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      “Hey, brat!” Dad yells from the bottom of the stairs. “Are you almost ready?”

      I roll my eyes, knowing full well he can’t see me. “I wish you’d tell me where we’re going, Daddy. I don’t know what to pack.”

      “Ditto!” Mom calls out from their room down the hall.

      “You girls are horrible with surprises,” Dad grumbles.

      The television downstairs clicks on. Dad immediately begins griping about the ref giving out bad calls and I can’t stop myself from giggling. Dad only ever turns the TV onto sports center when he knows mom and I are going to take forever.

      Three hours ago, Dad told Mom and me that we needed to pack for a few days but refused to tell us where we’re headed. He does this sometimes. He comes up with crazy weekend ideas and while we always end up having a great time, Mom and I still love to torture him by relentlessly begging to know where we’re headed and what we should bring.

      Once I finish packing, I grab my suitcase and drag it to the top of the stairs.

      “Daddy!” My voice echoes off the walls, and I grin when I hear the television mute. I’d obviously achieved the right volume to snag his attention. “We’re ready, but we need the Hulk to get our crap to the car.”

      “Don’t curse, young lady,” Mom scolds me as she drags her own suitcase, placing it next to mine on the top of the stairs. “It’s not classy.”

      “Shit would have been a curse word and not classy. Crap is a teenage word that I’m entitled to use by law,” I counter, laughing when she tries to glare at me.

      “The kid’s got a point, dear,” Dad lets out a chuckle and grabs our bags, a hint of strain on his face when he lifts them. “Jesus, what did you girls pack, bodies?”

      “Only those of our foes!” With my dramatic cry delivered I hop down the stairs behind my parents.

      A few more curse words as Dad maneuvers the suitcases in the truck and twenty minutes later, we’re on the road.
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        * * *

      

      “Dad!” I giggle, covering my face to hide my blush. “We do not need to have this conversation! Mom told me all about the male species like six years ago, remember?”

      I’m still not sure how we got onto the current subject. It started with us talking about a school dance I was considering going to with a group of friends. Dad seems to think that means I plan to run off into the sunset with the biggest and meanest guy in school and live a depraved life of drugs and alcohol.

      Sometimes I wonder if he really thinks these things or if he just tries to lecture me for his own entertainment. Mom never gets into the middle of our little battles. She thinks it’s great bonding for us, or so she says. I secretly love it when Dad tries to be strict. He knows I’m the perfect child and never do anything truly wrong, so it’s funny to watch him try to come up with outrageous things I could get into trouble for. Once, he tried to ground me for putting the toilet paper roll on the wrong way. Mom vetoed that one pretty fast.

      Mom throws her hands in the air and lets out an unladylike snort. “Don’t put me in the middle of this, you two figure it out.”

      “I’m not saying we have to have another sex talk,” Dad insists, ignoring my “ew” face when he says the S word. “I just want to make sure you’re safe. I’m the cool dad, you can come to me about boys and crap if you want to. I’m down with the times, yo.”

      “Um, you’re for sure not ‘down’ with anything, Dad. I promise, if I ever need advice about men, I will come to you,” I assure him, hoping this ends the conversation.

      “Honey, where are we?” Mom suddenly asks, looking out the window into the night. Dad mentioned it would be a long drive but we have been on the road for two hours already, so we’re getting impatient. “This seems like a longer drive than the long drive you promised.”

      “I have a surprise for you girls,” Dad announces, his tone brimming with excitement. “How would you girls feel about a weekend getaway at the cabin?”

      Mom and I share a look before bursting into delighted squeals. Dad laughs and pretends to cover his ears with one hand while driving with the other.

      “I think I’ve gone deaf!” My ears ring with the volume of dad’s theatrical cries.

      Mom and I continue to giggle and chatter about the trip and all the shopping we could do. We go to my parents’ cabin a few times a year and it never gets old. We love to sunbathe by the lake and go for jogs on the remote hiking trail.

      I glance out the front window, trying to figure out how much farther we have, when I notice an animal dart out into the road.

      I don’t have time to yell for my dad to stop. He notices about the same time as me and jerks the car hard in response. The tires squeal and the smell of burning rubber assaults my nose as our car lurches off the side of the road. My dad loses complete control as we leave the asphalt causing the car to careen down the side of the cliff we’d been driving on. My screams fill the small space as we flip over and over. The breaking of glass and grinding of metal is so loud it deafens the sound of my cries. Sharp pain explodes in my temple as my head hits the door frame. I hunch over and curl my arms around me, trying to protect myself. Finally, after an eternity, the car stops moving with a jarring halt. We’d landed upside down and I can’t move. I call out for my parents. My mom doesn’t respond. Blood drips onto the hood of the car, forming a small pool underneath where she hangs limply. Mom’s head is bleeding badly and no matter how hard I scream for her she won’t wake up.

      “Honey.” Dad’s voice is rough and low, but I hear him.

      “Daddy!” I desperately try to get unstuck from my seat belt. “Daddy, I can’t get out.”

      “It’s okay, baby,” he tells me calmly. “I need you to listen to me. Are you listening?”

      “Y-yeah,” I whimper. I do my best to calm my breathing enough to do as he asks.

      “You need to stay calm and stay strong. Remember that Mom and I love you so much and we always will.” He coughs and groans, as if the movement causes him pain. “Honey, you need to be strong. You are meant to do great things. We will always be here with you.”

      “Daddy, we’ll be fine,” I cry, trying to reach for him but not able to. My vision is starting to turn fuzzy, but I fight to stay awake. “Don’t say stuff like that.”

      “I know, Honey. I love you,” he whispers.

      “I love you too, Daddy,” I whisper back as the darkness fully envelopes me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      “Julianne!” Aunt Lauren’s screechy, obnoxious voice reaches my ears from across the apartment. “Get your stupid ass in here!”

      With a loaded sigh, I reluctantly roll off my mattress and drag myself into the living room. “You called?” I ask, keeping my voice void of the annoyance I truly feel.

