan against Arthur’s mouth and he thrust his come inside me. With a kiss to my lips, Balthazar let me go and I came so hard I saw stars, squirting liquid all over the bed and all over us. It felt like I was having three orgasms at once, heightened by Arthur and Knight still making out above me.

      “If you two are busy, I’d be happy to take her,” Balthazar mentioned casually, trailing a hand over my heaving breast again.

      Arthur broke from Knight’s lips, giving him a look that definitely said they’d continue that later, and he met my eyes below him. “It’s my turn, Incubus.” My body thrummed in response, as if I hadn’t already had two massive orgasms, and I sat up when he motioned for me to. He set himself up against the headboard and guided me to his lap, then he rubbed his cock against my slit and captured one of my nipples in his mouth, biting down when he shoved me down on his dick until he was completely inside me, balls deep. “Still so tight and wet,” he mused against my nipple, using his hands to lift me up slightly so he could thrust into my wet cave. His other hand roughly grabbed a chunk of my hair and he held me in place, intent on taking exactly what he wanted from me. With his cock moving in and out like a piston, I was in erotic bliss. “Make her come, Balthazar.”

      I wasn’t even close to an orgasm and I started to protest, but Balthazar had already obeyed and I was careening into climax, shuddering around Arthur’s cock that didn’t stop fucking me even for a second.

      “Again.”

      “No, fuck—” He didn’t listen, the Incubus just sent me into a second orgasm that had me squirming under Arthur’s grip and I struggled to catch my breath with waves of pleasure making me whimper for mercy.

      I would get none.

      “Fuck, I need her again,” Knight said, coming up behind me and kissing my bare shoulder. Arthur kept my eyes locked with his as Knight’s cock probed my ass and slowly pushed inside. My eyes rolled back in ecstasy, sending a fresh stream of wet from where our bodies were joined.

      “Looks like she likes being ass fucked,” Arthur teased, pulling my head to his lips so he could kiss my neck.

      “Damn it, I love it, please fuck me,” I pleaded under my breath, gasping when Knight’s cock started matching Arthur’s tireless rhythm. Full to the brim, completely surrendered to them, my powers took over without me trying to use them. I was suddenly inside all of their heads and they were in mine.

      “Fuck, what… fuck me harder,” Knight breathed on my back. “Jesus, I can feel everything.”

      Arthur was dangerously close to coming with the added pleasure, and I reached between us to rub my clit a few times, knowing it would send him over the edge along with myself and Knight. We came at the same time, shooting, squirting, shuddering, until we fell in a heap against each other, utterly spent. Knight dragged us down onto the bed and we caught our breath with Balthazar at my feet, who still hadn’t had his turn with me. He waited until we’d calmed down enough before he slowly tugged me until I was standing next to the bed with him behind me, pressing his hard cock against my ass.

      His lips hovered over my ear, breathing onto the lobe and making me shiver against him. “I’m going to fuck you so hard while Arthur fucks Knight. You get to watch, but you can’t touch them.” Damn it to hell, I was about to die from pleasure. “You’re going to come so many times, you won’t be able to tell where one ends and another begins, until you beg me to stop.”

      His talk was making my pussy drip down my legs, I’d never been so turned on in my life, but even that was heightened when I watched Arthur kneeling between Knight’s legs, kissing him roughly, passionately, and sliding his cock inside to start gently fucking my lover’s ass. Knight moaned, running his hands to Arthur’s nipples and making the vampire toss his head back with a groan.

      When I was unable to stand it, Balthazar nudged my feet until they were spread enough for him to slide his cock inside my pussy. His fucking was as slow as Arthur’s, but every thrust back inside was hard and demanding. He brought his arms up to grasp my shoulders from the front, holding me in place, and my first orgasm came timid and small, but a second one followed almost immediately after until every slow push of his cock sent a climax rushing through me, making a puddle form on the carpet underneath us. I’d lost count of how many times I came after the fifth one, but I wasn’t ready to stop.

      Arthur picked up his pace in Knight’s ass, and he started jacking Knight’s cock off in time with his thrusts. I kept coming, over and over, squirting and shaking, and it all rose until I felt like all the orgasms were leading to a bigger one, one that would be too much for me. I whimpered and Knight turned his head to me, so lost in passion his eyes were hazed over. I knew that look. Everything became too much, but I wouldn’t beg for it to stop. I wanted everything.

      “Come for her, Knight,” Arthur ordered, and his hand on Knight’s cock started pulling ropes of come out of the tip as he climaxed hard, screaming out Arthur’s name.

      Though I’d been having a constant orgasm for several minutes, I hit the plateau I’d felt rising and I was coming so hard, I felt like my spirit would leave my body, barely noticing Balthazar was biting into my shoulder as he shot his load inside me. He held me upright because my legs were useless at the moment and carried us both to the bed where we collapsed next to my spent lovers.
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        * * *

      

      Someone’s hand on my leg stirred me awake, I hadn’t even realized I’d fallen asleep. Arthur was near my face, Knight was behind me, and Balthazar was lounging beneath our feet. Sleepily, I leaned into Arthur and kissed his neck, running my fangs along his skin. I was definitely not in the mood for more sex, but I was always ready for kissing. He took my chin and guided me to his mouth, claiming my bruised lips as his, tugging me forward until I yelped because Knight’s body was on top of my hair. When I reached back to free my curls, Arthur’s phone went off somewhere in the room amongst our piles of clothes. He got up, retrieved it, and got back into bed before I could miss his warmth.

      “Hello?” he said into the phone. His hand was lightly tracing up my leg, massaging my hipbone, when he froze stone cold. “What do you mean the castle is…” He was up in a fluid motion and off to his clothes, pulling his pants on while keeping the phone to his ear. The noise woke Knight up and he kissed my back before noticing Arthur’s movements across the room. The vampire slid his phone into his pocket and zipped up the front of his pants. “Get dressed. All of you. We have to go.”

      I’d never seen him that serious before, it moved me off the bed and back to my clothes as Knight and Balthazar did the same. Dressed first, I approached Arthur who was madly texting on his phone and he jumped when I touched his arm. “Arthur, what’s wrong?”

      He didn’t answer, he just leaned in and gave me a gentle kiss on the forehead before walking to the door and opening it with straight, deliberate movements. “Let’s go.”

      We followed him out and down the stairs, Knight reaching to me to take my hand, and we stopped when Sara appeared from the sitting room, holding a large ice chest that looked heavy. Arthur took it and gave her a cautious once over.

      “Did you know?” he asked, almost accusingly, and I wanted to smack the piss out of him until he told me what was wrong.

      Sara seemed to know because she was matching his serious face and shuffled her slippers on the floor. “No. I only knew you’d be in danger if you stayed.”

      “Arthur, goddamnit, tell us what’s happened,” Knight shouted to him, his hand squeezing mine so tightly I winced.

      My vampire lover turned and faced us, meeting only my eyes when he finally spoke. “There was a bombing at the castle. The Council is dead.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Back in charge
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      The car was silent on our way back. Arthur insisted on driving, leaving me in the backseat cuddled against Knight. I’d twisted in my seatbelt so my back was up against his chest, and he was tracing circles on my arm, kissing my head every few seconds. The Council meant nothing to him, but he knew Arthur and I were on edge, and he was desperate to be there for us.

      “So, you and Arthur, hmm?” I said with a smile.

      Arthur grunted at me from the driver’s seat. “If you even think about teasing us, you have another thing coming, missy. You’re the one that said we used to fuck, you’re not allowed to be surprised.”

      “I didn’t say you used to fuck. I said you were lovers. Mated lovers. Like, you bit him, and he bit you. I watched. Touched myself. Had a good time.” They groaned and I giggled. “Just kidding. The children were there too. It was like a wedding ceremony.”

      “What about our wedding?” Knight asked in my ear, my responding arousal making the other men react.

      “Knight, cool it. We have bigger things to worry about right now.”

      “Killjoy,” I complained, snuggling closer to Knight, but Arthur was right. As much as I wanted to get them all naked again, it wasn’t the time for that, and remembering what we were about to find sobered me enough that we all went silent again until hours later, Arthur pulled up to the castle.

      Knight squeezed my shoulder as he looked out the window and I got up to see what he was looking at. The castle was badly damaged, flashing me back to the turned army attack when their missiles came at our home until nothing was left. This was very similar, but the structure was still there, barring a giant chunk of the top three floors that were blown out on the left side. Vampires were here and there amongst the rubble and I could see Olivier directing them where to go with their belongings.

      I was the first out, rushing over to her and side-stepping large chunks of the building. Cameron was nearby with Renard, both safe, and I rushed up to them. With my hands holding Cameron’s face, I looked him up and down just to be sure he was okay before giving him a chaste kiss on the lips and holding him close to me. My arms shook with the thought of him dying again.

      “Lucky we weren’t here,” he soothed, putting his arms around me. “It’s okay, I’m okay.” I was already sobbing, there was no holding it back. I’d never feel at ease with him now, I’d always be terrified of losing him a second time.

      Arthur reached and gently took one of my wrists, and I took the hint, falling into his embrace instead, shaking against him as I tried to control myself. He rubbed my back and held me close with one arm while the other was all business. “They’re all dead?”

      Olivier answered. “We counted eleven bodies. There’s no way the twelfth survived that close to the blast. He must’ve been blown out the window and crushed under one of the building pieces. We’re searching for him.”

      Something didn’t feel right. I couldn’t say what it was but my senses were stirring and telling me there was something more. Arthur noticed my posture shift and he looked down at me. “What is it?”

      I turned my head towards the castle and studied it, as if it would bring me some clarity, but it only made me more confused. “I don’t know. I’m feeling something. Olivier, is it safe to walk up there?” She nodded, but before she could warn me against it, I was out of Arthur’s shadow and approaching the open front doors.

      “Lisbeth,” Arthur protested, coming up behind me as I got to the foyer. He grasped my wrist again to stop me. “Lisbeth, no. Leave it alone. Let Olivier and myself investigate this.”

      Unwilling to fall to the sidelines now that my people had no leaders, I wrenched away from him and he almost looked hurt. “Where are the turned?”

      Olivier opened and closed her mouth, not sure how to tell me the answer, and that was answer enough. “They’re gone. They disappeared in the wreckage, we don’t know what happened.”

      Facing the group in front of me, I met Arthur’s eyes, the one who would understand this the most. “This wasn’t just a bomb. This was Alistair. I’d bet everything on it. I’m going up, I need to see if the survivor left anything behind.” I turned and started going up the stairs with my lovers and friends behind me. We made it to the right floor and approached the wreckage. “Renard, keep Cameron away.”

      “Olivier told me what happened to you,” Cameron said pushing away from Renard’s grip on him. “I died in your timeline, didn’t I? That’s why you’re treating me like I’m made of glass.”

      Whirling on him, I felt flushed with anger fueled by my sadness, anger that he wasn’t letting me protect him. “A human burned you and Knight’s sister alive to make me submissive, so forgive me if I’m trying to keep you safe because I don’t want to see you die again.” Instantly regretting my harsh words, I felt like a fool, but I’d silenced his protests for the moment, and he stayed in the hallway while everyone who wasn’t breakable walked further where the floor was more unstable.

      “I like new Lisbeth,” Olivier noted with approval. “She fights like a Hunter, she mouths off like a sailor. You guys better watch out, I might steal her from you.”

      “Not a chance,” Arthur deflected with confidence.

      The floor bowed beneath me, but I kept walking carefully until we reached the room where the bomb went off. Once several floors below the roof, it was now completely open to the sunlight, and ash danced around the air, landing on the bodies that lay covered with black sheets. I could smell where Castilla lay, half over a chair, and Othello by the door in a heap. My feet left prints on the dirty floor in my path to the center of the room.

      “Marie is gone too. She was outside the door,” Olivier told us, gesturing to her covered body that lay in the hallway, one I’d assumed was a bodyguard. My heart fell, remembering the way she’d made my mother happy. That would never happen now. “The blast came from here.” Olivier walked up beside me, pointing to a spot near Castilla where the spray of black soot covering the room originated. I noticed the way my friend’s body lay and wondered if she had been on the floor for a reason.

      I stumbled slightly trying to get near her as the floor creaked dangerously, but I made it to her and lifted the blanket on top of her, trying not to see the way the bomb had all but destroyed one side of her body.

      When the floor wobbled again, Knight tried to come protect me, but Arthur held him back. “Lisbeth, stop. What are you doing?”

      I waved my hand back at Knight’s fussing and turned to the side of Castilla’s body that was intact. “She was right handed. If she took—” I grunted and reached underneath her for her hand. “If she took something from the bomb, it’ll be… yes. Here.” In her palm was a piece of paper and I retrieved it just as the charred half of her body disintegrated before my eyes. “Ahh, fuck. My mouth was open.” Gagging, I stood up and brushed myself off, then I held the note out and returned to the safe part of the room. The floor buckled when I reached my mates and both Knight and Arthur grasped my arms to keep me upright as I stumbled forward.

      We left for the hallway and I tried not to look at Marie’s still form on the floor, focusing on opening the note, and my stomach plummeted to the ground when I saw what was written on it. I held it out, knowing no one would understand its significance like I would.

      “This is Alistair’s handwriting.”

      Arthur motioned for me to hand it over, and he squinted at the odd words on it. “What language is that?”

      “No idea. I can’t read psychopath. He probably made it up to keep people from reading his stuff. But it’s a calling card. He was behind this. He knows we’re after him and he’s mobilizing far earlier than before. If we don’t get a handle on him, he’ll do much worse than this.”

      Arthur handed me the note back, his mouth in a grim twist. “There’s another thing.”

      I folded the note up and stared back at him, knowing exactly where he was going with that. “Someone betrayed us. Someone was working with him, even in my time, and I didn’t know it back then.”

      “We should find where the other vampires went,” Knight offered, but I shook my head.

      “No, Alistair won’t be with them. He wasn’t before, he won’t be now. We have to…” I stopped and looked meekly at Arthur because he was going to hate this. “…find my mom.”

      “No way in hell,” he declared, crossing his arms over his chest.

      “I highly suggest not,” Balthazar added, making Knight all the more curious who we were discussing.

      “Care to clue us in about this mystery woman?” Olivier queried, looking from Arthur to me.

      “My mom is Anastasia Bathory.”

      Her eyes grew wide in shock. “Shit.”

      “Who dat?” Knight whispered in the stunned silence.

      “She’s a psychopath that almost destroyed vampires and let her mother die for her senseless crimes,” Balthazar explained calmly, earning a scowl from me.

      I held a warning finger up to him. “Watch it, sexy. I told you not to talk about my mom like that.”

      He winked and puckered his lips. “Make me.”

      Down, boy.

      A plan forming in my head, I walked through the group and back down the stairs, all the way to Othello’s old office that was my office now. Again. Whatever.

      Coming up to the desk, I pushed papers out of the way on the wooden surface, revealing one of the squares I’d found before. Seeing everyone coming in behind me, I hurriedly swiped the Thinker statue from the fireplace mantle and put it in its place before rushing to my chair to grab the key.

      “Nice,” Knight approved, whistling low. I pushed the key into the hidden panel slot on the wall and it unlocked the hidden door beside the fireplace.

      “How long has this been here,” Arthur asked to my retreating back because I’d already gone inside the door into the dark study where Othello kept his book collection. Magically, the one I wanted was sitting on the lamp table like last time, and I grabbed it before coming back into my office and shutting the hidden door behind me.

      Bringing it to the desk, I ripped the cloth binding off while everyone jumped forward to stop me, but I ignored them and tossed it aside, pulling the paper up that was stuck to the spine. I unfolded it to reveal the cloth that had my father’s blood on it.

      “Here, babe, smell this.” I tossed it to Knight and stuffed the book into my back pocket. “It’s going to kill you for a minute, but you’ll be okay.”

      He eyed me like I’d gone insane. “What the fuck?” Saying that reminded me of the vision Sara had about him dying, but this was different. I still came up to stand in front of him though, just in case I was wrong. “What is this?”

      “We have to make sure my dad is where I found him last time, and this is his blood. Sniff it up, we have to go.” His face said I’d catch an earful about this later, but he put the cloth to his nose and sneezed all over it, dropping the cloth into my waiting hand as his eyes widened, his pupils dilated, and he started gasping for air. I was ready to catch him when his legs gave out and his lungs stopped moving. He was so much bigger than me but I was strong enough to keep him upright.

      Arthur was instantly on both of us, looking as worried as I would’ve been if I hadn’t done this before. “He’s suffocating, Lisbeth, let me help him,” he said, trying to remove the werewolf from my arms.

      “Arthur, he’s okay, I promise,” I told him, adjusting Knight’s towering body on me. “I know what I’m doing. I wouldn’t do this if it hurt him, you know I wouldn’t.”