      Aunt Lauren gestures wildly around the apartment and looks at me as if I should know what she’s trying to tell me. I glance around the place and take in the stained and dirty carpet from her many “get togethers” with her friends. An old torn couch sits against the living room wall across from the box television that doesn’t work. She refuses to throw it out because someone might want to buy it off her.

      The kitchen is about three feet from the living room and it matches the theme of our apartment perfectly. Dirty and disgusting. Something is burned into the surface of the stove and two of the burners don’t work. The freezer door is missing and the fridge is stained yellow from smoke courtesy of Aunt Lauren and her friends. Black, circular cigarette marks dot the counter tops, and there are disgusting beer spills all over. Residue from other unknown substances are sprinkled throughout the rest of the house, and I shudder just thinking about the fact I live inside a living petri dish.

      We have no dining room. There are two bedrooms and one bathroom. The bathroom is just as awful as the rest of the house, and sometimes I would rather take my chances at the gas station bathroom on the corner than risk an infection in ours.

      My room is a pristine palace compared to the others. The only things I have in there are my mattress on the floor and a worn bookcase and dresser. Aunt Lauren’s room is a different story. Hers looks like the rest of the apartment. The floor isn’t visible and I’m convinced something died in there because the smell that comes out when her door is open is horrendous enough to make me gag.

      This is not how I’m used to living. My mother kept a clean house when I was growing up. Everything had a place and everything should be in its designated spot. Aunt Lauren doesn’t believe in cleaning unless I’m the one doing it.

      When mom and dad died last year, I was sent to live with an aunt I had never met. Lauren Clemons is my mother’s younger sister. She has never been married and has no children. After living with her for a year, I can understand why. She’s in her late thirties, yet she parties like a twenty-year-old sorority girl. As my only living relative, Lauren received guardianship over me and my parents’ possessions. Within the first few months, she blew through their entire savings plus the money she received on the sale of my old house. I was devastated and begged her to keep the house or at least the belongings inside. She told me to stop being an ungrateful bitch and to shut my mouth when I wouldn’t let the subject drop. She said that as my guardian it was her job to provide for me and to do that, she had to sell it and everything my parents owned. She has no idea I hid some things away that meant a lot to me before she got her paws on them and pawned them.

      When I finally get out of this hell hole, I’ll at least have something to take with me that belonged to my parents. Only one more year before I turn eighteen and I can leave this crappy apartment and never look back.

      Lauren snaps her fingers in my face to get my attention. My eyes dart back to her and she glares at me. “I have friends coming over and this place is a fucking mess! You didn’t do your chores again!”

      “I wasn’t aware cleaning up your mess was my responsibility,” I retort, putting my hands on my hips.

      The blow she delivers is unexpected and it takes me a moment to realize she slapped me. I taste the hint of blood in my mouth from biting my lip and raise my hand to cover my stinging cheek. I really shouldn’t be surprised that her abuse has turned physical. At first Lauren was just mean. She would say hurtful things and call me names. When I got used to that she started shoving me, and the name calling and verbal abuse got worse. Over the last few weeks the shoving has morphed into more physical assaults when I least expect it, like right now.

      “You will not disrespect me in my home,” Lauren growls, stepping closer to me. “After everything I have done for you, you’re still an ungrateful piece of shit.”

      Without a word, I grab my bag beside the front door and run from the apartment. I know Lauren won’t follow me; she never bothers. I could be out for days at a time and when I get back, the only thing she has to say to me is that I’ve left a mess and need to clean it, or she needs money for rent. Luckily, I have a part time job that allows me to save for such things. If it wasn’t for my job, we’d be on the streets.

      The night air has a bite to it and I can feel the cold seeping through my thin jacket. Another thing Lauren made sure to do, was sell all my good clothing and purchase me thrift store pieces. It wouldn’t be bad if she had found things that would last. The jacket I got just a few months ago had come with holes in it and it’s already beginning to fray even more.

      It’s going to start snowing soon, but I would rather be stuck in the cold snow than inside the suffocating hell of Lauren’s apartment. Deciding to find a place to stay warm, I head in the direction of the diner I work at. It’s a small place that stays open twenty-four hours. The owner is nice enough. As long as I do my job and show up on time for my shifts, he stays off my back. I keep to myself when I’m there, only speaking to customers and coworkers when necessary. It prevents people from asking questions I prefer not to answer.

      The walk to Joe’s Diner is quiet and peaceful. The night sky around me is littered with sparkling lights, making me feel like they’re illuminating the path for me. I’ve always loved the night. Its calming embrace allows me to get lost in my head as I gaze up at the heavens. Night is also when I talk to my parents. For some reason I feel like they can hear me better when the stars are alight. It’s silly when I really think about it, but talking to them helps me survive the situation I’ve been thrown into. I wish they were here to tell me what to do. But I know I have to be strong, just like my dad told me.
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      Today is going to be a long and dreadful day, I can feel it already. I stayed at the diner all night last night, not wanting to deal with Lauren and her friends. By staying out all night, I didn’t get any sleep and I have to get to school.

      Sneaking back into the house, I have to step over two strangers passed out on the living room floor. Lauren is nowhere to be seen and I can only assume she’s also unconscious in her room, next to another overnight, meaningful relationship.

      I shower and dress quickly, not wanting to be in the house any longer than necessary. Before I leave, I search the kitchen, praying there’s something there for me to eat. I haven’t had anything since yesterday morning because I didn’t have money with me last night. I’m starving, but my thorough search of the kitchen has revealed nothing but an expired can of peas and moldy bread, and I’m not that desperate yet.

      With a tired sigh and a rumbling stomach, I grab my bag and head out the door. School is a mile away, but I don’t mind the walk. It helps me clear my head and prepare for the torture that is Kingston High School.

      In my old school, I had a nice group of friends and even though we had our share of jerks, for the most part, everyone was kind. At Kingston the students seem to think it’s a game to see who can be a bigger asshole. The place is full of delinquents and smart-ass jerks. I do my best to keep to myself, but it isn’t always easy. The only thing that keeps me going is the potential for a scholarship. If I can get a full ride to college with my grades, then I can leave as soon as I graduate.

      Arriving at the school, I head straight for my locker and grab the books for my first three classes. A commotion to my left catches my attention and I notice two of the school’s biggest pricks getting ready to throw punches at each other.

      “You stole her from me!” idiot one yells, shoving idiot two.

      Idiot two recovers quickly and pushes idiot one back. “She must have realized she likes guys who actually have dicks.”

      “Fuck you!” idiot one snarls, throwing a punch at idiot two.

      The whole school seems to think this show rivals reality television because they all rush to get a glimpse of the fight. I roll my eyes at the pathetic drama and head in the opposite direction. Those two deserve whatever they do to each other.

      Later on, I overhear people talking about the two guys who got suspended for fighting over the head cheerleader. Of course, I wasn’t shocked to hear this news, but I was a bit surprised to see said head cheerleader on the arm of a completely different guy by lunch. The girl moves fast. Then again so do all the girls in this god forsaken place. It makes me wonder how many STDs are floating around.

      Walking outside to a tree at the far end of the courtyard, I make a mental note to never use the bathrooms at the school again unless it is an absolute emergency.

      A giant oak tree shades most of the courtyard and is where I like to take my lunch. From here, I can’t smell the food in the cafeteria when I’m starving, and no one really notices me so I can relax without fear of being targeted. Reclining with my back against the base of the trunk, I take my notebook out and start on my homework from my morning classes. I need to have it all finished before school is over because I have a long shift at Joe’s tonight and I won’t be home until four in the morning.

      While working on my calculus equations, goosebumps form on my arms and I can’t seem to shake the feeling of someone staring at me. My head snaps up and I scan the courtyard expecting to see other students milling around but it’s empty. I idly glance at the large clock on the main building and realize I’m running behind for class. Checking the area around me one final time, I quickly shove my things into my bag and rush to my next class.

      Luckily, I make it to my seat before the bell rings. I forget about the strange feeling of being watched when the teacher starts talking to me.

      “You’re lucky you weren’t late, Miss Harbor,” Mr. Morris scolds, giving me his meanest glare. “I would have had to give you detention. You should watch the clock next time.”

      I want to remind him that I wasn’t late so his point is moot, but I have a feeling that will get me the detention he so desperately wishes he could hand me. So rather than getting myself into trouble, I nod my head as if I agree with him. “I’m sorry, Mr. Morris. It won’t happen again.”

      The rest of the day goes quickly and before I know it, I find myself at Joe’s with my horrid powder blue uniform and an apron covered in soda and ketchup. Being a waitress in a big town has its perks in the form of tips. But it also has its downfalls in the form of rude customers and children who seem to be lacking manners or parents who give a crap.

      “Yo, Julianne!” Joe calls out from his office in the back.

      I turn his way and he uses his finger to motion for me to come to him. I comply and hurry over to him. We’re in the middle of a dinner rush, so whatever he needs must be important.

      When I enter office, I lean against the doorframe, waiting for him to speak. He crosses his arms over his overly large stomach and stares at me for a moment. Finally, he lets out a sigh. “There’s no way to sugar coat this. I’m making cuts, Julianne. Our busiest season is over and I can’t afford all the people on my payroll. You’re the new girl so you’re the top on the list.”

      “You-you’re firing me?!” Panic flares to life in my stomach. I need this job. Without it, Lauren can’t pay rent and we already have so little food, this will sink us. “Please tell me this is a joke. I need this job.”

      Joe shakes his head sadly. “Sorry, Kid. Everyone needs the job. There isn’t anything I can do about it. You can finish your shift and come to me for your last paycheck.”

      “Yeah, okay,” I mutter, turning to leave.

      “Shut the door,” he calls out, already hunched over his computer.

      Fighting back the tears, I do as ordered before heading back out onto the floor to finish my shift. As much as I want to just run out of here and never look back, I need the money I will earn tonight if we’re going to afford this month’s rent. Lauren already asked me if I had any money for her twice this week and because payday hasn’t come around, I’ve had to deal with her attitude over my having to say no.

      It takes everything in me to keep myself together for the last few hours of my shift. When it finally ends, I have to deal with the humiliating task of handing in my uniform before I’m finally able to escape. The second I’m away from the diner, I allow the tears I had been fighting all night to flow. What did I ever do to get dealt this hand in my life? Can’t one thing go right, just once?
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      The tears finally slow after I’m a few blocks from the diner. Only unladylike sniffles remain. I use my sleeve to swipe angrily at my wet cheeks. The night is quiet and the air is still as I continue on my walk home. I need to get some sleep and figure out what I’m going to do about a job. School starts in a few hours, so if I hurry, I’ll get a good two hours of sleep before I have to leave.

      The soft shuffle of footsteps behind me pulls me out of my pity party and puts me on high alert. Not many people are out walking at this time of night—or morning—and rarely are they headed in the same direction as me. Most people are trying to get out of my neighborhood, not head into it.

      I pick up the pace and keep my head down, trying to act as if I’m not paying attention to them. When the footsteps quicken, so does my heart rate. Whoever it is sped up when I did and they’re getting closer.

      Walking faster, I say a silent prayer that the footsteps will fade, but they continue to pick up speed with me. Panic drives me to take off into a full sprint, and I’m not surprised to hear the person start to run after me. I drop my bag, hoping that’s what they’re after, and push myself to run harder.

      I glance backward and skid to a stop when I don’t see any signs of life behind me. The only thing around is my bag lying undisturbed in the middle of the street. Spinning in a full circle, I search for any signs that I’m not completely insane. Someone was following me; I know they were. I heard them!

      Remaining alert for danger, I take a moment to catch my breath. I scan up and down the street and, reassured I’m alone, I walk cautiously over to my bag and pick it up. Slinging it over my shoulder, I turn around to hurry the rest of the way home and run smack into someone’s chest. A startled yelp escapes, and I try to take a few steps back but strong hands grip me by my biceps and hold me in place.