      Knight’s body came back to life with a loud gasp and his lungs started working again. “Fuck, that was trippy.” He coughed several times and righted himself, standing on his own again. “Ahh, weird. I can see where your dad is. He’s… eating Chinese food in a catacomb.”

      Typical dad.

      With my answer found, we were free to pack our stuff up and travel to Paris. Everyone left to pack, but Cameron stayed behind in my office, no doubt to yell at me for being such a bitch.

      “I’m sorry I yelled at you,” I told him, trying to focus on the carpet in case he was mad at me.

      His feet came up in front of mine and he leaned in to kiss my forehead. “I love you, Lisbeth. We’re family. I can’t even imagine what it was like for you to lose me like that. You can yell at me all damn day if you want to. I promise I’ll stay safe while you’re off saving the world, deal?” He held out a fist for me to bump, and we shared a smile before I leaned in, kissed him on the cheek, and held him so close to me, my arms ached. That’s how we stayed until my three men returned with our bags, and we left the castle for the airport.

      One of our private planes was waiting for us, and as we were the only passengers, we were free to pick any spot we wanted around the small cabin that seated about twenty people. Of course we chose to sit together, and we were close enough that I was able to rest my feet on the spot between Arthur’s knees during takeoff.

      The cheery voice announced we were free to move about the cabin, and Arthur undid his seatbelt, staring me down like I was a juicy rabbit he wanted to chase.

      “Come here,” he ordered firmly, making chills race over my skin.

      I stood and defiantly reached under my dress, pulling my underwear off and flinging it at his head. “You’re so fucking bossy.” As he watched me, I turned to Knight sitting beside me and leaned over him, feeling the cold air on my exposed ass, and unzipped Knight’s pants until his cock was free for me to sit on.

      Arthur came up behind me, flipped me in his arms, and claimed my lips roughly as he backed me up to Knight’s lap. Both of their hands on my ass guided me so Knight could slip his hard length inside my pussy. I kept Arthur’s mouth on mine no matter how much he tried to pull away, until he tweaked my nipple through my dress, making me release his lips with a gasp. He deftly pulled my dress off me and tossed it into my seat, and the cold cabin air turned my nipples hard instantly.

      Then Arthur knelt in front of my naked body, pulling my thighs apart so he could clearly see Knight’s cock inside me. He inhaled deeply, the ice behind his eyes melting at the sight of our joined bodies, and he leaned in to take one long lick from the underside of Knight’s cock to the top of my slit. Knight moaned and bit into my shoulder from the sensation of Arthur’s tongue on him, and I was doing the same. My hips jerked as Arthur sucked my clitoris into his mouth a few times before letting it go, blowing on it, and licking all around it to tease me.

      Balthazar had been very silent up to now, content just to watch us, but when he saw me looking at him he opened his slacks and pulled his hard dick out, stroking it slowly up and down for me. His eyes took on a devilish hue when I felt something entering my ass, even though it was completely untouched. He was making me feel it, his drool worthy cock inside me, the very one I was looking at. My eyes rolled back and I groaned, loving the feeling of Knight in my pussy, Balthazar in my ass, and Arthur lapping at my clit. When my eyes opened again, I watched Balthazar’s hand moving up and down his cock and the responding feeling in my ass mimicked his movements.

      Knight had been still as Arthur continued licking both of us with his skilled tongue but with me squirming around, he was having a hard time waiting. Arthur pat on the werewolf’s leg, not taking his mouth from me for one second, and Knight moved us forward just enough where he could start thrusting into me. He used one arm to secure my stomach, the other gripped my throat gently so I couldn’t move away.

      To punish Balthazar for teasing me, I dipped into his head and made him feel every sensation rolling over my body. His nostrils flared and his hand rubbed his cock faster, making the one in my ass speed up. Arthur was careful to not lick my clit directly too much, but he had no idea what Balthazar was doing, and I was rising higher with every movement of his hand, despite Arthur’s effort to keep me on the edge as long as possible. My walls pulsed hard around Knight, sucking him inside me, signaling I was very close.

      “Fuck, Balthazar, I have no idea what you’re doing, but keep it up, she’s tightening around me, god damn it, I can’t…” He bit my shoulder, drawing blood as he started coming inside me, thrusting up hard until he slowed down and fell back onto his chair, drained for the moment.

      Arthur gave me one last lick, picked me up smoothly, and deposited me in Balthazar’s lap now. My bare breasts rubbed against the soft cotton of his shirt and I licked a trail up his neck. A firm hand on my hair pulled me away, holding me upright on Balthazar’s legs, making sure I didn’t move as the Incubus slammed his full length into me. It only took a few thrusts before he started shooting ropes of come inside me, gripping my hips so hard it almost hurt.

      Then it was the icy warrior’s turn. He used my hair to pull me off of Balthazar’s lap and brought me over to face his chair, putting my hands on either side of the headrest so he could run a hand down my bare ass, cracking one cheek and then the other. He slid inside my wet heat easily, positioning my feet far apart, making me unable to stay up without my hands on the top of his chair.

      He brought his hand back to my hair and tugged it so my head was suspended in the air, my back arched, my breasts open for anyone to see. What would happen if someone walked in and saw Arthur fucking me from behind? They’d see my breasts bouncing with each push of his cock, they’d see my flushed skin and hear me moaning for more. I couldn’t decide if that would turn me on more or if I’d be too embarrassed with a stranger’s eyes on me.

      Wet started streaming from me even though I was still climbing to a much needed climax. My body plateaued in pleasure and I was so close, almost there. A guttural moan came from my throat.

      “P… Please,” I pleaded almost too softly to hear. If Balthazar had been holding me back, he let me go, careening into bliss with my toes curling and my hands ripping into the fabric of the chair. Arthur kept me in place through my trembling and trying to grab anything so I wouldn’t feel so exposed, but he wanted me to feel it. He wanted me to feel at his mercy as I came for him, and god, it was so hot. As I was catching my breath and coming down, he sped up his thrusts and slammed into my ass, coming hard for me.

      It was at that moment I felt the icy hot burning in my belly, so powerful I was surprised at the intensity of it.

      I cried out, in real pain this time, and Arthur released my hair, moving us to cradle me against him. Knight and Balthazar were already up on their feet to make sure I was okay, and they saw me clutching my stomach.

      “I’m fine,” I assured them, trying to straighten as the pain passed. “The potion just worked.”

      “You’re pregnant?” Knight asked, and he smiled a smile that grew on all of our faces.

      “I think so, yeah,” I answered, just before they all swept me into a hug, covering me from all sides with their loving warmth. Arthur retrieved my dress, pocketing my underwear until I made him give it back, and I sat in Knight’s lap once we were all decent again.

      Knowing the potion had worked made me all the more terrified I was going to lose him again, for good this time. He could sense my worry, and he stroked my hair like he did in my time, pressing his face into mine so he could kiss at my skin without moving.

      I fell asleep in his arms, like I wanted to do every day for the rest of my life.
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      We landed in Paris many hours later and navigated towards the catacombs. Knight showed the same trepidation for them he had last time, and while I reached for his hand, Arthur held his back for the other without thinking about it.

      They were so cute.

      Balthazar had my other hand, and our little train entered the eerie tunnels with me navigating, Arthur leading the way, and Knight briefly confirming Lucas was in fact still in here. Navigating deep into the underground tunnels, we easily reached the beginnings of his den where it started to stink of old blood.

      “Grossss,” Knight complained, unable to hold his nose with his lovers holding both of his hands. “It smells like rotten pennies in here.”

      “Good old dad,” I remarked dryly, also not enjoying the smell.

      Before it could reach a high enough potency in my nose to make me sick, we’d reached the right room and entered Lucas’ lair where he sat doing Sudoku and munching on sunflower seeds. The fireplace was roaring with a warm fire, lighting the dark room up in orange flickers.

      “Come in, come in,” Lucas beckoned, not looking up from his book. “Could hear you complaining of the stench for five straight minutes. Honestly, don’t you know it’s rude to comment on someone’s home like that?”

      As he grouched at us, I let go of my lovers’ hands and approached Lucas slowly until he glanced up at me, annoyed I was interrupting his puzzle. “Dad,” I said to him, holding my hand out, trying to smile even though my body was shaking. I wasn’t afraid of him, I was just so happy to see my father.

      He looked at my hand like it was a grenade sent to murder him in his sleep. “You’re mistaken, I don’t have children.” His deflection was ruined when he noticed who was behind me. “Ahh. Balthazar.”

      The blue eyed Incubus nodded in greeting of his old friend. Well. I say friend. “Lucas.”

      My father looked me over, really noticing me for the first time, taking in my dark curls and my purple irises, exactly like my mother’s. He had bright, blonde hair with golden eyes, completely the opposite of me. “Never mind. Hello, Erzsébet.”

      “Lisbeth,” I corrected, then waved my hand in dismissal. “It doesn’t matter. Is mother in Čachtice with Clara?”

      He sputtered, trying to recover from me knowing everything that I wasn’t allowed to know. “Is who with the what? What are you chattering about, Lisbeth?”

      “I don’t have time for this. Arthur pick him up.”

      My icy warrior obliged, throwing my dad over his shoulder like he weighed nothing, then following behind me as I walked out of the doorway and back into the filthy tunnel.

      “Noooo!” Lucas howled, bouncing with Arthur’s every step. “I’ll have your heads for this! This is no way to treat your father!” He beat his fists against Arthur’s back.

      “I see where you get your crazy side from,” Arthur grunted under the pounding he was receiving.

      “Eat me,” I tossed over my shoulder.
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      It was an hour before we were out and Lucas had finally calmed down, but Arthur didn’t let him go until we were inside the airplane. Lucas chose a seat far away from us, pouting that I wouldn’t listen to him about his constant trying to tell me he had no idea who Anastasia was.

      We sat back in our original seats and I lifted up to check on Lucas before settling back in and leaning into my headrest. “God, this plane ride is not going to be as fun as the first one— shit!” As I was talking, my body shot off into a climax that almost made me fall out of my seat. “What the fuck, Balthazar!” He was the only one who could make me do that, so it was easy for me to stand up and smack my hand at him, but he only made me come again and my legs gave out, tossing me into Arthur’s lap who was smirking like an ass. “I am going to get you both for— fuuuck…” I was coming again, harder this time until my body was shaking all over and I felt drained for the second time that day.

      “Okay, ease up, guys,” Knight said, rescuing me from Arthur’s teasing arms. He nestled me against him with my legs across his lap. “Not that it’s not hot to see you orgasm like that.” I groaned and turned my head against his collarbone so I could catch my breath.

      “Going to get you all back for that,” I vowed weakly. “Damn it, I never had enough energy with just two of you, I’m going to need a week to recharge now with Balthazar in the mix.”

      “I’ll be nice, my love,” he promised, and I moaned again in thanks.

      “I love you,” I whispered, just so he knew I wasn’t mad. “I love all three of you. Especially you,” I finished, kissing Knight’s hot neck.

      “Stop touching my daughter!” Lucas roared, peeking over at us from his seat.

      “Can’t stop, won’t stop,” Knight retorted, making sure my dad saw him running a hand down my leg, and Lucas squeaked in indignant response. Marching down to sit in one of the seats beside us, he made a show of keeping an eye on everyone’s hands during the plane ride, and my mates continued touching me randomly to piss him off.

      Our plane touched down a few hours later and we got a rental car to drive us the extra hour to where my mother was. Lucas never stopped muttering to himself, squished between Arthur and Knight in the backseat as I drove.

      We arrived in the fateful city my grandmother lived in all those centuries ago. Beside me, Balthazar stiffened as it all came into view, and he probably would’ve disappeared into thin air if he hadn’t fallen in love with me. Despite our new feelings, I knew this couldn’t be easy for him, and I took one hand off the steering wheel to put on top of his, entwining our fingers until he relaxed enough that I knew he would be okay.

      When I pulled up to the small cottage squished between two large houses, Lucas’ mutterings got louder until I had to twist back and tell him to be quiet. “Dad,” I said when that didn’t work. “Remember what we said? In my time you and Clara were married. She’ll forgive you. Please calm down.” He nodded, but his body remained frigid and taunt.

      We’d told him everything on the plane ride over since he wouldn’t stop bothering us. He took it all in stride and believed it without much effort, especially liking the part about Clara forgiving him. Clara meant everything to him, if he didn’t have her love in his life, he had nothing. I knew the feeling well. My dad and I were a perfect pair.

      “Haul out, fam.”

      “I don’t respond to the word, ‘fam’,” Arthur mentioned in complaint.

      “Move it, sexy ass,” I ordered with a shake of my finger at him.

      Everyone was out and onto the sidewalk in record speed, and we stood in front of the door that led to both of my moms. My normal mom, and my step-mom/aunt. My feet were frozen to the ground even though I was more than excited to have my moms so close to me. I knew Anastasia was still lost inside her mind, and it would be up to me to wake her up. It had been hard the first time, it would be equally hard the second time.

      Behind me, Knight slid his hands around my stomach, resting his chin on my head like he used to in my time, and my other two lovers put their hands on my arms to steady me. They were all here with me. I could do this.

      I stepped up to the door and rapped on the wood, putting my hand firmly at my side when it started shaking. It took a few moments, but the door opened and Clara was there, looking beautiful with her golden hair and her soft, gentle face. I launched myself into her perfect arms and I cried onto her blue dress. Naturally, she was confused as to why a stranger was hugging her and getting her dress wet with tears, but I felt her body stiffen as she saw the group behind me.

      “Lucas? Balthazar?” Her breath caught and her small hands came up to my sides as she realized who I was. “Elisabeth?” I sobbed as an answer. “Oh my god, it’s you. You’ve come back to us.” She tapped my side, signaling for me to let her go even though I didn’t want to. We’d travelled the few footsteps into the house so she gestured for the men to follow us, flushing slightly when Lucas passed her and she could shut the door behind him.

      My attention had been torn away because Anastasia was sitting quietly by the fire, as still as a statue since we came in. I left everyone in the doorway and approached her, sitting beside her and checking her blank face. She was still lost.

      My family chattered behind me and I tuned them out as I tried to think of what to say to wake her up this time. Before, she’d woken up to the scent of Knight’s blood, but she almost attacked him and she was crazy powerful. I wouldn’t risk him being hurt.

      “Who told her?”

      “There’s something you should know.”

      I picked up Anastasia’s hand and felt her rough skin, scratched and marred from her life, just like she was. Clara had clearly just cleaned her up and dressed her in a simple, black shirt with pants so her gothic dress could be cleaned, the one she wore when she wandered around town like a creepy ghost.

      “…the witches sent her back…”

      “…we’ve come to try and stop what happened…”

      I started humming a tune my mother had sung to Gwen when she was a baby, standing in my daughter’s room and slowly rocking back and forth on her hips to comfort Gwen’s baby tears. I wanted my mother back just as much as I wanted my baby in my arms.

      The rest of the room went silent after they’d explained everything to Clara, so I felt safe to sing the song aloud, clutching Anastasia’s hand through every word with my eyes closed, remembering her with my baby and hoping that image would return.

      
        
        Blow, blow, thou winter wind,

        Thou art not so unkind

        As man’s ingratitude;

        Thy tooth is not so keen,

        Because thou art not seen,

        Although thy breath be rude.

        Heigh-ho! sing, heigh-ho! unto the green holly:

        Most friendship is feigning, most loving mere folly:

        Then, heigh-ho, the holly!

        This life is most jolly.

      

      

      

      
        
        Freeze, freeze, thou bitter sky,

        That dost not bite so nigh

        As benefits forgot:

        Though thou the waters warp,

        Thy sting is not so sharp

        As friend remembered not.

        Heigh-ho! sing, heigh-ho! unto the green holly:

        Most friendship is feigning, most loving mere folly:

        Then, heigh-ho, the holly!

        This life is most jolly.

      

      

      Halfway through the song, I heard someone humming along with me until they joined in at the chorus and we harmonized beautifully. I thought it was Clara, until I heard her join in as well, matching the tune and harmonizing a third part, trailing the song off with us in unison.

      I opened my eyes to see Anastasia, her purple eyes clear and wide open, smiling at me, knowing instantly who I was. “My baby,” she whispered, holding her hand out for me, and I fell into her, clutching her so close my arms ached. All the sadness I’d felt over losing my babies poured out of me in my mother’s embrace, because if anyone could make this better, it was her. We’d had a rocky start in my time, spent so many years apart, but in the end she was there for me, just like I’d always wanted my mother to be. She’d even raised my son for me when I couldn’t get to him.

      I’d never realized how much I loved her.