      With wide eyes, my gaze darts up to the person who has ahold of me. My heart skips a beat at how terrifying the man looks. He’s built like a tank, all muscle and scowls. He has on a black shirt and deep blue denim jeans with boots that could do serious damage. His hair is dark as night and styled in a curly mess. He has a short, neatly trimmed beard that frames his thin lips. His eyes are a striking honey color and stand out against his tanned skin. The guy would be very attractive if not for the evil look of malice in his eyes.

      Before I can even think to open my mouth to scream, he spins me around and puts one arm across my body, pinning my arms down. His other hand covers my mouth to prevent me from screaming for help. I start to kick and struggle, realizing he isn’t interested in just my bag. He ignores my attempts to dislodge his arm and drags me to a running car. Shoving me into the back seat, he grabs my throat and leans close to me.

      “If you scream or fight, I will snap your neck. Sit there and shut up.” His voice is deep as he growls his warning. Too scared to do more than nod, I sit quietly as he roughly let’s go of my throat and slams the door.

      By the look on his face, I know he isn’t bluffing. If I try to fight, he will kill me. My eyes dart around the car as I sit frozen in fear. When my gaze reaches the front seat, I squeak in surprise to find another man sitting in the driver’s seat. I can’t see his face, but I can tell his hair and skin tone are similar to his accomplice, though his dark curls are longer.

      “Sorry about all this, Pipsqueak,” the driver chirps, sounding completely unfazed by the fact they’re kidnapping someone.

      The first man jumps into the passenger seat and we take off like a bat out of hell. I scream, partly because I’m being taken to God knows where and I’m terrified that I’m about to be chopped into tiny pieces, but also because I have a horrible fear of cars since the accident and being in one that’s going ninety miles an hour sends me into a full-blown panic attack.

      The guy in the passenger seat turns around with a glare when I continue to scream. His eyes promise retribution and, afraid he will make good on his threat, I clamp my mouth shut, swallowing my scream. His brow draws in confusion for a moment as he studies me, then he shakes out of his thoughts and fixes the scowl back onto his face.

      Throwing an eye mask at me, he opens his mouth and growls at me. “Put this on and keep quiet,” he orders, leaving no room for argument.

      I do what he says quickly, fearing what he might do if I try to argue. The feel of the car zooming down the road, and the fact that I can’t see where we’re going is too much and I start to hyperventilate. We’re going to crash; I just know it.

      “Bro, maybe we should—” the driver starts, but quickly gets cut off by the other man.

      “Shut the fuck up, Remus,” he shouts, causing me to jump in surprise at his volume. I didn’t know someone could growl while shouting but he does it well.

      My ears start ringing and my heart feels like it’s about to explode. My head spins and I feel my body start to tingle. The last thing I hear before I pass out is the driver cursing.
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      When I come to, the first thing I notice is that I’m no longer moving, so I know that either the car stopped or I’m no longer inside the car. At that last thought my eyes pop wide open. Bright light has me blinking and I realize then that the blindfold is gone. I leverage into a sitting position and look around me. I’m in a stark white and completely empty room.

      When I say completely empty, I mean there’s not one thing in the room aside from the light bulb above me. My panic from before returns and I race to the door, tugging on the handle. I’m more than a little surprised when the handle twists easily and I’m able to pull the door open.

      Cautiously, I poke my head out into the hall and look around to be sure it’s empty. After listening carefully for signs of my kidnappers, I tiptoe quietly into the hallway. There’s a clear dead end to my right, so I turn and begin walking in the opposite direction. When I round a corner, a large spiral staircase comes into view. I peer over the railing and scan the area, but I don’t see anyone. The house is eerily silent, so I take my chances and head down the stairs. With each step I hesitate to put my full weight down, for fear of hitting a creaky spot.

      Halfway down, I almost sob in relief when I see a set of double doors come into view. It’s more than likely the front door and I’m so close to making it out. I can feel my heart pounding and my breathing picks up. I’m only three steps away from the bottom when arms wrap around my waist, and I scream in fright.

      “Calm down, Pipsqueak!” the person holding me shouts over me.

      Ignoring him, I continue to kick and rage as he drags me back up the stairs, to the room I just escaped from. Fearing what he might do, I scurry to the corner of the room the second he loosens his grip on me. My arms wrap around myself and I look around in a panic, frantically hoping there could be something I might be able to use to defend myself. After all, this is the same man who drove me here and helped the other man kidnap me.

      “We aren’t going to hurt you if you just cooperate with us,” the man tells me, speaking slowly and cautiously. “I think you—”

      “Well, well, well,” a familiar voice growls from behind the man talking to me. “You finally woke up.”

      There are now two men between me and my chance at freedom and I have nothing to defend myself with. My body convulses, shaking with fear as my mind draws a blank as to what I should do.

      “W-Wh-What do you want?” I stutter, trying to squeeze my arms tighter around my body in a feeble attempt to hold myself together.

      “We want what belongs to us,” the tank of a man tells me, as if it should be obvious. “You took something that was not yours to take. You are nothing but a lowly thief.” He practically spits the last word.

      Thief? I’ve never so much as stolen a piece of candy in my entire life. Oh my god. They have the wrong person! They think I took money or something from them and they’re going to kill me if I don’t give it back. This just keeps getting better!

      “You have the wrong person,” I insist, staring at them with wide eyes. “I don’t have anything of yours.”

      “That’s unfortunate, Julianne,” the bigger one growls my name quietly, sending a shiver of fear down my spine. “We didn’t want to do this, but you leave us no choice.”

      “Brecken,” his friend commands, getting his attention. “This is too far. We should wait for the others before we do anything else.”

      Brecken turns to his friend, Remus I believe he called him in the car, and glares at him. “I don’t need them to get shit done.”

      Before I can blink, he’s in front of me, holding me by the throat. My eyes widen and I choke in fear at the strength he uses to pin me against the wall. His grip is so tight it cuts off my air supply and I struggle to breathe against the pressure. “We know exactly who you are, Julianne Harbor.” His low voice is full of anger. “You will give us back every single thing you stole or you will die right here and no one will ever find your body, do you understand me?”

      Tears roll down my cheeks as I nod my head at him. Letting go of me, he watches dispassionately as I fall to my knees. A coughing fit overcomes me as my lungs refill with much needed air. I’m faintly aware of a door slamming somewhere in the house, but I’m too busy trying to get oxygen into my lungs and stop the never-ending tears that stream down my face.

      “What’s going on?” A different voice floats on the air and I realize that another person has entered the room. My head shoots up and I lock eyes with the newcomer. His dark brown hair is on the shorter side and styled neatly. His eyebrows are drawn into a scowl, but unlike Brecken’s, his scowl looks more sad than angry. His perfectly angular jaw clenches when he looks from me to the two men in the room and for a brief moment I wonder if he’s going to help me. I see indecision and frustration flash in his eyes, but then he starts talking and all hope of being saved is lost.

      “I thought we were going to wait? Did she at least tell you where the items are hidden?” His deep, masculine voice is just as perfect as the rest of him but his words sadden me. He isn’t going to help me. He’s working with my kidnappers.

      “She claims she doesn’t know what we’re talking about,” Remus explains, then tilts his chin at Brecken. “Breck just finished explaining that she should cooperate if she ever wants to be seen alive again.”

      “What kind of items were stolen?” I croak out, my throat making my voice scratchy and rough.

      The newcomer’s eyes narrow on me and he silently studies me while Brecken speaks. “Family gems, Julianne. They go back over a thousand years and we want every single stone back. We’re well aware they are worth millions and I’m sure you planned to sell them. Now be a good girl and tell us where to find it.”

      My eyes widen and I stare at them in shock. Millions of dollars’ worth of gems? Who would just take that kind of heirloom and why do they think it was me? Even if they weren’t irreplaceable, there’s no way in hell I’m going to be able to come up with that kind of money to replace them. I don’t even have a job anymore for crying out loud.

      Maybe I should just let them kill me. My aunt isn’t going to look for me. I have no friends or family that would care if I went missing. I don’t even have a job that would worry if I didn’t show up. I’m alone. I’m completely alone and now I’m going to die for something I didn’t even do.

      Hanging my head in defeat, I whisper to my captors, “I don’t have them. I’d repay you for the loss, but I don’t have that kind of money either and there’s no way for me to come up with it.”

      I hear shuffling and squeeze my eyes tightly, waiting for the pain to come but it never does. Opening my eyes, I see Remus dragging a very angry Brecken from the room. That leaves me with the new guy, alone.
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      I watch the new man for a few moments as he stands there silently. His dark eyes assess me, though I’m not sure what he’s looking for. I’m quiet as I kneel on the hard ground and rub my sore throat. The movement of my hand draws his gaze and his eyes narrow once more at me, but still he says nothing. Finally, the silence becomes too much for me and I open my mouth before thinking.

      “What’s your name?” I rasp out, feeling my eyes widen when I realize what I asked him.

      His eyes dart to mine in surprise and I almost think he isn’t going to answer me, but he shocks me when he finally does. “Leviathan.”

      Tilting my head to the side in confusion, I speak again without thinking. “You mean like the sea monster?”

      His own eyes widen and I swear I see his lips twitch briefly in amusement, before he just shakes his head at me and leaves the room, locking the door from the outside.

      I’m not sure how much time passes as I sit on the cold wooden floor, but two things become clear. I’m starving and I have to pee. I haven’t eaten in who knows how long and I’m not sure how long I passed out for, but I really need a bathroom. There’s also a lack of water and my tongue sticking to the roof of my mouth tells me I’m getting dehydrated.

      Time drags on as I wait for someone to come back. I’m not sure what they’re going to do when they come in, but if they don’t kill me right away, I’m going to ask for a bathroom and a cup of water.

      After spending a few minutes—or hours—pacing the room, I lean against the wall by the door and slide onto my bottom. There’s no way for me to tell if it’s day or night and no way to know how much time has passed. I wish I had a book or something to keep me occupied but I’m stuck with only my thoughts.

      Rolling my head from side to side in boredom, I freeze when I notice the frame around the door is raised slightly. Curious, I bounce up from seated position and investigate. I stick my finger nails under the frame and tug. The frame pulls from the wall a fraction of an inch and I’m able to stick my fingers completely under the wood. I get to my knees and pull harder until a chunk of wood pops free. I’m not sure what I’m going to do with a light weight stick, but maybe I can defend myself against them somehow and get away.

      The noise of pulling the piece of wooden frame off the wall must have been loud because seconds later, I hear footsteps running up the hall. I jump to my feet and hold my “weapon” in front of me. At this point, I’m desperate. I’ll try anything. The door slams open and Brecken comes rushing in. My heart is going a million miles a minute and my body shakes in fear. I squeeze my eyes closed and hold the stick out further, hoping he doesn’t try to beat me to death with it. This was a stupid idea. I’m holding a stick for crying out loud. Brecken is bigger than a linebacker and could take me out by snapping his fingers. I don’t know why I thought holding a stupid stick that’s taller than my five-foot two frame would overpower him.

      Brecken grabs the end of the stick and pulls it from my grasp, causing me to pitch forward and fall to the ground. I duck my head and cover it with my hands, thinking he’s about to attack me, but nothing happens. After a moment, I look up in confusion and scream at the sight that greets me.

      Brecken’s facial expression is murderous, but that isn’t what has me backing away and screaming bloody murder. It’s the fact that his canine teeth are extended into razor sharp points. His honey colored eyes are glowing golden and are narrowed dangerously at me. His body vibrates with the depths of his anger. Powerful, jet black wings extend from his back like a giant raven. He snarls and flashes his pointed teeth. One second, Brecken the demon-vampire hybrid thingy is before me, and the next, Brecken the pissed off man is back.