      She didn’t understand my pain, but she didn’t need to. We’d tell her my story and I’d still feel like staying in her arms until everything was okay again, like a small child who wakes up during the night, scared of the thunder outside. And that’s just what happened. Everyone came near the fire and the men that loved me explained everything to her, and through it all, my mother never wavered in her embrace of me, her gentle stroking of my long hair, even when they told her what I’d said about our first meeting. She clutched me tightly when they spoke of my children and losing them to come here.

      When the story was finished, she held me closer and kissed my head. “My Erzsébet, you’ve been through so much. I’m glad your new journey still led you to me. Will someone hand me the journal you spoke of?” Knight got up from where he was sitting nearby and went outside, returning with the book from the car that he handed to Anastasia who lifted one of her hands off of me to retrieve it.

      “Your lovers are handsome,” she noted appreciatively, opening the journal with one hand. “The werewolf reminds me of my Nicolas.” Her eyes flicked over the words and she expertly turned the pages with her thumb, understanding the odd language that was written there. “It seems this Alistair was quite the mastermind. He gave me the slip for a very long time. Cat and mouse, fish and bait.”

      She turned more pages and stopped, straightening slightly from what she was reading. “I mention your son, Jason.” I jumped up and bent over the words, but I couldn’t read any of it. “I found him destitute and alone, and he clung to me like a boy who lost his mother.” Fresh tears built in my eyes and she put a comforting hand on my arm, still reading. “I raised him for my daughter, as I wished I could have raised her when she was as small as he. He’s strong, like her. Loving. Kind. I’m proud to have a grandson as grand as him.” She smiled, flipped the page and squeezed my arm, finished with the part about Jason. “I cannot wait to meet this boy, my love,” she said warmly, then she went back to reading. “I’ll need some time to look over all of this,” Anastasia declared after several minutes. “I know time is pressing, but this is very complex. If there’s an answer on where to find him, it will take some work to dig it out.”

      “In the meantime, we should get back to the castle,” Arthur said somewhere above me. “We’re defenseless with it damaged and it won’t be fixed overnight.”

      I looked up at Knight and it gave me an idea, prompting me to my feet. “We’ll bring everyone back with us so you’re nearby when you find the answer.”

      “Lisbeth, your mother is a criminal,” Arthur pointed out.

      Anastasia scoffed under her breath. “I’m cooling on that one.”

      “Then I pardon her. You’re pardoned. And you’re pardoned too, dad.”

      He pumped his fist in triumph. “Yess! That’s my girl!”

      I expected Arthur to protest, but he knew how the chain of command worked. With Othello gone, I took his place, and what I said was law. There was no way around it. He had to obey me, and not just because there was pussy on the line.

      “Also,” I started, checking his face first. “I’m going to negotiate a truce with the Lycans.”

      He breathed deeply and his jaw worked a few times before he met Knight’s eyes and he softened up. “I’d like that too.” They shared a significant look that made me warm all over, because it was clear to anyone with eyes that they were falling in love with each other again.

      “Awwwww,” I cooed, putting my fists to my mouth in a cute gesture, batting my eyelashes at Arthur.

      “Zip it,” he warned, but I was already approaching him, pulling on the back of his neck so I could reach his lips, and we kissed tenderly until Lucas saw and made that squeaking noise again.

      “Hands off daughter! Off!”

      “Lucas, grow up,” Anastasia bossed from the floor.

      “If she didn’t say it, I was going to.”

      Anastasia looked up when the Incubus spoke, and she stood to face him, her face looking deathly still again. “Balthazar,” she said with a nod to him. The tension between them was as thick as a cow’s ass.

      “Awkward,” Knight whispered through his teeth.

      Moving first, Balthazar closed the distance between them, and he diplomatically held his hand out to my mother, surprising everyone, least-wise me, considering even in my time they still weren’t friends.

      “What happened with the Countess was the direct result of her own choices. She made the choice to stray from me and that resulted in you and your sister. I hated you for that, but it wasn’t your fault. After what happened to her, I used to believe you were selfish for letting her take the fall for you, but I have since learned that there is no shame in protecting the people you love. I begged her in the end for you to turn her, and she refused, again making her own choices that had nothing to do with you. And now, I’m afraid I’ve fallen in love with your daughter, so if you wish for me to be gone because the sight of me offends you, that is something I cannot do.”

      Anastasia blinked a few times, looking down at his offered hand, and choosing her words carefully, the way I’d always seen her react to things. “You stayed with my mother in that tower until she died, and I will always be grateful for that. You looked after my daughter when I could not, and now you stand by her side to protect her like you protected the Countess when I failed to do so. There are not many souls I would trust with my child, but I suppose you’ve proven yourself worthy of it.”

      The room went eerily still and Clara broke it with a gentle sob. “Oh Ana, that was lovely.”

      Balthazar quirked his mouth at her. “Mine was nice too.”

      And then Anastasia took his hand and they shook, finally allies.
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        * * *

      

      We had to stay the night, mostly because Clara insisted, but also the flight crew of our private plane needed rest. We women went to the kitchen area to make dinner, even though I insisted that was super sexist and the men could cook too, but Clara threatened me with a rolling pin until I agreed to help.

      The men were around the fire, sipping some wine Clara had been saving for a special occasion. As I helped roll out dough, an apron tied around me and my hair back in a ponytail, whenever I checked on the men, one of mine was always looking at me, and heat was rising inside me that had nothing to do with the oven being on.

      I could tell something was up when even Knight had a gleam in his eyes, and their casual façade didn’t fool me. Anastasia and Clara moved away to do something at the sink and as soon as their backs were turned, I flew forward and banged my head on the counter as I started climaxing under Balthazar’s powers.

      Mother fuckers.

      I grit my teeth at them with Clara and Anastasia fussing over me and checking my forehead. I took my apron off and knew exactly how I’d get my revenge. It was something I’d come up with in the future during one of my countless fucks with Knight and Arthur.

      Leaning against the counter, I squared the three men with a look and motioned with my hand for them to bring it. Pushing my powers out, I knew when Balthazar sent the order for me to orgasm again, and I deflected it back to them, making all three instantly come in their pants and they tried to hide it with mock coughing.

      When they’d recovered and gave me indignant looks in the brief moment my parents weren’t looking, I held up my middle fingers for their approval.

      “What are you four doing?” Anastasia reproached when she saw me flipping the bird.

      I put my hands down and smiled innocently. “Nothing.” She smelled my bullshit and handed me a handful of silverware with cloth napkins and pointed to the table. Ahh, good old mom. Putting me to work like I was a ten year old. Turning my backside to my men, I started setting the table, straightening everything three times before I was satisfied.

      Knight approached once I was done, putting an arm around me and kissing my head. “I have to go.”

      Before I could ask, Clara almost dropped her pan of steaming hot potatoes. “But we haven’t started dinner yet!”

      Anastasia seemed to know what was up a second before I did. “Is it the full moon tonight? I still don’t have my bearings yet.”

      Knight kissed me again and hovered over me, stroking my cheek. “I’ll be back later.” He tried to leave but I held onto him.

      “No, I’m coming too.” Checking Arthur’s face, he nodded to me and I walked with Knight to the door, shutting it behind us so we were alone under the chilly, darkening sky.

      “You went with me a lot?” he asked, holding my hand tightly.

      “The only time Jason shifted was during this time of the month. He wanted to be there for you. Sometimes we went together. I just… the Knight in my time never ran alone. I don’t want you to be alone.”

      He tried to smile, but he was afraid. “I might hurt you.”

      “No, you would never do that. You’re not dangerous, I promise you.”

      His face lit up with a choked ironic laugh. “You said I throat punched you the first time you saw me shift.”

      “Yeah, well, that notwithstanding, the other times were fine.” The mirth on my face only faded when he came closer and put his hands on my neck, holding me a breath’s width above his lips. I waited for him to kiss me, but instead he leaned down, his lips against my neck, and he bit into my skin, marking me as his mate. Moaning from the pain, I held him to me until he let me go and resurfaced with droplets of my blood on his mouth that I reached up and kissed away.

      “There,” he pronounced, wiping my cheek from the tears that had fallen. “Now you’re safe. I won’t hurt you. Even if you believed I wouldn’t, I won’t risk your safety.” He held out his hand for me and we walked down the street, making the long walk out of town where he would be safe to change into his primal form.

      We made it up to the ruins of my grandmother’s castle and I made sure we were alone when Knight removed his clothing and folded them into a pile by some benches that he could come back to when dawn arrived. The moon hadn’t risen yet, but it would come very soon, and Knight was agitated waiting. He stood looking out over the land before us with acres of trees and flowers, and I came up behind him, putting my arms around his waist, surveying the land of my birth with him.

      He let out a breath and put his hand on top of mine on his stomach. “I love you so much, Lisbeth.” Turning in my arms, he slowly bent over me and kissed my lips like he was trying to memorize their shape. “I’ve been alone for so long, no one ever accepted me exactly as I was until you came. I know I disliked you at first, but you put my needs over yours at every second, and I fell so deeply in love with you, I never want to find my way out.” He brushed at my tears and my chin trembled under his touch. “You said I was everything to you. You’re my very existence now. And if my moments from here on out are measured, I want every breath to belong to you. Every heartbeat. Everything.”

      With me unable to form words for the tears streaming down my face, his hands found the sides of my dress and he pulled it up over my head, dropping it and my underwear on the stony path, and he guided me back until I was pressed against one of the stone walls. Our lips parted as he took measured breaths, trying to hold himself back, but I wasn’t going to let him. Putting my hands on his shoulders, I jumped up and he was forced to grip my thighs to keep me in his arms.

      Steadying me with one arm around my waist, he used the other to align himself with my entrance, and he pushed me into the wall, pushing inside me with the same movement. He made slow and gentle love to me in the shadows, kissing down my neck, biting my hard nipples, and staring into my eyes like I was the only woman in the world he had ever wanted.

      I kissed him deeply, feeling the pleasure rising inside me, his thrusts raking against my walls and driving me insane with his unhurried pace. I connected our minds so he would feel exactly what it felt like being in his arms, having his cock inside me, and his lips pressed to mine. The added sensations coming from him turned the tide on my pleasure and it rose higher until I could feel Knight struggling to hold off his climax for me but unable to resist the powerful tingles coming from the base of his cock, and we went over the edge together, coming inside me and shuddering around him, so connected I hardly knew which body was mine.

      He had to let me down because both our legs had turned to jelly, and we sat on one of the benches until our hearts went back to a normal rhythm. Well, mine did. Knight’s sped off again when he saw the clouds part in the sky and his other girlfriend started appearing. I used his momentary stillness to get dressed again and stayed a safe distance away when his body started shifting. His nose grew to a snout, his skin sprouted long black hairs, and his feet malformed to an odd angle that only added to his towering height.

      When he was fully turned, he howled at the moon in his bipedal wolf form and my spine shivered at the sight of him. He was as beautiful as always.

      The wolf Knight turned to me and took a long whiff of my scent, walking up to me carefully and looking me over. He was in there, I knew he was, but he didn’t have the control he’d had in my time. It would come eventually, he just needed practice.

      Wolf Knight approved of me and leaned down to nuzzle my neck where his bite was. His fur was so soft under my hands, and I found that spot on his belly he liked for me to scratch because it made his leg pump up and down like a dog. He did so, his tail wagging behind him appreciatively in time with his leg. Before I could finish, he scooped me up with his paw and put me on his back. I had just enough time to put my arms around his neck before he took off running, away from the castle and into the trees we’d been looking at.

      I’d warned him in his human form about the pack that lived nearby, but wolf Knight would know to stay away when he smelled their pee line that marked their territory. I trusted he would keep us safe as he darted through the trees, jumping over fallen logs and reaching up to swing on the tree branches like a monkey.

      This was the Knight I remembered from our early days, the carefree one who was free to be a wolf and didn’t have to focus on anything unless he was threatened. Somehow this seemed more his true form, even if his brain was temporarily turned off. The only thing that stopped me from never wanting to work with him on controlling his shifts was knowing how terrified he was after he woke up in the morning, not knowing what he’d been doing during the night.

      Wolf Knight tirelessly ran through the forest, but I wasn’t tireless, and I fell asleep on his back at some point. I woke up, sure I’d fallen off somewhere, but I was stretched out on one of the castle benches and the sun had already risen. Knight stood on the edge of the cliff overlooking the valley, fully clothed, and I got up to stand beside him.

      “Sorry I wore you out,” he joked with a smile.

      Taking his elbow, I turned him until he faced me. “I won’t let you die. You’re not leaving me. Ever. We still have children to make, we have a life to live. I want sixty-seven years with you, and then sixty-seven more.”

      He leaned down to me, pressing our foreheads together in the morning sunlight, his arms coming up to grasp mine. “No matter what happens, I’m not leaving your side. You, Arthur, and Balthazar are my world.” He gently kissed my forehead, holding me there until my hands stopped shaking, then he stepped back and led us down the path away from the castle.

      The town was just waking up around us with roosters crowing and a herd of geese crossing the road from one pond to another. We sidestepped them and they squawked in complaint, flapping angrily at us until we ran down the rest of the street, turning right and seeing my parents’ house still in the cool shadows.

      Arthur sat on the front step, standing up when he saw us. I was almost worried something had happened while we were gone, but when his icy blue eyes were fixed on Knight, I realized he’d been worried about him.

      Still with our hands clasped, Knight came right up to the vampire and they bent their heads close, resting their foreheads together and sliding a hand across their backs in a loving embrace. I almost felt like I was intruding on a private moment and I didn’t break their contact until Knight tugged me between them and they kissed me before kissing each other over my head.

      I never wanted moments like these to end. I wanted to be in their arms forever, except we were missing someone.

      “Where’s Balthazar?” I asked with my mouth against Knight’s shirt.

      Arthur grew rigid and his hand moved from Knight’s hair to mine. “He’s with your parents. They had a talk.”

      I stiffened too, and groaned. “Fuck, what now?” He didn’t answer, he just led us both by our hands inside the house where my three parents sat with Balthazar at the kitchen table, and the looks on all of their faces filled me with dread.

      “There’s some plates in the fridge,” Clara said quietly, her expression showing she didn’t approve of whatever they were discussing, her eyes darting to Anastasia every few seconds with a frown.

      I walked up to Balthazar, putting my hand on his shoulder while Knight and Arthur went to the kitchen and started heating up the leftovers waiting for us. “Out with it. What’s got you four so upset?”

      Anastasia folded her hands on the table in front of her and tapped her index finger on the faded wood. “You cannot have an Incubus as a lover.” She interrupted my response before I could get out more than a surly, “Oh come on!” I glared at her, feeling exactly like I had the first time we met when she tried bossing me around without trusting me. “He is too virile, delicately speaking. You risk a pregnancy every time you’re with him, and he understands that you can’t just keep popping out babies for the rest of your life, especially if the Bicus find out he’s making more children when they’re banned from doing so.”

      “I can’t even begin to believe what I’m hearing. I’ve said this to you before, but since you weren’t there for it, let me say it again. You can’t tell me what to do.” Her face turned stone cold but she didn’t respond.

      In the silence, Balthazar stood, the look on his face turning my stomach. “She’s right, Lisbeth. I’m not willing to abandon you, I’m bound to you now. I’ve agreed to go back to the Bicus realm and ask my leaders if there is anything to be done about my virility, and I don’t care what the cost is, I will pay it a million times over.”

      My body went into a cold sweat and tears rolled down my cheeks. “But time moves differently there. You might not come out again for years.”

      “And I might be there for an eon while only a second passes for you. It won’t matter how much time passes, it won’t change how I feel about you. And I swear…” He gripped my waist and bent so our lips were almost touching, his hands trembling where they touched me. “I swear when I return I will never leave your side again.”

      My lungs burned with unreleased sobs. “What if you miss the birth of our daughter?”

      “I’ll do everything I can to make sure I don’t. And if I do, I expect you to show me every moment.” He finally bent enough for me to kiss him, tenderly dancing our lips together, my salty tears mixing in with the taste of lilacs. Only it wasn’t lilacs anymore. He smelled like the sweet scent of lavender in the sunshine.

      He smelled like me.

      Before I was ready, he lifted from my lips and held my head to his chest. I felt my other men behind me, and Balthazar addressed them as he stroked my hair. “I don’t know when I’ll be back. Please take care of her while I’m gone. Arthur, if something happens… I leave her to you.” He put me at arm’s length and waited until Arthur and Knight had me anchored with their arms around me before he disappeared.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The search begins
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      It was an odd sensation, missing someone who I’d never truly missed before. Throughout my long life, Balthazar had always flitted about, popping in a few times a year, going sometimes months between visits. I had grown to expect his absence, and it wasn’t something I got upset about. That was all out the window now. Now I missed him like someone had torn my arm off.

      I sat alone at the back of the plane, staring out the window with my legs curled under me, stroking at the Bathory crest necklace Clara had given me again. I’d lost it along the way in my time and I was glad to have it back, but it didn’t fix my mood.

      Anastasia approached me, standing in the aisle with her hand on the seat opposite me. “Can I join you?” I didn’t answer so she took it as approval and came to sit across from me. “I know you’re mad at me.” I still didn’t say anything, mostly because I knew I’d say something mean if I did. “While you were out with your lover, I was reading that journal you brought me. I wrote about what happened to your family when Balthazar was arrested. It left your young son on his own. Your family left you for five years to bring him back. You suffered because of that. If he doesn’t do something, you will suffer again. They’ll take him away for good and then you’ll wish you’d tried to fix it sooner.” She paused and sighed, drawing my eyes to her, and she had a thoughtful look on her face. “The way he looks at you. He never looked at my mother like that. You let him cherish you, protect you. Mother never allowed him to behave that way with her. Even in her last days she kept him at arm’s length, never letting him truly possess her. I wonder what that was like for him, finally falling in love after thousands of years, only for her to never fully accept him in her heart.”

      A fresh wave of sadness overcame me and I reached out my hand for her to take, gripping her fingers tightly across our seats. “I know you’re just trying to protect me. I would’ve done the same to protect my children too.” I got up and sat on the armrest beside her, holding her close to my breast, mostly for my own strength, but also for hers because of what I was about to say.

      “I need to tell you about someone. Her name was Marie.”
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        * * *

      

      After a very long story that involved many tears and a pile of used tissues, I fell asleep in my mother’s lap.

      I dreamed about that birthday party again, the same dream I’d had on my wedding night where my four children were outside the farmhouse setting up for my birthday. I walked out of the house again, wearing a white cotton dress and flowers in my hair, seeing a grown Gwen turn from her work and coming up to me. She was so beautiful.

      “Mother, we’re about to start,” she told me, tugging me forward to the decorated table.

      Kitty was busy setting out saucers for the servings of cake, but she looked up when we were near the table. “Mother,” she said with a nod and a smile.

      Jason and Dreya appeared from behind some bushes and my son kissed my cheek. He was so warm and real. “Happy birthday, mother.”

      Dreya smiled lovingly at me, checking above my head for the color of my aura. “Happy birthday, mother,” she echoed.

      They were all four around me, so close I could, and did, reach out to touch them.

      “Give her some room, kids,” Knight’s voice said from behind me. I turned to see him, and I knew deep inside that this was the Knight I knew now, not the one I’d spent a lifetime with. “You know how she feels about birthdays.”

      I didn’t question what this was, I simply closed the distance between us and kissed my husband passionately on the lips, much to the chagrin of our children.

      “Stop complaining,” Knight chided to them, putting his large hands around my waist. “Once your other dads get here, we’re all going to make out, and you’ll just have to deal with it.”

      Confused, I bent back to look up at his face. “Other…” The roar of an engine grew louder in my ear until it stopped at the end of the unpaved road. Two men got out, Arthur and Balthazar, both holding bouquets of flowers. “It didn’t happen like this the first time,” I said out loud.

      Knight chuckled at me, kissing the top of my head. “It was always meant to be this way. You just didn’t stay long enough last time to see.”

      Arthur reached me first and handed me his bundle of roses, kissing my cheek long enough until my body lit up like a lightboard. “Happy birthday, love.”

      Balthazar had enough lavender to fill the house, and he pushed Knight and Arthur aside to have my full attention as he swept me up in his arms, bent me backwards, and kissed me until my knees were weak. “I love you more than life itself, my pet. Happy birthday.”

      When I resurfaced, Arthur was kissing Knight so hard, I was surprised the kids weren’t complaining again, but they’d busied themselves at the table, purposefully giving us our privacy for the moment. Balthazar left my arms and completed the embrace of the other two men, leaning his forehead against theirs, but before I could ask why he was touching them like that, a hand on my shoulder woke me up on the plane.

      Knight was leaning over my sleeping form and my mother stirred as I did. “We’ve landed.” He helped me up and I rubbed my eyes, a smile on my face. “Good dream?”

      Standing, I pressed my hands on his chest after Anastasia had gotten up and passed us, heading to the entrance of the plane. “It was one I’ve had before, in the other time. It was different though. Better. Not like it had changed, just gotten bigger. Also I’m pretty sure you woke me up before you hardcore made out with Balthazar.”

      Even though I was partially joking, Knight contemplated that with a distant smile. “He’s a pretty hot dude, I could do worse.”

      “You have never said the words ‘hot dude’ before.”

      He drew me closer, lightly pressing our lower halves together until I felt his excitement, hard and waiting. “Better get used to it. This is all your fault.”

      His head dipped until we kissed again and again. “I’m sooo…” I started, moving my hips in a circle against him. “…guilty.”

      “I can’t leave you two alone for five seconds.” Arthur’s heavy footsteps approached until he was right behind me. “We have to go. Remember that part? We can tear her clothes off later.” He turned to lead us out so I jumped up on his back, putting my arms around his neck. “I can only imagine what our kids will be like,” he said without pausing for one second down the plane aisle.

      “They’re awesome, because I’m awesome. And you’re awesome. And Knight is awesome. And Balthazar is awesome. Therefore, our kids are awesome. It’s science in play, Arthur.”

      “I will drop you off the plane.”

      I grumbled a moan and held him tighter when he started going down the plane steps. “Spoil sport.” I pressed my lips to the back of his neck. “You know you love me.” Grunting, he tried to put me down once we were on the ground, but I held on until he carried me all the way to the baggage claim where my parents were waiting. Lucas looked green at the sight of me touching a man, and Anastasia raised a judgmental eyebrow at me on my lover’s back.

      “Lisbeth, how old are you? Honestly.”

      “You mean in this timeline, or this one plus the other? Because if we’re going by that logic, I’m older than all three of you now.” I emphasized my point by playfully gnawing on Arthur’s thick shoulder.

      When my parents had all turned to grab their bags on the conveyer belt, I let out a sigh and rested my chin on Arthur’s shirt. I’d let myself forget for a few moments about Balthazar being gone, Knight’s impending demise, and the fact we still had to save the world, the entire reason I was brought here.

      Sensing my mood shift, Arthur squeezed my legs where he was holding them up and turned his head enough so he could kiss me on the cheek. Knight had gone ahead to get our bags as well, leaving us by ourselves in the terminal.

      “It’s going to be just us soon, isn’t it,” I said mournfully.

      Arthur sighed and adjusted me against him. “You’re assuming the witch was right. I don’t believe it. I won’t. We can’t have found each other again only to lose everything a second time. Look at us, Lisbeth. You brought two strangers back to you who had no reason to stay by your side. That has to mean something. I won’t believe fate could be so unkind.”

      I rubbed my nose against his cheek and felt my wet tears on his skin. “You’re always so eloquent when you’re in love.”

      He kissed my cheek again, running his face along mine in a caress. “And even if I’m wrong, I’ll love you enough for both of them. You can count on that.”

      The warmth in my heart was almost enough to erase the pain. I reached my hand up and stroked at his short blonde stubble. “I can always count on you.” Having found our bags, Knight returned to us and he threaded his arms through Arthur’s until his hands rested on my back, hugging both of us at once.

      “Son-in-laws,” Lucas piped up in a huff upon seeing our group snuggle. “You can hug later, let’s go. I need more pocky.”

      Stepping down onto the floor, we walked hand in hand behind my parents to the parking lot where we’d left the Impala. It was a tight fit with an extra person, but with the women in the middle of each seat, the men were able to make do with the space left. Lucas was especially happy neither of my lovers could touch me since he’d claimed the front seat to be near Clara.

      Thankfully, it was only a short drive from the airport, and it ended when the castle came into view, lit by the setting sun. It was still jarring to look at the damage, but I could see some extra supports underneath the floor where the bomb went off. Most of the building chunks on the lawn had been removed, the large gashes in the ground the only reminder they’d been there. We got out of the car and we approached the front steps where Olivier stood waiting for us.

      She curtseyed to me, nodding respectfully. “Madam Lisbeth.”

      God, not that again.

      “Just Lisbeth,” I reminded her. “Any updates?”

      She raised her head and started biting one of her brown lips, briefly flicking her eyes to Arthur. “I contacted the Lycans like you asked me to.” That was news to me, drawing my attention to Arthur who had his gaze fixed straight ahead. “I’d just like to point out that everyone is pissed off about it, so whatever you were trying to accomplish isn’t working.”

      “We’re trying to accomplish peace,” Arthur informed her, silencing her with his piercing stare.

      “Yeah, this is why we don’t date anymore,” Olivier responded, pulling her middle finger out of her pocket for him.

      Trying not to laugh, I pat his arm like he was an unruly puppy. “Down, boy.”

      “They haven’t responded, but I’ll let you know when they have,” she continued, eyeing Arthur like she wanted to slug him. “Also everyone knows about her.” She gestured with her chin to my mother, still with the attack face. “I think they’re more pissed about that.”

      “Could you show my parents to a suite?” She nodded to me and was off, leading them inside. I faced my men and found Knight’s face drawn to the darkening sky.

      “I’ll have to go soon,” he said. “I’ll be fine alone, I promise.” Arthur and I came to him at the same time, and we held him together, kissing and hugging him before he stepped away. “See you in the morning.” We watched him retreat off the lawn and down the street before he disappeared into the forest.

      Knowing I’d be worried sick until he returned, I immediately went into planning mode. I wasn’t going to get any rest, I might as well do something useful. Arthur left to check the castle guard and I went to my office where I found a rolled up map of the world in one of the cabinets. I recovered a rolling cork board from the smaller drawing-room, sticking the map to it with pushpins.

      Anastasia had given me some translated notes from her journal and I used them to mark off places on the map where she knew Alistair wasn’t hiding, and all the places that he’d used to trick her into thinking it was his lair when it had just been a trap. I’d been there for hours when Arthur came in and flicked on the office light.

      I barely glanced at him, still trying to decipher a word my mother had written. “Come here. Is this an R or an N?” He approached the board and surveyed my work. I felt proud when he didn’t look unimpressed. He didn’t look impressed either, but I took my pluses where I could. I picked my marker up again to put another X on the board but he stopped me, taking the papers from my hands and setting them down on the chalk tray.

      “It’s time for bed, let’s go.”

      I shook my head and tried to pick my things up again, squirming in his arms when he blocked me. “No, I can’t sleep with Knight gone. Let me work.”

      “Oh, we’re not going to sleep. I can assure you of that.”

      And like that, work mode went away like it never existed, and my body was alive like someone had stuck me with an electric wire. Arthur stepped me backwards, looking like a tiger chasing his prey, until my ass hit the edge of my desk, but he kept moving, pushing my knees apart and standing between them.

      “Did I ever fuck you in here?” he asked, his large hand coming up to grip one side of my neck. I shook my head, unable to speak with him staring at me like I was a meal he would devour in one swallow. “I bet you thought about it. Thought about me shoving you against this desk, fucking you from behind on it, maybe even tying you up so you can’t escape.” The way my pulse shot off like a rocket gave me away, that I might not have thought of those things before, but I definitely was now. He chuckled at me with a teasing grin. “I’ve only had you a few times, but you get so damn wet when you’re helpless beneath me. You like being at my mercy. You’re not like that with Knight or Balthazar. You want them to fuck you. You want me to take you.” His other hand ran down my side until he slid it underneath me, grasping my ass cheek roughly. “Tell me I’m wrong.” My voice was completely gone and he squeezed me again when I didn’t answer.

      “You’re not,” I said hoarsely, ending in a moan as he lifted me up by my neck until I was level with his mouth. I wanted to close the distance between us but he held me in place.

      “Tell me what you want me to do to you,” he commanded, every breath mingling with mine.

      “I want you to fuck me exactly the way you think of doing every time I’m a smart ass. Like I’m only here to be fucked by your cock.” The words burned every inch of my skin, and I knew he would give me all of that and more.

      “Shit,” he swore, and crushed my lips with his, devouring me whole, his grip on my neck starting to hurt. He quickly turned me around, ran both of his hands down the globes of my ass and reached underneath my dress to tear my panties off me. He tossed the ruined scrap of cloth away and removed my dress next until I was naked, the cold office air making me tingle. “Down against the desk.” I bent and pressed my bare front across it, my cheek warm on the cold wood.

      He left me for a moment but I stayed where I was, knowing he would be cross if I moved. When he returned, he took my hands back behind me and secured them with bonds strong enough to hold a vampire, making me at his mercy as I’d wanted to be. He wasn’t finished, however. He knelt behind me and started tying my ankles together, then my thighs. From my position on the desk, even with my legs bound my slit was exposed to him.

      With my head to the side, he stood in front of me and I watched him unbutton his pants, dropping the zipper, and pulling his cock out. He stroked it up and down, swirling his thumb against the head, staring right into my eyes.

      “When I first met Knight after you told me he’d been my lover, I pictured what it would be like to fuck him. What noises he would make, how tight his ass would be.” Jesus, he was really going to just talk while I was lying here tied up. I was impossibly even more turned on from the neglect. “That didn’t prepare me for the real thing, though. When I had him underneath me, he whimpered, waiting for me to put my cock inside him. He wanted it, and he’d never even touched another man before.” Arthur’s hand slowly stroked up his length, his hips thrusting forward slightly. “And when I pushed inside him, his cock jerked from the feeling of a man’s dick rimming his ass. I don’t think you noticed because Balthazar was fucking you so hard, but when I started thrusting into Knight, fuck. He was a bitch in heat, he looked like he was about to come before we’d even started. I could hardly hold myself off, I didn’t want to be rough with him. But then, he begged me to. I saw it in his eyes, he wanted it hard and fast, he wanted me to fuck the come out of him.”

      A whimper escaped my throat, hearing his words and watching him jack himself off. God, I couldn’t take this. I needed him to fuck me. Hoping it might help, I shut my eyes so I couldn’t see him, but he kept talking.

      “So I stopped holding myself back, I piston fucked his tight ass, I’ve never fucked a man that hard before. I fucked him until he shot his load all over me. It got on my chest, my hair. And then I came inside his ass so hard, I swear I almost passed out.”

      My pussy was so wet, it dripped all down my bound legs, and they started shaking from the effort of holding me up.

      “Look at me.” I opened my eyes and saw Arthur had undressed, exposing every curve and valley I’d spent many nights exploring with my mouth. “You’re dripping onto the carpet. I’ve never seen a woman get so turned on during a story about me fucking her lover, but I knew it would have this effect on you. Next time I tie you up, I’m going to fuck him in front of you until he comes all over your naked body. Would you like that?” My timid yes was barely audible. I was beyond arousal, I was a puddle of need. Just touch me, flick me, anything.

      I gasped in relief when he moved finally and jumped when his hands massaged my ass again. He pulled my cheeks apart and a fresh stream of wet escaped me, running down my legs to the floor where I felt a wet spot under my feet.

      “That’s what I want,” he teased, making me shudder and more streams came from me as he massaged my ass more, kneading like it was made of dough. God, I hoped I didn’t orgasm from it, but I was so close I had no idea what would set me off. He lifted his hands, I waited, and I felt the head of his cock push into my ass. I groaned in disappointment, I needed him in my pussy, I needed something to touch me there where I was throbbing with want. “You don’t want me to fuck your ass?” I groaned again, but he cracked his hand across my ass cheek and I jumped away from him. “I’m going to fuck your ass like I fucked Knight’s. I think you want that very much.” He stopped playing nice, as if he was at all before, and he thrust inside until his balls slapped against my slit, splashing the wetness there. He interrupted my gasp, pulling on my hair until my back was arched so much, my breasts weren’t touching the desk anymore. Then he started fucking me, the office filling with the wet slapping noise from his testicles hitting my body. Every few thrusts my clitoris got hit and I was about to come so hard. My moans tipped him off and he sped up, going in and out of me like a jackhammer. “Tell me when you’re coming,” he ordered, just as I knew it was going to happen. I could hardly breathe, much less speak.

      “I’m…” He tugged on my hair and I started to climax, the wet sounds from me intensifying and the puddle growing on the floor. “I’m coming, oh god, fuck.” His pace never slowed from the beginning of my orgasm until I’d stopped shuddering. My body was primed and it was not satisfied yet, easily throwing me close to another release. Arthur moved back so his balls weren’t hitting me anymore and it made the climb that much harder with nothing to stimulate me except his ravenous fucking. What I thought would be an easy ascent turned into me trying desperately to climax but unable to get there. He fucked me like that for what felt like an hour and I was so frustrated I couldn’t take it.

      “Please, Arthur, please let me come again,” I pleaded brokenly.