      “You want to try and fight me, Little Girl?” Brecken snarls, stalking toward me. “I can show you what happens when you try to come after the Black family. You have stolen from us and now you think you can try and hurt me?”

      I whimper and cower away from him, shaking so hard my teeth chatter together. My poor mind won’t comprehend what I’ve seen. It can’t be real, there is no way it’s real. They drugged me. It’s the only explanation. I’m hallucinating because of some kind of drug I was given. Except, I know what I saw and I know how real it was.

      “I’m sorry,” I whisper, as I clamber to my feet and press my back against the wall. I slowly slide my back along the wall to try and put distance between myself and Brecken. “I really didn’t mean to.”

      Brecken’s features show surprise for a brief moment before anger takes center stage again. I almost wonder if I imagined the surprise but I’m too preoccupied with visions of my death to care.

      “Brecken Black, what the fucking hell do you think you are doing?” a female voice calls out, scaring the bejesus out of me and causing Brecken to cringe. He stands straight up, with his shoulders hunched dejectedly. Brecken’s large body is a mere foot from mine so I can’t see who’s behind him, but he seems to know the person. I watch as he gets a guilty look in his eyes and slowly spins around to greet the new comer.

      “Izzy, Sugar.” His voice, all soft and sweet, makes me wonder where the big growly demon looking, sharp-toothed thing from five seconds ago went. Maybe the drugs had me imagining the whole thing. “You’re home early. You all weren’t supposed to be home until next week.”

      “The meeting was rescheduled so we flew in early. Now, what the hell are you doing, B?” the woman asks, stepping farther into the room so I can finally see her.

      She is stunning. Her fiery red hair falls in soft waves around her perfect face. She has the brightest green eyes I have ever seen and her face is covered in subtle, yet adorable freckles. Her skin is cream colored and completely flawless. She doesn’t look to be wearing any makeup but she is still gorgeous and appears to be in her twenties. In fact, all the men I have met look like they are in their mid-to-late twenties as well.

      The woman’s eyes land on me and widen slightly before narrowing on Brecken. “You did not kidnap that girl and bring her here!” she shouts, stomping over to Brecken.

      “Sugar, listen,” he pleads, putting his hands up as she approaches him quickly. “She stole from our family. I couldn’t let her get away with that.”

      The red head looks furious, and I can almost feel her shaking. “You can’t just kidnap people, Brecken! It was a few jewels that didn’t mean that much to your parents. They told you it wasn’t a big deal and to let it go. Instead, you go and lose your temper and show a human what you are! Do you know what you have done?”

      Brecken pales slightly at her words. The entire time they’ve been arguing I’ve been inching my way toward the door. If I can get there without them noticing, then maybe I can make a run for it while they fight it out.

      “I won’t let her get away with taking advantage of us,” Brecken insists, his gaze not wavering from hers.

      The two of them continue their argument and I’m able to make it to the door. Without a second thought, I turn and run down the hall and to the stairs. I don’t dare look behind me to see if they noticed or started to chase me.
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      Running as fast as my legs will carry me, I make it to the bottom of the stairs and swing the front door open without stopping. Unfortunately, that’s where my luck runs out again. I run full speed into a solid chest and fall hard onto my back, knocking the breath out of my lungs and bruising my spine in the process.

      “Oh my god,” an unfamiliar male voice mutters, and I hear numerous people enter the room.

      Tears leak from my eyes as I realize I failed to escape yet again. I’m going to die here for sure. Brecken isn’t going to let me get away with my second attempt at freedom. The thought makes me quiver with renewed fear and the tears flow faster as I drag ragged breaths into my lungs.

      “What the hell is going on here?” the man shouts, causing me to flinch.

      I try to sit up and wince at the pain in my back. In front of me, I see an older man looking around the room in anger. With a quick glance, I realize the room is filling up. The three men I already knew, the fiery redhead, and now three more strangers—a younger man and two new women.

      The young man is really more of a boy, as he couldn’t be more than sixteen years old. His skin is pale and his eyes light. His hair is medium brown and cut short. He’s about six inches shorter than Brecken, Remus, and Leviathan which still puts him almost a head taller than me. He has an anxious look on his face as he grips the hand of the girl next to him.

      She has long honey colored hair and tanned skin with honey eyes very similar to Brecken’s. Her mouth is pulled up into a sweet smile as she gently rubs the boy’s arm in comfort. She’s around my height and not nearly as intimidating as the rest of this strange group.

      “Dad, you’re home, too?” Remus visibly pales as he watches his father’s face become more and more red.

      “Vivian and Joseph, take the girl back upstairs for now,” the older man orders, then turns and walks out of the room without another word.

      The blonde girl gives me a guilty smile as she and her, presumably, boyfriend walk over to me. “I’m really sorry about this. My brothers are kind of idiots.” She rolls her eyes and helps me up.

      “Is there a bathroom I can use?” I ask, about ready to empty my bladder where I stand.

      Her eyes widen for a moment then nods and leads me to a small bathroom beside the staircase. There are no windows, of course. There’s only a sink and a toilet. I quickly take care of business and wash my hands, then use them as a cup and take a few gulps of water. It may as well be gold it tastes so good on my parched throat.

      I stop myself from drinking so much that I get sick and splash a bit on my tear stained face. I’m not sure how much more I can handle today. Who the hell are these people? Are they some sort of crazed psychotic family? The blonde girl and the three men who took me are clearly siblings. The resemblance tells me that.

      The man who stopped my exit this time is obviously their father and they’re afraid of him. They didn’t hesitate to follow him out of the room when Vivian took me away. But why did they take me and why do they think I stole anything from them? Does their father know they kidnapped me? Was he in on it? Is that a normal thing for them? Maybe he’s angry that I’m still alive and he’s telling them to kill me right now.

      The thought causes the blood to drain from my already pale face. I try to shake the negative thoughts off as I look at myself in the mirror hanging above the sink. My blue eyes are dilated with fear. My dark brown hair is a total mess, hanging around my shoulders and dropping to my waist. I suppose it doesn’t matter if I look horrible. I’m probably about to die anyway.

      With one last drink of the cool water from the sink, I open the door and silently allow Vivian and Joseph to lead me to the room I’ve tried to escape from twice. With a resigned sigh, I walk to the corner and sink down to the floor. My back still hurts from landing so hard, but I try to ignore it. Vivian and Joseph give me sad smiles, then exit the room. I have nothing to do now, but sit and wait for whatever fate has in store for me.
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      Father is vicious when angered. Brecken doesn’t look up from the floor as father lays into him about kidnapping a human girl. To be honest, I think Brecken was just sick and tired of humans and others of our kind taking advantage of our family’s kindness. No one had ever gone so far as to steal from us until now, however. The girl had guts to try such a thing.

      I watched from the hall where I could not be seen when Brecken went into her room and she tried to fend him off with a piece of wood. I saw her reaction when he lost his temper and showed her what he is, what we all are. She had no idea, which tells me she did not know who she was stealing from when she took the gems. They weren’t truly important to the family. They were only fun little treasures collected over the years and while they would be worth a lot to a typical human, they were only decoration to us. Still, Brecken couldn’t seem to let the theft go.

      Ever since meeting the small human, I’ve been on edge. There’s just something about her that makes me uneasy and I can’t seem to put my finger on it. She made me smile against my will. The way her face burned with embarrassment when she compared my name to a monster, I couldn’t help the smile that desperately wanted to break free. It has been a very long time since I had anything to smile over.

      She is perfection to look at, for sure. Her bright blue eyes seem to show her every thought without her having to speak a single word. When she looked terrified, for some strange reason I wanted to help her, comfort her. The feeling is unsettling and I need to stop thinking about it, about her.

      Shaking myself out of my thoughts, I realize the room has gone silent and everyone is staring at the doorway. Turning around, my eyes widen when I see who has entered the room. I send a sympathetic glance at my two terrified brothers. They are in so much trouble. Mom’s home now.

      
        
        JULIANNE’S POV

      

      

      My head snaps up when I hear the door handle turning. Fully expecting it to be Brecken coming in to end my life, I’m quite shocked when an older woman with blonde hair and a sunny smile walks in. My thoughts must show on my face because she giggles lightly.

      “I’m sorry that there are so many of us, that must be very intimidating,” she tells me sympathetically. “My name is Margaret, though you can call me Mary if you would like.”

      Walking fully into the room she surprises me again by sitting on the floor about five feet away from me. The door to the room is wide open and I can’t stop myself from trying to decide if it’s worth it to try and run.

      “Do you understand why you are here?” she asks, distracting me from my internal debate.

      Slowly nodding my head, I scrunch my brow in frustration. “I was told I stole gems from you all.”

      Mary’s eyebrows raise in question. “You were told you stole them or you did steal them?”

      “I didn’t steal anything, I would never do that,” I insist, not breaking eye contact with her. “I could help you find who took them but I swear it wasn’t me.”

      Mary is quiet for a long time as she watches me. I feel my eyes start to water when it appears as though she doesn’t think I’m telling the truth.

      “Julianne,” she murmurs, studying me intently. “I believe you, but the evidence shows the contrary. Also, we have witnesses. Reliable ones that named you as the thief. They also told us you had very little of your own and needed it.”

      “I don’t have anything of my own. I just got laid off as well,” I tell her truthfully, running my hands through my messy hair. “That doesn’t mean I would take something that doesn’t belong to me.”

      She watches me for a few more silent moments then finally nods. “All right, do you have any idea who might try to use your name then?”

      I shake my head. I don’t even know anyone. I can’t think of any criminals who would set me up in a robbery. “Where did you get my name from in the first place?” I ask, sure that there wouldn’t be a thief polite enough to introduce him or herself.

      Mary smiles kindly at me. “We have wonderful security cameras. While we never saw the thief’s face, whoever it was, had hair just like yours, or a wig to make it look like your hair. The height was the same and the sweatshirt you’re wearing now was the same. They also dropped a wallet that contained an ID with your name and picture on it. We thought ourselves lucky when the wallet was found. Now, I’m wondering if it was planted so we would come after you.”

      I nod my head in understanding, then think about the last time I remember seeing my wallet. I rarely use it because it’s always empty and I don’t have a car so I don’t need my license with me all the time. The last time I saw it was when I gave Lauren the money for rent at the start of last month. After that I put it in my bag and forgot about it.

      “My bag!” I shout, startling Mary. “I left it in the street. It has everything important to me in it.”

      “It’s right here,” Leviathan’s voice comes from the doorway, pulling my gaze to him. “Brecken picked it up.”

      Standing and running to him, I grab my bag and clutch it to myself like a security blanket. “Thank you!”

      Leviathan’s brow furrows as he studies my face curiously. “You’re welcome.”

      Mary chuckles after a few tense moments of silence and gets to her feet. “Okay, I’m going to assume my boys didn’t feed you and I heard you have been here for a long while so let’s get you food. We can talk to everyone in the kitchen and let them know that my darling eldest sons kidnapped the wrong girl.”

      Leviathan shakes himself out of his thoughts and leaves the room without a word. I wait for Mary to dust her jeans off before I follow her from the room and down the stairs. I’m unable to stop my eyes from straying to the door and briefly debating making another run for it.

      After seeing Brecken turn into a scary sharp-toothed, winged... thing and getting caught twice trying to escape, I decide against it. I may as well hear what they have to say. After all, I don’t have anything to lose and they haven’t technically tried to killed me yet.
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      Making it into the kitchen I see that the whole family has congregated there, plus one more girl who appears to be with Remus, if the way they’re holding hands is any indication. Like the rest, she’s stunning, with tight dark curls that fall to the middle of her back and perfect caramel skin. When she sees me walk in her smile drops and her eyes go wide.

      “Whoa,” she breathes out as she follows me with her eyes. Feeling my cheeks flush with embarrassment, my gaze finds the floor so I don’t have to see their faces anymore. I don’t know what they think of me, but if it’s bad then I don’t want to know.