      “That’s it, baby. That’s what I wanted.”

      Such an ass.

      He pulled out and untied me, my limbs prickly as the feeling came back to them. Turning me, he lifted me up onto the desk and laid me out on it, lifting my legs and sliding back inside my ass.

      “Rub your clit, come for me.” I needed no other instruction, I put my hand between us and rubbed at my sensitive nub, his fucking picking up speed again until he was shoving me across the wood with every thrust.

      “Oh…” I whined. “God yes, fuck me harder, make me…” I finally crested after so long, and loud guttural moans escaped me, my walls pulsing on his cock over and over. He kept going, kept fucking, until I came again not a minute later. He’d had his fun, and god it was some of the best sex I’d ever had. Even with my body still shaking, I sat up and kissed his lips, his rapid fucking jostling our lips together. “Come in my ass,” I begged him, and he lost his control in an instant, thrusting and shooting his load inside me, grunting, gripping my hips so hard he was going to leave a bruise. He finally slowed and heaved, trying to catch his breath, leaning his head against my shoulder. His hands trembled slightly, but he picked me up, keeping us connected, and walked to the couch where he found a blanket to wrap around us, and he carried me naked up to my rooms where we fell asleep still entwined.
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        * * *

      

      Some time in the early morning, I was stirred in my sleep with Arthur’s hand stroking my lower belly. I turned my head towards him, eyes still closed in a sleepy haze, and my hand found his bare chest, tickling the sparse, blonde hair there.

      “Did I hurt you?” he asked in a whisper, though we were alone so there was no need to stay quiet.

      I opened my eyes, only to see loving concern all over his scarred face. The sight of it nearly brought me to tears. “Of course not. Why would you think that?”

      He dipped his head to my breast, squeezing his eyes shut tightly. “I know I can be intense. I don’t ever want you to be afraid of me.”

      My heart melted, ached for him. I brought his head up to see the deep emotion on his face. “You’ve never told me that before.” Something passed between us as we stared in each other’s eyes, a vulnerability I’d never seen from the stoic icy warrior. Maybe I’d done something in my old life to stop him from being this exposed with me, or maybe he’d felt like he had to be strong for me and couldn’t show me how he really felt.

      I’d never felt so in love with him.

      “Kiss me,” I beckoned to him, folding him into me when he hovered over my body, gently kissing my lips, worshipping them with his mouth like they held the secrets to happiness. He kissed down my neck, burning my skin with every touch. Nestled between my legs, it was only a quick movement before he pushed his hardness inside me, and he started a slow, deep pace, rocking me into the bed as gently as possible.

      From his position on top of me, I was free to stare right into his eyes, only breaking the contact to lift my head for a tender kiss. His hands trailed down my sides, massaging my skin, dipping back down to kiss as much of my chest and stomach that he could reach. We rocked together, no movement too hurried or desperate.

      Slowly, my body was responding to his love making, and he reached between us, twirling his fingers around my nub, bending back on top of me to capture my lips in his. Gasping against his lips, I moaned and felt myself cresting, almost there. He kissed my breath away, his hand fisting into the sheet when he felt me tip over and I came, grasping at him as I shuddered and fell apart. The rhythm of his thrusts broke when he moaned his own release against my lips, falling against me with shaking limbs. With passion flooding over me, I stroked at his sweaty forehead, pushing his blonde hair out of the way.

      “I love you, Lisbeth. If I can be happy about one thing in all this, it’s that I didn’t have to wait so long to possess you this time. It would’ve driven me mad.”

      I grinned a tired smile. “I don’t think you liked me as quickly last time.”

      “Bullshit. I knew the moment I saw you that you belonged to me.”

      That made me giggle, bouncing him on my stomach. “That’s a little awkward considering you still hunted me after said moment and arrested me, then kept me in my room for six months under house arrest. What do you call that?”

      “Foreplay,” he answered, like it was obvious.

      The front door of my suite opened and we both sat up as Knight came into the bedroom, looking a little dirty and very exhausted. I was up in an instant, coming close to inspect him under the grit on his skin. He had a nasty cut on his leg somewhere, I could smell the blood on him.

      “You should’ve let me come with you,” I fussed, my heart falling at the sight of his blank face, dead tired from his run.

      Arthur was there, taking his hand and leading him away from the door. “Let’s get you cleaned up.” We brought him to the bathroom and Arthur gently undressed him while I ran a bath in my large tub. When it was full enough, I stepped in first, already naked, and was there to help guide Knight to the middle of the water.

      Arthur joined on Knight’s other side, already soaping up a loofah and running it along Knight’s arm. I got out my nail brush and we got to work on him like he was at a spa. When I switched to his feet and Arthur lifted his leg to inspect the healing cut, Knight started giggling at me, making me pause in my work.

      “What?” I asked, bending to run the nail brush on his toes.

      “You two fuss over me like I’m a toddler who can’t clean his own feet.”

      I squinted and splashed at him before Arthur took Knight’s neck in his hand and they shared a passionate kiss while I watched from Knight’s feet. “It’s because you’re exhausted, and we love you.” They stopped, realizing Arthur hadn’t said that to Knight before now. “I love you,” he clarified, kissing the werewolf again, as tenderly as he had with me. Too tired for more, Arthur leaned against the back of the tub, taking Knight with him until he lay across the vampire’s chest. I swam up to them and joined in, putting my head on the crook of Knight’s neck, and Arthur’s arms went up around me, holding us both in his protective embrace.
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      After leaving Knight to rest for a few hours, Arthur and I went hand in hand down to my office to finish my work from the night before. Anastasia was already there, perched on the edge of my desk, in the exact spot where Arthur had taken me. Thankfully the spot on the carpet had dried, but my cheeks still flushed as I walked past her and I knew Arthur was chuckling to himself.

      “Where’s Lucas and Clara?” I asked her as I picked up the notes and my marker.

      She answered without looking up from her journal. “They’re fucking.”

      I whirled on her, turning even more pink. “Mom! What the hell?!”

      Her apathetic shrug only made it worse. “Not like you weren’t doing it earlier. I can smell it all over this room.” She peered over her book, giving Arthur a knowing glance. “Better be treating my daughter right. You’re all she has if the witch’s prediction is true.”

      “Knight isn’t going to die, mom. Don’t say that, I can’t handle it. You know how I feel about losing him.”

      Her apathy turned into sympathy. “I know, baby. Why do you think I went comatose for centuries? I lost my mate too, and then I lost you. I know exactly what you’re feeling. That’s why I won’t rest until we stop Alistair so we can get our future back as much as possible.” She paused, and the tight look on her face told me she’d been effected by my story about Marie much more than I’d thought. She would never get to fall in love with the woman who had made her happy in my time. It passed as soon as it came, and she was back to her journal, making a few notes with a pencil on the yellowed pages.

      I went back to the board, marking more spots off the map with black circles, and lines showing where Anastasia had journeyed in her search. Arthur was busying himself with phone calls in one corner of the room, trying to figure out what the other Orders were doing after the death of the Council. I was so engrossed with my work on the map, I hardly noticed he wasn’t beside me until his hands were suddenly on my sides and I jumped forward in surprise. He was studying the board intensely when I stared up at him, trying to see anything I hadn’t found yet.

      “Christ, this is pointless,” Anastasia declared, throwing the book down onto the carpet and pushing off the desk in frustration. “It took me almost fifty years to find him the first time. There’s no guarantee he’ll even be in the same hideout. He has dozens, hundreds of them. Look at this.” She gestured to the map in front of us that had so many black dots and lines, it was almost completely covered in them.

      “Well, last time he knew you were hunting him, no thanks to the traitor we still need to find. This time he feels safe so he’ll pick a spot that he knows we won’t look at. One that he knows we’ll never…” I trailed off, a thought forming when I noticed one of the only spots on the map still unmarked. My office door opened, interrupting my thoughts when I smelled Knight’s scent.

      My mate was standing in my office with the Lycan, Alexander, beside him. Olivier was fast approaching in the hall and she looked like she was about to murder someone.

      “You!” she shrieked at Knight, leveling him with her rage when he looked back at her. “You brought a Lycan into my house. You’re lucky I’m not allowed to touch you, boy, because you’re in deep shit now.” Her rage went from a fifteen to a one when I signaled for her to back down, and she meekly took a step away, still shooting daggers at Knight as she went.

      “While Olivier is correct,” Arthur started, and I glared at him until he held out a hand for me to wait. “We are trying to make peace with the Lycans, so it’s not like we didn’t reach out first. Despite the current laws, you are welcome and safe here.” Olivier grumbled under her breath and tightly crossed her arms over her chest. One of us was getting an earful later, probably me for not controlling my boyfriends well enough.

      With Anastasia pacing the floor, we showed Alexander to one of the various couches in my large office, and the vampires sat across from the wolves.

      “So,” I started, my attention drawing briefly to my mother’s pacing. “You got Arthur’s message that we wanted to talk?”

      “Actually, Knight came to see us last night,” he answered, and we looked at our mate in surprise.

      Knight’s sheepish look was quickly replaced with a resolved one. “I figured they would respond better to our plan if I spoke to them first. I held off my shift until we were done talking, and then I ran all night to make up for it. His pack came with me to watch, just to show them… that I’m not dangerous.” His brief look where I sat said he still didn’t fully believe it, but the fact that he’d made such an effort that could’ve gone so wrong left me speechless. He’d trusted me that much.

      Arthur wasn’t knocked speechless, however, because he let his opinion of the matter fly freely. “That was stupid of you. Any number of things could’ve happened.”

      Knight inhaled deeply, his eyes narrowing at the vampire, but clearly holding back his retort since we were in mixed company. “It worked. Alexander is willing to negotiate a cease fire for his pack. We’re hoping to spread it around until the other packs are on board as well.”

      “Knight’s willingness to speak with us at the risk of his life wasn’t the only thing we had to consider,” Alexander started. He turned his eyes to me. “It was what you said to me when you spared the boy. I had to question why I’d been taught to hate your kind, and why you’d been taught to hate mine. This bracelet,” he said, holding his wrist up so his vampire teeth bracelet could jangle freely. “This wasn’t mine. It’s been handed down in my pack for a very long time. I tell you honestly I’ve never put a single tooth on here. I’ve never killed one of your kind, nor has anyone in my pack. When I realized that, I wondered why, if we weren’t even fighting anymore, why we had to keep doing it. When Knight came asking for peace for our enemies, it was clear he felt the same.”

      “It wasn’t an easy sell,” Knight added. “But they were willing to listen, after Alexander told them what you did for the boy.”

      “If you lift the kill order on us, we’ll lift ours on you.”

      I held out a hand for Alexander to shake. “Done. Consider us allies again. If you need anything, we’ll be there for you.”

      The Lycan pumped my hand and smiled warmly, the way he did in my other life. “Speaking of which, Knight has told me about this vampire Alistair. He was a bit mum on some of the details, but if this man has killed your leaders, I think you could use some allies, and since you’ve got us on your side now, we’d be honored to fight alongside you if it comes to that.”

      The memory of his dead body stopped me cold. He died for me once. I didn’t want him to do that again.

      Arthur was quick to accept as I’d lost the ability to answer. “I can’t think of a better pack to be by our sides. Thank you, Alexander.” The men all stood up and Olivier led Alexander back out with Anastasia following behind. As soon as I couldn’t hear their voices, Knight went up to the office doors to shut them.

      “Arthur, why would do you that?” I asked him in disbelief. “You know he died for us in my time. I don’t want him anywhere near this battle.”

      Before I could finish my tirade, Knight slammed the doors and whirled on Arthur so fast he was a blur. “Who in the fuck do you think you are?” he demanded, approaching the vampire so fast Arthur actually backed up one step before standing still. “’That was stupid of you?’ You have no fucking right to treat me like a child. Last night was beautiful and sweet, and I love that you take care of me, but I’m not a toddler you have to admonish when I step out of line. I’m a grown man, I make my own choices, and if I want to do something that’s a little risky, that’s my decision, not yours.” The two men faced off, Knight standing several inches higher so Arthur had to tilt his head up to stare into his eyes. “You might think I’m just going to let you do whatever you want because I let you fuck me, but it’s about time someone took you down a notch.”

      Ahh fuck me.

      I expected an instant passionate, erotic kiss, but Knight wasn’t finished.

      “Tell me what you did to Lisbeth while I was out,” he ordered, sounding exactly like the Knight I’d known in my time, commanding and strong. God, it was so hot.

      Arthur swallowed hard, trying desperately to hold himself together. “I fucked her. Twice.”

      “You’re going to have to be more detailed than that. She had bruises on her hips.”

      Was he mad? Did he think Arthur had injured me? I stood and interjected, just in case. “He didn’t hurt me, I asked him to do it.”

      Knight took his eyes from Arthur for one second, and that was all I needed to know he wasn’t upset. He was winding our lover up. “I said tell me.”

      Arthur’s jaw worked several times before he answered. “I tied her hands behind her back, then I tied her legs together and bent her naked over the desk.” Without breaking their stare, Knight reached between them and started undoing Arthur’s pants, almost making him falter in his words. “I stood where she could see me, stroking my cock for her and telling her what it was like to fuck you, to have you mewling underneath me and begging for more. She started dripping onto the floor, it made her so wet.”

      Slipping under Arthur’s waistband, Knight gripped his erection firmly, moving his hand up and down with their eyes locked. “Keep talking.”

      “I fucked her ass until she came for me. Then I fucked her hard for so long, making sure she couldn’t have a second orgasm because I wanted her to beg me for it. When she’d had enough, she begged for me to make her come. I untied her and put her on her back, fucking her and rubbing her clit until she came again, screaming out every shudder.” He swallowed again once he was done, a gasp almost escaping his lips over the hand job Knight was giving him.

      “Lisbeth,” Knight said, his other hand pulling on Arthur’s jeans and boxers until they fell to the ground, and he brought his hand around to grasp one of Arthur’s ass cheeks, massaging it in time with his other hand. “I assume the restraints are still in here?” I nodded and walked on wobbly legs to where I’d stashed them earlier, before he could ask me to like I knew he would. I brought the ties to them and Knight had just removed Arthur’s shirt, exposing his body completely to us. “Tie his hands back.” I did so, pulling his thick arms behind his body and securing them enough where I was certain even he couldn’t escape. Not that he wanted to, I was sure. “If I was super pissed at you, I’d make you walk up to our rooms like this,” Knight mused, an evil glint in his eye that was making me so fucking wet. “But instead, I’m just going to fuck you. I’m going to take you harder than you’ve ever taken a cock before. I’m going to fuck the come out of you. The only way you’re going to climax is from my cock inside you. As soon as I stop touching your dick, neither Lisbeth nor myself will touch it again until we’re finished.”

      God, fuck this. I was burning up like an inferno and they were about to fuck, meaning they’d be too busy for me. This would’ve been the perfect opportunity for Balthazar to pop in and just screw me as I watched my lovers fucking, but he was still gone and I was dying from arousal. Sensing my needs, Knight motioned for me to follow as he led Arthur by his cock to a different couch, the very one I’d been sitting on when Arthur first kissed me.

      “Get undressed,” Knight told me, his hand firmly stroking Arthur as they watched me take my shirt and pants off, flinging my panties off last, then I sat on the cold leather couch and waited. “Get between her legs, you’re going to eat her pussy while I fuck you. If she’s not screaming, I’ll stop and give her my cock instead.” He helped Arthur kneel and I spread my legs wide, almost trembling when the icy vampire’s mouth came closer and closer to my exposed center. “Make her come first, then I’ll fuck you.”

      Arthur dove in, his tongue running up my wet labia, flicking out the tip of it to lap at my clitoris. A cry came out of me before I knew I was making it when my lover sucked my nub between his lips and wiggled it back and forth until my eyes rolled into the back of my head. Knight was there, kissing me roughly and bringing his hands up to twist my nipples. I was too turned on, too heated, too ready, it only took a few seconds until I came on Arthur’s face and whimpered against Knight’s lips for more. The restraint he had fell for one moment when he leaned his head against my cheek.

      I want to fuck you all day and all night, Lisbeth, he sent to my mind, already more attuned to me than my other lovers. You smell so amazing right now, I’m not sure what it is, but it’s driving me insane.

      I was almost brought out of the haze because Knight had said the very same thing to me when I was expecting Jason, and again with Gwen. The pregnancy potion worked, but I should’ve been expecting Kitty first. Arthur interrupted me contemplating going back to  to ask them about it by sticking his tongue inside my pussy and thrusting it in and out of me.

      Throwing my head back and almost falling over, Knight left me with another kiss and knelt behind Arthur, positioning himself at the right spot to massage the vampire’s ass, pulling his cheeks apart. I could hardly tell whether the noises Arthur was making were from licking me or from the feeling of Knight rubbing the head of his cock against Arthur’s tight rosebud. He pushed in and as Arthur was unable to steady himself with his hands tied behind his back, he pushed further into me, my ass sliding across the leather couch seat.

      “God, he feels so good, Lisbeth,” Knight moaned out, stopping for a moment to control himself, then he cracked his hand across Arthur’s ass. “She’s not screaming. Do you want me to stop?”

      Arthur’s tongue was a blur on me, slurping up every drop of my arousal, and a very apparent moan escaped his mouth as Knight started slowly pushing in and out of him, momentarily bringing him away from me. His short hair didn’t leave me much to work with in the way of grabbing onto him, so I wrapped a hand around the back of his head and pushed him until he resumed his task.

      Knight had just started speeding his thrusts up when I felt the tension rising inside me. I went back and forth between shoving Arthur’s head on my clit and trying to pull him away when I got too sensitive.

      “Show him what you need,” Knight told me, meeting my eyes and holding them, slapping against Arthur’s hips. “Connect your heads, but don’t let him feel your pleasure. I want to know when he’s about to come.”

      I did exactly that, connecting us at such a small level that I could feel his level of arousal and urgency like a meter, and he could feel the same for me. He used the information expertly, like he’d been doing this for years, and he started alternating between licking my nub or around it depending on my sensitivity. I was climbing again, this time slower but evenly with him paying attention to when I couldn’t take it and when I wanted more. God, he’d never been this skilled before. Maybe I should’ve started doing this a long time ago.

      That thought ended because I hit a point and even though I was too stimulated, he never stopped sucking me into his mouth, and I screamed out an orgasm that made me grab the back of the couch to stay upright.

      “That’s it,” Knight approved in a husky whisper. Like he’d finally earned it, Knight started fucking Arthur as hard as I’d been fucked the night before, at a pace that had me breathless just from watching it. My connection to Arthur had all sorts of things coming to me, how much he liked Knight’s cock, how he’d never taken one that big before, and god it felt good. He wanted to climax but he was going to hold off for as long as possible so he could be fucked longer. He just wanted Knight to keep his dick inside him, even if it meant never letting go.

      He was still trying to retain control, even tied up and helpless between his lovers, and I wasn’t going to allow it.

      I straightened, pushing his head up and sitting forward on the couch until his face was level with mine. “How long have you wanted Knight’s cock inside you?” I asked him, putting my lips a breath away from his and I could see him straining to close the distance and kiss me. His ragged breath was hot on my face, the scent of my arousal on his lips thick and intoxicating. I wanted to lick all of it up, but I had to focus on him since he still hadn’t answered me. He’d hardly spoken this whole time, when before he’d been a chatterbox trying to make me so aroused I about died from it.

      “Answer her, Arthur,” Knight piped up, mid-fuck. A steady sheen of sweat was forming on his tanned skin, I wanted to lick it more than I wanted to lick Arthur’s face.

      The vampire inhaled deeply, a haze of arousal coming over his icy eyes. “Since I first saw him in that bathroom only wearing a towel. I wanted to fuck him, I wanted him to fuck me. It was impossible to decide which one I wanted first. I only knew I needed him as desperately as I needed you.”

      I almost kissed him, so overcome with need that I wanted him back between my legs, but I held off and pushed him up slightly, Knight assisting me by pulling Arthur’s tied arms back until he was arched in front of me, exposing his muscled chest. “I’ll tell you a secret,” I said huskily, running one finger from his throat down to his sternum. “One time the other Knight and I tied you like this, and he fucked you while I watched. You begged for one of us to touch your cock, anything to make you climax, but we refused, and you held off so we wouldn’t get what we wanted, like you’re doing now. Only the other you forgot one thing about you that we knew.”

      “Shit, what was it?” Knight asked me, enthralled with the story and his rapid thrusting.

      Instead of saying it out loud, I leaned down and sucked one of Arthur’s taut nipples into my mouth, and he howled like a bitch in heat against us, Knight on one end and me on the other. My hand reached and tweaked his other nipple, making him moan a chorus of ecstasy, and the connection between us lit up like a Christmas tree.

      Unwilling to take my mouth off his nipple, I sent the thought to Knight. He’s about to come, keep going. Impossibly, Knight’s thrusts got even faster until Arthur’s control slipped so far he went over and Knight fucked the come out of him in spurts that landed on my naked body, wave after wave until he went limp and Knight let him go so he crashed into my lap, heaving and moaning. With his hands gripping Arthur’s hips tightly, Knight kept fucking our lover, his groaning turning more erotic by the second, signaling his impending climax. I got up, gently putting Arthur’s head onto the couch, and approached Knight, planting myself against the back of his sweaty body. I ran my hands up the globes of his ass and squeezed them, enjoying the way it made him twitch forward.

      I sat up on my heels and caught the edge of his ear between my teeth. “Come for us, baby,” I whispered to him, bringing my hands up to flick across his nipples. The trick wasn’t the same for him, but he still responded, and his hips jerked when his pleasure heightened and he slammed his come into Arthur’s ass, growling it out like a madman possessed.

      It was so unbelievably hot.

      The werewolf wobbled, falling to the side to collapse on the carpet, only for Arthur to do the same a moment later, sliding off the couch until they were lying together, drained and catching their breath. Mid-gasps, Knight untied the bonds on Arthur’s wrists and they reached for the other’s hand, clasping them together between their bodies. Once his chest was rising at a normal speed, Knight turned his face to the side so he could study Arthur’s chiseled profile.

      “I love you, Arthur,” he said gently, in complete contrast with his intense fucking, but so him it melted my heart.

      Arthur turned his face over and a genuine smile came to his lips as he stared at his lover. He brought one of his large hands up and stroked Knight’s cheek, leaning close for a tender kiss. “You’d better,” he whispered against Knight’s lips. “Because it would be a bit awkward if you didn’t, considering how much I love you.” They rested their foreheads together in a loving embrace. “I’m sorry I disrespected you. I don’t ever want you to feel belittled by me.”

      A squeak came from me when I put my fists to my mouth, ruining the moment and turning both of them towards where I still sat on the carpet, staring like a drooling idiot.

      Knight tossed his chin at me. “Get over here.” I happily did, lying between them, cuddling into Arthur’s body and holding Knight up to mine so I could kiss his lips over and over.
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      With Arthur down more than a few notches, we went back to the board and Knight was just pulling his shirt over his head when there was a knock on the locked doors. Arthur opened it and Anastasia strolled in like this was a normal day.

      “That was tedious. I had to wait for you to finish and there wasn’t anything for me to do except look at every book in the library here. I’ve read half of them already. Is there anything in there that wasn’t published over three hundred years ago?”

      Arthur straightened his shirt only to discover it was on backwards and he tried fixing it where my mom wouldn’t see. “Sorry about that. The making you wait part, not the books.”

      She shrugged and went back to her perch on my desk, face in her journal. “If the sex doesn’t take at least half an hour it’s not worth doing.”

      “Mom!” I shrieked, turning beet red.

      “You get so upset when I mention your sex life. Were you this uptight before, or is that new?”

      “I had kids in the house before now, so no, I wasn’t always saying out loud how bomb their dicks are and how they make me pass out when I orgasm.”

      That brought her up over the top of her journal, eyebrow raised with interest. “The kids aren’t here yet, I’d love to hear this story in depth. Right now.”

      “NO!”

      After threatening to throw the box of tacks at her, she went back to her notes and I sat on the floor looking up at the board, trying to pick up that thought again that I’d had before. There were only a few spots on the map without marks, and one was staring out at me like a sore thumb. It was so obvious, I felt like the dumbest person on the planet when I stood up and walked closer to confirm my suspicions. Everyone else noticed, stopping what they were doing to look at me.

      “Babe, what’s up?” Knight asked me, getting up from the coffee table.

      I held a hand out for Arthur to give me one of the sharpies, and when he did, I uncapped it and reached up on my tiptoes to draw a giant circle around England, then I pointed to it with the pen. “He’s there.”

      Anastasia came to stand beside me. “How do you know?”

      “It’s where my Order used to live, the very place where we abandoned Alistair and the other turned vampires when we moved here in the 1800’s. They mentioned it before in my time, how much it made them hate us. What better place to stay than one we would never look at?”

      “The castle is still standing?” Arthur asked, crossing over to one of the cabinets behind my desk and opening a drawer to flip through the documents inside.

      “I think so. We technically still own it, we just moved out. I bet Othello kept it just in case we had to come back. I haven’t been there in…” I raised my eyebrows, thinking back to the day so long ago when I left my home and childhood behind. “Three hundred years.”

      “I thought you left in the 1800’s?” Knight asked, doing the math in his head.

      I waved the marker at him absently. “I was off with Olivier for a century, fucking prostitutes and seducing debutantes.”

      Arthur stopped for a second, looking up at me with curiosity about that last bit, but he went back to the papers until he produced the one he was looking for and brought it to us. “The deed to the castle, it’s still there.”

      I took it when he was close enough and scanned the page. “Looks like there’s a grounds keeper, or there’s an assigned one, at least. I don’t know how much grounds keeping he can do when he’s…” My heart stopped and I looked up with horror. Meeting Arthur’s eyes, I turned the paper around and held it out to him, putting my finger at the spot that changed everything. “Estinien is the grounds keeper.”

      “So?” he said, not getting it yet.

      “Estinien can’t be the grounds keeper of my Order’s castle. He’s the head of his own Order so he’d never do such a menial task, not to mention he lives in Australia. There’s no way he’d travel there for upkeep unless he had a reason.” Anger pooled inside me, so intense I saw red. “He’s been under my nose this whole time, in this time and the other one, playing me like a fiddle and ruining the world like it meant nothing to him when he stood by our side and fought with us like he gave a shit. God damn him.” I emphasized my anger by kicking the board over and it slammed into the carpet, spreading tacks everywhere. “I’m going to wrap my hands around his throat until he stops breathing, and then I’ll burn his filthy corpse piece by piece as I rip off his limbs.”

      “Red flag,” Knight whispered in the silence that followed my tirade.

      I felt no shame. Only rage.

      “I’m not trusting a single person outside of this family and Olivier. Estinien might’ve been at the head, but we don’t know how many of us were part of this, and if Alistair knows we’re coming, we’re dead in the water. Arthur, make sure Renard and Cameron are taken to safety, I don’t trust them around us since they’re still human. When you’re back, I have another mission if we can spare someone.” He was off without another word, my dutiful soldier. “You,” I said, pointing the pen to Knight. “We need to clue in my other parents and make sure they’re either coming or going, I don’t want them here either because Clara is human. It would be ideal for them to stay with Renard and Cameron, but I don’t trust my father with people he doesn’t know. He might drain them in their sleep because they smelled like pea soup.”

      “A wise choice,” my mother noted beside me, watching Knight leave after I was done. “You’re quite the leader. They don’t even question you, they just hop off to obey. I don’t know how you won them over to you so quickly, it’s like, and I say this ironically considering the circumstances, there’s magic at play.”

      I smiled, looking down at the floor. “In the other time, they used to insist they would’ve fallen in love with me no matter how we met. I thought they were wrong, but it seems they were correct.”

      “Do you miss them?” she asked, surprising me.

      “They’ve been gone for five seconds, I’m fine.”

      “Not these versions of them, the other ones. The ones that you spent so many years with. The Knight you married, the Arthur you longed for for so long before finally having him in your arms. The men you have now aren’t the same ones you left.”

      “Maybe not,” I conceded, and I let the question wash over me until I was sure of my answer. “Only… Last night, Arthur told me something he’s never said to me before. Not in sixty-seven years. And Knight has never been this open in front of me. He told me he thought Balthazar was hot, he’s never said something like that before. Of course I’ll miss the men I spent so much time with, but…” I sighed and held myself with my arms. “It’s still them. They’re still with me. I’ll always carry those memories, they’ll never fade, and that means neither will the other versions of the men I love.”

      “Hmm,” she said quietly, contemplating me like she usually did before she responded.

      Arthur returned, coming up to me and kissing my forehead before reporting. “Renard and Cameron are off, they’re going to spend time with your former companion, Galen. His vineyard should be safe.” I nodded in agreement. After all this was over, I’d have to spend some time with Galen and tell him about everything I’d been through. He’d been dead for a long time in my old timeline, seeing him again would make me very happy. “What was the mission you needed?” he asked, bringing me out of my head.

      “Right, that. I need someone to go find Knight’s sister. If Alistair starts recruiting turned vampires, hoping not, her rogue coven might be in danger. Last time all of her friends were killed, she didn’t take too kindly to us after that. I’d rather Knight never go through seeing her that hurt. If someone could go find them and keep them safe, I’d be grateful.”

      “Actually,” Arthur started, making me raise my eyebrows at him. “I’ve found someone you might be interested in seeing. Ever since you told me the names of vampires we knew, I’ve been on the lookout for them. Some aren’t born yet, but I had a bit of luck a few days ago.”

      I wiggled a finger at him with a squint. “I’m not liking this constant secret keeping you’ve got going on for dramatic effect. Can we shelve that personality trait?”

      He glared at me, almost looking like he wanted to roll his eyes. “Do you want to see or not?”

      “Fine, whatever, let’s go.”

      He led me outside the office and I felt something in the pit of my stomach when we got closer, something I’d felt a long time ago when Knight suddenly appeared in a crowd before me, not quite as dead as I’d thought.

      Standing in the foyer was a gangly teenager, looking barely old enough to have a driver’s license. He was staring up at the ceiling with his mouth wide open and I didn’t recognize him until he turned and look right at me.

      Dominic.

      He’d been Kitty’s mate in the future, the boy with the blonde hair and the duel-toned eyes, one blue and one brown. He looked so young, so vulnerable looking. I’d known him as a man capable of protecting my daughter. This version of him made me want to check his temperature and put him to bed early.

      He grinned warmly at me, also something different for him, and launched off in his Australian accent. “How ya goin’? You must be the sheila Arthur was banging on about. I’m Dom.” He held his hand out for me to shake and I didn’t miss him trying to look at my chest when he thought I wasn’t paying attention. Arthur turned rigid, noticing a few vampires coming into the foyer to see who was talking so loudly, and he led us back into my office for some privacy, shutting and locking the doors behind us. Dom raised his eyebrows at Arthur flipping the locks but he didn’t comment on it.

      “Sorry,” I said to him, resisting the very powerful urge to hug him. “We don’t know who to trust right now.”

      Turning, Arthur got right to it, no foreplay or anything. “We believe your leader Estinien is a traitor.”

      Dom laughed, which wasn’t the reaction I was expecting. “If you’re trying to put the wind up me, you’re gonna have to do better than that. Estinien’s a seriously dodgy bloke. What do you want me to do?”

      Arthur’s skeptical eyebrow raise was monumental. “As my leader said, we don’t know who to trust right now. You’re one of the few we do, so we’d like to recruit you to be a Hunter.”

      “Whoa, a vampire Hunter? Noice.” He stopped, realizing something I knew he’d bring up. “But we’ve never met before. You don’t know me from a bar of soap, how can you tell if I’m a fair dinkum or not?”

      “I’ve heard good things about you from your Order,” I said without missing a beat. “We’ve been in contact with them since the Council was killed, and your name came up several times.” Dom looked like I’d just made his day, like no one had ever believed in him before. He straightened his jacket with a large grin on his face.

      “Your first mission as a Hunter will be finding a rogue vampire coven and protecting them if a threat comes.”

      “Epic!” Dom responded in excitement.

      Arthur got out the paperwork to make Dom an official Hunter and eyed the teenager walking about my office, commenting on just about everything he could see. “You’re sure about him?” he asked, handing me a pen to sign the papers. “He looks like he’s never even kissed a girl. I’m not sure I’d trust him to watch an egg.”

      I elbowed my lover and leaned over to sign the contract. “He’s just young. He’s going to grow into a fine man, just you wait. You trusted him with my daughter’s life before, I know you wouldn’t have done that lightly.”

      Leaning in to kiss my temple, he deferred to my wisdom by letting Dom put his signature on the papers, but I could see him grumbling about it internally. The fact he was shutting his mouth at all spoke volumes. I waited until Dom had left before I slowly approached Arthur, running a single finger up his bicep.

      “It’s terrifyingly sexy when you do what I say,” I purred, waiting for him to stop straightening the papers before planting myself against him.

      He looked down at me, fire and ice on his scarred face. “Time and place, love of my life. We literally just had sex.”

      Grinning, I stood up on my tip toes and nuzzled our noses together. “Maybe I want you again.” Our lips joined in a kiss full of longing, only interrupted with someone coming into the office.

      “I leave for five minutes and you’re already making out.” Knight came up behind me, hopped up onto my desk, and held me against him so we were both facing our lover.

      “We have to rally our troops,” Arthur said, a flicker of heat remaining on his face even though he was trying to be all business now. “Since most of the vampires here are too soft, present company…” He debated on how he was going to finish his phrase, either implying I was a weakling or admitting I was at his level.

      “I kicked your ass before, choose that word wisely,” I reminded him with a raised eyebrow.

      “…excluded,” he finished, almost rolling his eyes. “Keep quiet, I’m planning. That means we have to rally the Hunters and anyone else who is qualified. Olivier is bringing them all here but it might take time, especially considering we can’t let anyone know we’re doing it.”

      Knight’s hand slipped beneath my shirt and he started massaging my breast, making sure Arthur could see. “We could meet on the Lycan reservation. None of the vampires would go there willingly yet.”

      Arthur noted that with an appreciative glance and got his phone out to text someone. “That’s good, that will work fine. Good thinking, umm…” He trailed off and started looking a little red.

      “You were going to say ‘love’ weren’t you?” I teased with a wide smile.

      He narrowed his eyes at me and went back to the texting. “Shut up, your teasing is going to get you in trouble.”

      “Not like I’ve never been punished for it before,” I countered, meeting his eyes as Knight’s hand squeezed my breast, but we both broke off into giggles under Arthur’s stare and couldn’t keep it up.

      Despite our immaturity, the corner of his mouth lifted and I could’ve sworn he was trying not to laugh. “You two are something else, I swear. I’ve never seen a couple more alike in my life. It’s no wonder you fought so hard to get him back.”

      We both erupted in cutsie baby noises that ran Arthur out of the office before we could finish our meeting.
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      After several days of covert planning, we were just arriving at the Lycan reservation, ready for our army to join us. Though we were now at peace with the pack, not everyone we passed looked happy about it, and we met more than a few rude looks before Alexander appeared at their meeting hall with a welcoming smile.

      “Arthur, Knight,” he said in greeting. “We’ve set up the hall if you two would like to make sure everything is in order.” They went up to the door, turning when I stayed behind. “Lisbeth, I’d like you to come meet someone.” We followed him inside the meeting hall, and I marveled for a second time at the tall, vaulted ceiling made of beautiful, raw wood.

      Standing in the middle of the room was Simon and his parents. Both of them were hesitant as we approached, but they tried to keep their faces polite.

      Alexander stood between us and held out a hand to me. “Simon, this is Lisbeth.”

      I stared down at the small boy in bittersweet wonderment. He still looked so much like my Jason.

      “You’re the vampire that saved me,” he said with a smile.

      “It’s nice to meet you, Simon.” I faltered, swallowing down tears that were trying to come out.

      “Alexander says you’re nice. He says you don’t want us to fight anymore. Is that because of your son?” He’d remembered what I said to him at the crosswalk, but just hearing him say it made me long for my children that much more.

      Knight pulled me against him, holding me close as I tried not to cry. Simon left with his parents soon after, but not before they stared at us in confusion, a werewolf and a vampire in love. Knight held me when the Hunters arrived and all through Arthur’s strategy meeting, kissing my head and warming me right to my center.

      With our plans made and everyone ready, we stayed at the reservation overnight to make sure the Hunters behaved themselves.

      In the meeting hall amongst dozens of sleeping bags, I lay between two of my lovers, warmed from both sides. More than a few of the Hunters had been giving us dirty looks during the meeting, but Arthur silenced them all into submission so they wisely kept their comments to themselves.

      “Is it weird I miss Balthazar?” Knight whispered with his lips against my forehead.

      Arthur’s arms tightened around me. “I do too. You’re sure he doesn’t like men, babe?”

      “There is a reason for this reality to exist, and it’s this conversation right here,” I mused with a smile. “He can’t get it up for a man. Incubi don’t work like that.”

      “A shame,” Arthur pouted, nibbling on my ear. “Maybe the Bicus can throw us a bone so then I can throw him a bone.”

      “Shut up, Arthur!” one of the Hunters complained loudly. “No one wants to hear about you boning an Incubus.”

      “The next person who talks will be babysitting Lisbeth’s crazy dad,” Arthur shouted, and the room went dead silent from the threat.

      “You’re so commanding, it’s very sexy,” Knight whispered, kissing Arthur above my head.

      “Either fuck or get out, I’m trying to sleep,” another complaint came from the room.

      “Clarissa, you’re on babysitting duty,” Arthur declared, giving Knight another tender kiss.

      “God damn it!”
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      Olivier woke us up the next morning, clattering around with a trunk that she slammed into the ground and unlocked, opening it out until the lid hit the floor. I was barely conscious but I could see her lifting out artillery and handing it to the vampires that were already awake, Arthur included. Knight sat up, stretched, and Arthur took a few seconds away from his gun to stare appreciatively as Olivier rolled her eyes at him.

      I got up as well, stretching like a cat and flipping my hair back, keeping Arthur in my sights so I knew exactly how long he stood there gaping at me, then I turned and leaned against Knight, kissing him good morning.

      “If you two are done cuddling, I have some stuff for you,” Olivier threw out, not looking up from her task. I joined her and Arthur at the trunk while Knight changed his shirt. Olivier handed me a belt full of death giving toys. Two pistols and several knives were on it so I wrapped it around my waist and buckled it, pulling one of the guns out and inspecting it.

      “You can shoot a gun, right?” Arthur asked as he watched me, so I glowered at him.

      “This is the second time you’ve doubted my skills, Arthur. Let’s not go for a third.”

      Knight approached wearing a shirt that had the words ‘Alpha Kenny Body’ on the front. He also took his offered belt from Olivier and settled it on his hips to buckle it. “Where’s my wooden stake?” All three of us stepped back to stare at him in complete disbelief. “Kidding. You should see your faces,” he sniggered. “I’m assuming we’re not taking a traditional plane since they won’t let us keep these on board?”

      “Alistair might know if we use one of our private jets, so we’re going to use someone else’s,” Olivier answered, closing her now empty trunk and standing with one of her pistols in her hands. “Lock and load, everyone. We’re moving out.”

      Outside, we met my mother who already had her own equipment strapped to her waist, and it included a giant whip that she held in one hand. She followed beside me as we started leaving the reservation, only to be stopped by a group of Lycans with Alexander at the front.

      “We want to come with you,” he said firmly. “I know you don’t want us to risk our lives for something that doesn’t involve us, but we’re allies now. If we can’t be there when it counts, then I can’t consider myself a true friend.”

      Arthur gave me a quick look before he stepped up and handed Alexander his spare pistol. “We’d be honored to fight alongside our brothers.”

      I swallowed my trepidation down like a choking hazard vitamin and pulled out my spare pistol, handing it to the Lycan beside Alexander. “Just watch your backs.”

      The Lycan smiled at me. “That’s what you’re here for.”

      With the extra numbers, we left the reservation and traveled across the forest until we reached the airport, just in case Alistair had eyes in town. Arthur signaled for us to wait at the edge of the airport gate and after a few minutes a human came over to us and opened the padlock on the metal gate doors. We moved across the runways, past several commercial planes until we found the one Arthur had hired for our journey, and we all got on board. It was larger than our private jet, and it had just enough room for everyone.

      We buckled in and the plane took off, soaring through the sky to our destination. As soon as we could get up, I took my seatbelt off and climbed into Knight’s lap on the seat next to mine, cuddling against him and holding his face close to mine. The closer we got to Alistair, the closer we got to Sara’s vision of Knight’s death, and while I was determined to protect him at all costs, it loomed over me like a dagger, waiting to strike at any moment.

      Eventually I was too worked up, and while everyone else was busy waiting out the long plane ride by watching a movie or reading something, I got up and walked to the back where the bathroom stalls were. One was empty and I stepped inside, shutting the door behind me and enclosing myself in the small space. I ran some water in the sink and splashed my face, looking at myself in the mirror. Of course I looked flawless, but I felt ragged and tired. If I actually looked it, it might’ve made me feel better about my mood. Or worse. Who knew?

      I leaned against the wall, looking at my reflection, running a hand across my lower belly where a baby was growing, still a cluster of cells that didn’t resemble a baby at all. It would be several weeks before I’d be able to hear her heartbeat, just to remind me she was really there.

      “Balzjanyóur nappnia lanliápob,” I said to the mirror, but Balthazar didn’t appear. He was supposed to come when I said the words, no matter where he was.

      Someone knocked on the bathroom stall and the door opened as I realized I hadn’t locked it. Knight came in, shutting and locking the door behind him, his massive frame taking up most of the space, forcing me to jump up onto the sink counter.

      “I heard you trying to call Balthazar,” he said, coming up and putting his arms around me. He was so warm in the cold space, I held him as close as I could to warm me back up.

      The more time that passed, the more my heart fell because the Incubus still hadn’t appeared. “It didn’t work. Maybe he’s left for good.”

      Knight pulled my chin up so I could look into his eyes. “There is no way in hell he would abandon you.”

      “What if they put him in jail again? We’d have no way of knowing.”

      He leaned down and gave me a gentle kiss, making my insides flutter from his touch. “I promise after this if he’s not back before our first baby is born, we’ll all journey to the Bicus realm to find him. I don’t care how much time it takes, we’re not leaving one of our mates behind.” He swept me up in another hug and I wished we weren’t in such a public place. I needed him badly, just to reassure myself he was still there. We kissed and rested our foreheads together, breathing deeply and trying to still our racing hearts. “Stay by my side when we get there. Nothing can hurt me if you’re there watching my back.”

      My chest was alive with love and pain, sorrow and happiness, passion and burning numbness, I felt like a madman trying to sort it all out, so I just clung to Knight and rode the waves as they came, dripping hot tears onto his shirt. We stood like that for at least half an hour before someone knocked on the door.

      “If you two are done making out, I’d like to use the toilet.” Knight picked me up, I wrapped my arms around his neck and he anchored me with his hands around me, only letting go briefly to unlock and open the bathroom door where we saw Olivier standing there with her hands on her hips. “I’m all for joining the mile high club, but people have to piss here,” she smarted, gesturing behind her with her thumb where a few people had formed a line to the toilets.

      My face reddening, Knight set me down and we walked back to our seats where I went back onto his lap. Arthur and I held hands across the walk space until I drooped against Knight’s chest and fell asleep.
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        * * *

      

      Refreshed and ready after taking a long rest, I sprang up as soon as the plane landed and was the first to the door, dragging Knight behind me as he rubbed his sleepy eyes.

      “Always eager,” Arthur noted dryly, coming up behind us. He threaded his fingers through Knight’s other hand and we waited for the steps to be brought over and the attendant to open the plane door, then we were off and out as fast as possible.

      Bypassing the human rules and regulations, we’d landed in a private airport owned by one of Arthur’s many contacts, and waiting for us was a fleet of camouflage army jeeps. A man wearing a matching camo outfit stood by the vehicles and saluted when we approached.

      “Which one is ours, General Lancaster?” I asked my lover with a cheeky grin. He turned slowly in my direction and looked like he wanted to shove me against one of the jeeps and spank me raw.

      “Who the fuck told you that?” I pointed to him, still smiling, and he deemed me worthy of a rare eye roll. “Right, other me blabbed everything, didn’t he? God damn it. Get in the jeep and stop looking at me like that.”

      We walked to the closest jeep and I hauled myself into the driver’s seat via the step at foot level because they were so high off the ground. Arthur was talking to the soldier but he stopped when he saw me adjusting the seat for my short torso and long legs.

      “You’re not fucking driving, move over,” he complained loudly enough for the entire airport to hear.

      “I used to live at the castle, therefore, I’m driving us there.” As Knight hopped in beside me, I leaned over, getting right in Arthur’s grumpy face outside of the open door. “Get in the jeep and stop looking at me like that.”

      Anastasia settled herself in the back along with Olivier and we waited for Arthur to get everyone loaded up before he got into the front seat next to Knight and signaled for us to leave. I started the jeep, rolling out of the airport and onto the narrow country roads of England that were barely big enough for one of the jeeps. If any cars came in the other direction, we’d be screwed, but thankfully we were alone until we reached a city street.

      “Other side of the road,” Arthur warned when I almost pulled into the wrong lane.

      “Shhhut up,” I murmured, heaving the steering wheel to the side. “I’ve never driven here before, they didn’t have cars last time.”

      “Do we have to go through here? Alistair could have spies anywhere,” Knight worried when we started passing store fronts and apartments full of humans.

      “Can’t help it, it’s the only way to the castle. Once we’re closer, we can leave the jeeps and go on foot. Turn here,” he said, pointing almost before it was too late. The jeep was so massive, it was difficult to turn, not to mention it felt like the power steering was broken. I was bent in half trying to turn it and Knight put his hand on to assist until we were turned into the correct lane. “And here.”

      “Damn it!” We made it to the next turn, and after huffing and straightening myself in the seat, I saw what was at the end of the long road: the vampire castle. It looked pretty much the same as I remembered, massive and imposing, and Estinien had been doing his job of grounds keeper because everything looked pristine.

      “Shit,” Arthur swore, and I saw what he was seeing. Sentries were outside it, patrolling the grounds with rifles. We weren’t close enough to smell them, but I assumed either they were human or he’d brought back his potion that allowed turned vampires to be in the sunlight. The second seemed more likely since Alistair had little regard for human life. “Go there, to that parking lot.” Knight helped me turn again one last time and we parked as the rest of the jeeps came in behind us in the large concrete area, everyone piling out at once and gathering in the center. “Olivier, take someone and go scope out the place. It looks like Alistair has guards outside and we need to know how many.” She was off with a burly looking Hunter that had tattoos on his shaved head and they disappeared into a side alley. We were refreshing everyone’s knowledge of the floor plan I’d drawn out when they returned.

      “I counted at least a hundred on the ground,” Olivier huffed, trying to catch her breath. “Arthur, they’re not humans. They’re turned vampires.”

      “In the sunlight?” Anastasia asked sharply, the shock echoing around our ranks.

      Arthur gave me a look, remembering what I’d said about the potion, and held a hand up for everyone to be quiet. “This makes our job easy. No humans, no issues. They outnumber us, but we’ll fight as hard and as long as possible. Get in, find Alistair, and end him. That’s our mission.” He rolled up the floor plans and tossed them into the jeep. “Move out.”

      We split up into pre-assigned groups to approach from all sides, and snuck down the city streets, the castle getting closer and closer with each step. The perimeter gate got destroyed under Arthur’s fists, letting us all inside the grounds.

      It was now or never.

      This was why I was brought back, to stop Alistair and protect the future.

      I clasped my mates hands in one final gesture before we took off running across the grass, moving as a perfectly matched pack, the way we did in the days when we hunted humans. Knight and Arthur stayed on my sides, my senses pushing out as I ran to reveal the soldiers waiting for us. We hit the first small group and easily took them down, leaving their bodies behind when we continued towards the castle. Stopping for a few more patrols, once the castle was before us, the army Olivier had seen was out in full force and already attacking the rest of our ranks.

      We ran full speed, launching ourselves into the fray, pulling vampires off our comrades and slicing our enemies to the ground. Arthur was up in the middle where the biggest group of turned were, and I feinted to the side when one came at Knight, tripping it and slicing it open with one finger for trying to hurt my mate.

      Olivier shouted Arthur’s name over the roar of battle and I saw him go down. My feet stood frozen for a moment before I ran head first through the ranks, no matter what would happen when I got there, stabbing anything I could see until Arthur was in my sights. Knight was there, helping me pull bodies off Arthur that he’d killed on his way down.

      Arthur went still, seeing something above our heads on one of the castle balconies. “Lisbeth, move!” I barely had time to look up when Knight was there, standing between me and the threat. Something was thrown at us, his body whipped back in a movement that stole the air from my lungs, and he fell down with a lance sticking out of his heart.

      His chest deflated with a final breath, and his eyes were vacant with the glassy tell of death.
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      The scream that came from my throat was so full of agony and rage, the entire battlefield stilled in fear.

      I knelt before my lover’s body and felt his neck amidst the rising pool of blood, but my ears knew his heart had stopped. Arthur was right beside me, pulling the lance out, and we waited for him to heal, but nothing happened.

      We looked up and locked eyes, and no words had to be spoken between us. My mate and I stood as one, fangs and claws out, turning to the battle before us, and we charged in a rage like I’d never felt before. Nothing survived the Hunter and his mate, we tore through every enemy before us with god-like strength, and when they were all dead, without missing a beat we were inside the castle. There were more turned waiting, but they didn’t stand a chance against us.

      Our army followed behind, more afraid of us than our enemies, until we’d combed through the entire estate and couldn’t find our quarry.

      “Spread out,” I growled out, my fangs and claws bloody. “Check the back field, they might’ve…” I stopped when my senses picked up a scent I knew well. Estinien. Arthur was on my flank instantly and we followed it outside where a trail led us to the vast land behind the castle that a retreating Alistair and Estinien were running across like cowards. It took little effort to overcome them, launching myself onto Alistair’s back while Arthur took out Estinien.

      “You killed my mate,” Arthur ground out through his fangs, holding Estinien’s worthless face to his. “You threw that lance and it killed him.”

      “I’d do it again, he was a filthy werewolf. You sully our kind by touching him,” Estinien challenged, and before he could get another word out, Arthur had swiped his neck open, ending him forever.

      The satisfaction was fleeting when I turned my attention back to Alistair, rolling him until he faced me. He was as attractive as the drawings I’d seen of him with his silver hair and chiseled jaw, but I didn’t care what he looked like. I wrapped my hand around his worthless neck. “You took my family away. You’re the reason they’re gone, and I’m never getting them back.” Tears of rage escaped my eyes, falling onto his face, smearing the dirt on his cheeks.

      “I remember you,” he choked out with my fist on his throat. “You were the girl Othello raised. Elisabeth. You abandoned me and the other turned vampires like a coward.”

      “And you turned your back on us to get your pitiful revenge. But you messed with the wrong girl, and that was your biggest mistake.” I squeezed his neck with both hands, his skin tearing and the veins popping, covering me with his blood, then my fingers met in the middle and I ripped my hands out. He went limp, his worthless life finally ended.

      I stood on weak legs, my adrenaline waning as reality was coming back. Though my limbs didn’t want to move ever again, Arthur met my eyes and we walked back to where Knight’s body lay, still motionless and empty. His hand was already turning cold when I picked it up and knelt beside him.

      Nothing mattered now. I’d never hold him again. I’d never see my Jason or Gwen again. I should’ve made him leave. I should’ve protected him with my life, with everything I had.

      Arthur fell to his knees beside me, and for the first time ever in my memory, tears formed in his eyes and he wept aloud for the man we loved, the sobs shaking his body so hard he almost bent in half. It broke me, it shattered me into so many pieces, I knew I would never recover.

      When I had no more tears to give, my rage grew again, this time at the very people who did this to me, the ones who took my life away. I was happy, everything was fine, and they fucked it all up. I stood, wiping furiously at my eyes until I could see well enough to rip the necklace off my neck that they’d given me.

      “Stand back,” I ordered, and my army did so, letting me open the locket front, and the portal to Highborn opened before us. “Mother, help Arthur pick Knight up.”

      “Lisbeth, he’s dead. We should take him home,” she said gently.

      I pierced her with my deadly glare. “Do as I ask or I swear to god, I will never speak to you again.” She rushed over and helped settle Knight’s body between her and Arthur, then they walked through the portal with me right behind them, Olivier jumping in before it closed.

      Highborn was before us, towering and intimidating, and I hated the sight of it. We walked to the front gate and Isabelle was rushing up to us with her purple dress pulled up to her knees. She stopped cold when she saw us holding a corpse.

      “Oh my god, what happened?”

      I got between her and my family. “My mate is dead, and your necromancer is going to resurrect him, or I will raze this castle to the ground.”

      Her timid eyes looked Knight’s body over. “But he’s a werewolf.”

      “You’d better hope to god you’ve got a spell for that then, because I’m not in the mood for mistakes.”

      Her scent stinking of fear, she sighed and took her wand out, opening the doorway for us. “Alright then, bring him in.” She led us up the hill to the courtyard where the children stared at us in horror, especially when they saw my bloodied fangs that hadn’t retracted since Knight’s death. The little witches scurried away, whispering about how scary we looked.

      Isabelle led us through the foyer and up some stairs to a room that looked like a giant supplies closet. Headmaster Cauldron and Selene were there, inspecting the shelves and writing down their inventory. Selene gasped when we walked in.

      “Witches brew, what happened?”

      I helped Arthur lay Knight’s cold body on the floor and glared up at her. “I stopped Alistair like you asked me to, and he killed my mate. You took everything from me. You promised I would get my life back.” My chin wobbled, my tears falling down my face. “Help me. Bring him back, please. I’ll do anything, I’ll pay any price. I don’t care what it is.”

      Cauldron’s look of pity told me exactly how pathetic I looked. “We’ll do everything we can, you have my word. But you need to calm down, your strength is waning and you’re expecting. It’s not good for the babies.”

      “Babies?” Arthur asked, but got interrupted when Jaz appeared in the doorway with a tall brown haired boy behind her.

      “Holla! Someone ask for a necromancer- ahh gross! Dead person.” Her lip curled and her nose scrunched up in disgust.

      The boy rolled his eyes at her. “You’re a necromancer, you can’t think corpses are gross. That’s like a baker hating cake.”

      “Alec, you’re a joy. Stand over there and hush.” She cracked her knuckles and came to squat beside Knight’s body, inspecting him like he was a haunch of meat. “Mmm, he’s only been dead for… ten, twenty minutes? That’s good. What’s his full name?”

      Arthur answered for me because I could hardly speak with my fangs starting to hurt. “Jason Knight Trimble.”

      “Hey, Jason! Get your ass- ahh, there you are.” She looked up at an empty space in the room. “Say hi, everyone. Ya boy’s here.”

      “I find this child’s skills inadequate,” Arthur complained loudly. “Is there a different necromancer? Someone less basic?”

      Jaz turned with shock. “You did not just call me basic. You’re gonna feel real stupid when you find out I’m the only necromancer. Yeah, that’s right. It’s me or nothing. You feeling dumb yet, cuz I will roast your ass into next night.” She flicked her finger, motioning for him to back his ass up. “Anywho, Lisbeth, awesome to see you again. Sorry your boyfriend is dead. That’s a bummer. He’s saying hi, by the way. He says your ass looks bombin’ in that outfit.” She looked up and scowled at the air. “I know that’s not what you said, but I know you thought it. Bruh, be serious. She’s as fly as a plane. Also he says you’re pregnant with triplets, don’t know how he knows that, but okay. Kinda creepy, using your ghost senses to stare at her uterus. Rude much?”

      “That’s what I was about to say before Jaz arrived,” Cauldron explained. “It seems that the potion we gave you was only intended for witches. When used on a supernatural, it has unintended side effects.”

      “You’re getting a three for one special, hooray!” Jaz called out, waving her hands. “Okay, can we stop talking about babies, I’ve got a corpse to raise.”

      “You’ve raised a corpse before, right?” Arthur asked, still unconvinced.

      “Pssh, duuuh! What, you think I’m going to just waltz in here and pretend I know what I’m doing when vampire queen here is covered in blood and about to kill everyone if I don’t?” She rolled her eyes, snapped her fingers, and a list appeared in her hand that she handed to Selene. “I need everything on there.”

      “Does it require a moon phase?” Cauldron asked, helping Selene gather the items from the shelves. “Remember he’s a werewolf. They’re not like Lycans, they shift with the moon.”

      Jaz pondered that for a moment, staring at Knight’s body this way and that like it held secrets only she could see. “No, it should be fine. If he’d been dead longer, sure, but it’s not even been an hour.” She snapped her fingers at Alec who had been standing far away until then, and she took a coffin shaped backpack from him when he was close enough. Producing two large pieces of chalk from an inner pocket of the bag, she walked to the center of the room and started marking out a circle with shapes inside and runic lettering, all without using a book. She just seemed to know exactly what to draw.

      Isabelle approached, inspecting the work. “You’ve worked in his wolf state into the wording, that’s very interesting. It will ensure he’s brought back in his former state.”

      Selene and Cauldron finished gathering the supplies as Jaz finished the chalk lines. They brought everything to her and she started placing bowls of herbs in specifics spots along with lit candles in several colors. Done with that, she brought a metal bowl to me.

      “Spit in that.” I made a face and she waved the bowl up and down in annoyance. “You’ve swapped DNA with him, you’re carrying his child, I need your spit to bind his soul back to his body.” Frowning, I spit into the bowl and she took it away, covering it in herbs. “Put him in the circle, be careful not to mess any of the chalk up.” Anastasia and Arthur carried Knight’s body to the chalk outline, setting him down and stepping back again to stand beside me.

      Arthur grasped my hand tightly, and though I had to, needed to, believe this would work, I steeled myself for the possibility Arthur and I would be going home alone. He sensed my thoughts, squeezing my fingers and massaging my knuckles with his thumb.

      No matter what, I’ll love you enough for both of them.

      His thoughts came into my head, and I took a deep, steadying breath, ready for whatever the outcome would be of Jaz’s chalk circle and spit covered herbs.

      Jaz put the spit bowl on top of Knight’s chest, right where the gaping wound in his heart was, and she lit the spit covered herbs on fire. Then she stood next to him and held out her hand, speaking the odd magical words and the power rushed over her, making her pink tipped curls fly around with mystical wind. The words repeated until her fingers moved like she was clasping someone’s hand in hers, and she flew to the ground, pressing that hand to Knight’s body.

      He came awake with a gasp, knocking the bowl from his chest and extinguishing the herb fire. “What in the hell? Where…” He looked up and over at us, and we were on him in a moment, Arthur holding him from one side and me from another. “Oww,” he winced from our intense hugs.

      Jaz started blowing out the candles, smiling sweetly at our display. “Careful, he’s still weak. It’ll pass soon.”

      “You’re alive,” I breathed, my fangs finally retracting and my rage receding with his warmth beneath me once more. Everything was okay again, everything was as it should be. “I’ve never felt so alone in my entire life, not even when I thought you were dead before. I wanted to die.”

      “Ssh,” Knight soothed. “I’m back, I’m never leaving again.”

      “Arthur ugly cried,” I sobbed, holding Knight so close my arms hurt.

      The stoic warrior did so again at the mention of it, sniffling and crying against Knight’s neck. Knight delicately wiped the tears from our lover’s cheek and held both of us until we calmed down. As soon as Jaz approved it, we left with the promise to return so Cauldron could check on the babies.
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        * * *

      

      Two months passed and in-between negotiating more peace treaties with the Lycans and changing the way turned vampires were treated, everything was going well. I went to bed every night snuggled between two of my mates and my growing belly. Every morning I woke up looking for Balthazar, hoping he had returned during the night, but he was still gone.

      One day I came back up to our rooms and flopped onto the couch, my belly already full term size with the triplets even though I had more than a few months to go. Arthur was there immediately to rub my feet while Knight brought me a pillow for my lower back. Tired and hurting, I started crying, unable to hold it in any longer. I wanted my Incubus back. I needed him by my side again.

      The scent of lavenders arrived a second before Balthazar did, a man standing beside him that looked almost exactly like… me. Balthazar’s glow was gone, and his suit looked like it hadn’t been washed in decades.

      “The Bicus release the immortal being Balthazar to your custody,” the other Incubus said, staring right at me as he spoke. “He is no longer welcome in the Bicus realm.”

      I was up off the couch and crossing the carpet to throw myself into Balthazar’s arms before his companion even finished speaking. “Where have you been?” I asked him furiously, even though I knew the answer. “I’ve been worried sick, I thought you were never coming home.”

      “I’m sorry, my love,” he said quietly, smoothing his hand over my hair. “My request was a difficult one. It has taken many years to find the answer.” The way he was looking at me, it was the way he looked at our baby after he’d been in the Bicus realm for decades, unable to see her for so long.

      “It’s been at least a century since Balthazar came, requesting we remove his ability to sire new vampires,” the other Incubus answered. I looked from him to Balthazar in horror and held my lover close to me, his arms coming around my back, holding me as tightly as he could with my belly in the way. “There was only one way to remove his virility, and it took us a very long time to discover how, which is why so much time passed in the Bicus realm. In order to comply with his request, we had to strip him of his powers. He’s no longer an Incubus, but he said this is what he wanted. He gave it up for you.”

      The Incubus’ words brought me up, looking into his eyes, and with a start I realized they were the same violet color as mine. He knew the instant I made the connection and I met his timid smile with a scowl.

      “Piss off,” I told him flatly, and he disappeared without a trace. Taking Balthazar’s head between my hands, I kissed him deeply for several minutes. “You stupid fool, giving that up for me.” Another burning kiss. “Staying in the Bicus realm for one hundred years.” Kisses over and over. “You’re so stupid.”

      He rested against my forehead and held me when my tirade was over. “I can’t see what you want anymore. I can’t see your desires, your needs. It’s like being blind.”

      I kissed him again, my body already warming up under his touch. “Then I’ll just tell you.”

      “I’d like that very much.” Leaning against my nose, he breathed in deeply, taking my scent in with every expanse of his lungs. “I missed you so much.” His voice broke with the words and he reached a hand up to clutch my hair. “There were days when I lost hope that I would ever see you again. I pictured you here alone and my heart ached so much, I wanted to rip it from my chest. I have never felt such heartache, not in all my time on the earth.” The hand in my hair trembled so badly he was forced to drop it, and he leaned in to kiss me, tears mixing with our lips until there was so much moisture I had to tip my head back and wipe it all away with my sleeve. I’d never seen him cry so much, not ever.

      “What are you now? You’re not an Incubus anymore.” I kissed him again, through all the tears.

      “I’m simply an immortal, like Clara is. Not fragile, just plain and boring. I used to bring women to their knees with just one look, and now I’ll have to settle for actual skill.”

      I laughed, puffing out more tears between us. “You have plenty of that, and I don’t find you plain and boring at all, even if you’re simply immortal now.”

      He looked up at Knight and Arthur standing nearby. “There are some advantages to my new state, however. Something I’ve been thinking about doing since I left, and now I can.” Before he explained what he meant, he left my arms and went right up to Arthur, kissing my vampire lover on the lips with a longing that brought my warmth to a raging inferno. Then he kissed Knight, holding the werewolf flush against his lower half and drawing a moan from Knight’s lips.

      I inhaled sharply, trying to contain my excitement, and it drew them apart, both staring over at me with mischievous grins.

      “Don’t just stand there,” Balthazar challenged. “I can’t introduce myself to your lovers without you.” I happily walked with them to our bedroom where we reacquainted ourselves with Balthazar for hours until we fell asleep entwined, and everything was right again.
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      Lace and flowers reigned today.

      I dressed my baby Gwen up in her pink dress and kissed her before holding her against my shoulder. She settled in the crook of my neck, one of her tiny hands pressed to me. Her dark black hair was already curling at the tips though she was still twenty-one hours old, and she had the deep tanned skin of her father, Knight.

      “Ready?” Arthur asked me, holding the small bag with Gwen’s diapers inside. I nodded and he kissed me on the lips before we left the farm house. Waiting outside was our family, all smiles amidst the flowers and food we’d set out.

      The triplets, Kitty, Jason, and Dreya, arrived a month early, and though they’d come all at once this time, they were the same precious babies I’d had before. Kitty still had Balthazar’s blue mixed with my purple in her eyes. Jason still had Knight’s deep brown eyes, and his sense of humor. Dreya’s beautiful blonde hair looked just like Arthur’s. While only five years in age, the triplets had grown to adults already, something Headmaster Cauldron attributed to the potion’s abnormal effect on me. As jarring as it was, we suspected the same would happen to Gwen, so I was enjoying her tiny state as much as possible. I’d been robbed of her childhood before, I wouldn’t miss a moment of it this time.

      Lucas held his bride Clara to him with Anastasia nearby, Olivier stood with Renard, who had decided to become a vampire again and pledge his love to the woman he’d given his heart to since the first moment they met. Merrick was there too and her opinion of me was much warmer this time around, and beside her was the gangly Dom who was making moony eyes at Kitty. Cameron, still decidedly human despite his growing affection for Merrick, was next to Galen, my other former companion.

      And Knight stood at the end of the line with Balthazar, holding hands and waiting for us to approach with our tiny daughter. Arthur walked me down until we joined our mates, kissing each in turn. I turned and presented Gwen to our family, and they cooed over her, telling me how beautiful she was.

      We ate cake, we partied hard, and we put the baby to bed early.

      The triplets left to visit their friends while the rest of our family went home, leaving me and my three mates on the front porch, sitting together on our large wicker couch.

      Leaning into Knight’s embrace with Arthur on my other side and Balthazar’s hand in mine, I stared off into the world I saved. Though it costed me everything, I refused to accept the loss of my family, and I’d regained all that was taken from me. And I would do it again, for no other reason than to have my lovers by my side and my children in my arms.

      “You think we’ll ever have to save the world again,” I mused, rubbing my hand against Arthur’s leg.

      “God, I hope not,” Knight answered firmly, leaning to kiss my forehead. “We’ve got the kids now, they can save the world. I’m too lazy for that shit. Plus, I’ve got everything I’ll ever need right here.”

      As did I.
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