      I stop in the entrance of the kitchen, feeling weird around all these people... Or whatever they are. I should be more freaked out, or blaming them for drugging me. Except, I know they didn’t. I know I didn’t imagine what I saw. My curiosity outweighs my fear now that Brecken doesn’t have his giant raven wings and incredibly pointy teeth. Do they expect me to pretend I didn’t witness him shift into some sort of inhuman monster before my eyes?

      “What sounds good, Julianne?” Mary asks, opening the fridge and glancing at the contents.

      “I’m not picky. Except for nuts. I’m allergic to nuts,” I mumble with a shrug. Most people would call me insane for considering a meal with the family that kidnapped them. Then again, most people haven’t gone several days without a real meal.

      The youngest girl in the bunch, Vivian, furrows her brow as she studies me. “What happens if you eat nuts?”

      “My throat swells shut and I have about five minutes to get to the hospital or use my EpiPen or I die,” I explain. “It’s a pretty serious allergy.”

      “WHAT?” she screeches. Her eyes nearly pop out of her pretty head. I may as well have told her I was sending her to the gallows. “That’s horrible!”

      I can’t stop the small giggle that escapes me at her exaggerated reaction. Leviathan, who’d spent the entire conversation studying the countertop in front of him, jerks his head up at the sound of my laughter. His eyes lock with mine and his expression turn to one of curiosity that stops my giggles immediately. My breathing picks up and goosebumps form along my body with one simple look from him. It’s the weirdest feeling, but not unpleasant.

      Clearing my throat, I glance back at Mary to see she has her head tilted in contemplation as she watches me. When my eyes meet hers, she schools her features and turns back to the fridge. She goes about pulling out enough sandwich fixings for a small army. I wonder if more people will show up.

      After she makes a large platter of sandwiches, I watch in fascination as all the men in the room grab one for their significant others before fixing plates for themselves. Do men really do that kind of thing anymore? When I worked at the diner, I never saw men acting so old fashioned. It’s rare to even see a man open a door for a woman anymore.

      Leviathan glances at me for a moment before putting a sandwich on a plate and handing it to me without a word. I whisper a small thank you to him and dig in. I want to eat slowly, but I’m just too hungry. Within minutes, my plate is empty and I’m tempted to reach for another. Most of the people in the room are headed for seconds as well. Even the tiniest one, Vivian.

      Suddenly, a thought occurs to me and tumbles out before my brain-to-mouth filter kicks in and tells me what a horribly stupid question it is. “You eat real food?” Feeling my cheeks burn with humiliation and fear, I shut my eyes tight and shake my head. “Never mind. I’m sorry, that was rude.”

      “It’s all right, Julianne,” the older man, likely Mary’s husband, speaks softly. “I’m Abraham, but you can call me Abe. I’m sure you have a million questions and I suppose after everything we put you through, we should answer some of them. We know you witnessed some things you’ve likely never seen before.”

      “That’s such bullshit! She tells us she’s innocent so we just fucking believe her and spill all our secrets to her?” Brecken’s voice booms from the other side of the kitchen causing me to jump in surprise and drop the plate from my hand.

      It falls to the floor and shatters all around me. My body shivers as I bend down to pick up the broken pieces. I mutter an apology for breaking their plate and attempt to still the tremors in my hands. I lose the battle of calming myself down and my hand convulses when I reach for a larger piece of the broken glass and I manage to slice my palm open.

      I clench it tightly shut and hiss in pain. It stings and I know it’ll probably need stitches because the cut felt like it went deep. I don’t have time to blink or react before Leviathan is in front of me. I hear Abe and Mary shout a warning to him, as if afraid he’ll hurt me. His eyes hold so much concern, though, and something deep inside tells me not to be afraid of him.

      “Let me see,” he demands softly. His movements are slow and controlled as he reaches for my hand.

      The moment his fingers touch mine, it’s like a thousand bolts of electricity shoot through my veins. I cry out from the indescribable pain as my eyes flutter closed and everything turns black.

      
        
        LEVIATHAN’S POV

      

      

      This girl is getting to me. Why is a simple human girl so intriguing? I can’t be in the same room as her without having to fight the urge to grab her in my arms and not let her go. I feel like a dick for just throwing her bag at her and rushing off, but it was probably safer for her that I did. My body’s response to her is not normal. Our kind aren’t attracted to humans. It’s biological, not just preference. It keeps them safe and us hidden.

      When my mother led her into our kitchen, I couldn’t take my eyes off her. It was difficult to keep my glances subtle so the others wouldn’t notice. Relief washed over me to find that she hadn’t left, but I stamped it down. The last thing I need is Brecken noticing my fascination. He might literally explode if that were to happen. He’s convinced the girl stole some bobbles from us and for some reason he won’t let the issue go. He ensured our security team was entirely replaced and the system got a complete update. Something else must have tipped him over the edge but I don’t know what and he isn’t talking. Worse things have happened to our family over the years and he’s never gone to such lengths before.

      My mother, the amazing and sweet woman that she is, offers to make our guest whatever she’d like and I have to hold myself in place when she talks about the possibility of a simple food allergy killing her. I’ve heard of humans having allergies to different foods and other things, but I never gave it much thought until now. I want to seek out every nut in the house and destroy it to ensure her safety. Why is she causing this reaction in me?

      A musical sound reaches my ears as I think over logical reasons for my reaction to her. Seeking the source, I turn my head until I lock eyes with the human girl, Julianne. Her laugh is mesmerizing, magical. When she notices me watching her, she stops laughing and at that moment, my heart shrivels up the tiniest fraction thinking I may be the cause of her losing her smile. She looks so scared, yet curious as she watches us get our food, and I can’t stop myself from helping her out. She’s too thin as it is. She needs to eat something. Doesn’t she have anyone to watch out for her? The thought of another man in her life has me seeing red, yet I want to ensure she’s cared for.

      Of course, my idiot brothers would forget to feed the girl. I told them I wanted nothing to do with this whole kidnapping bullshit and yet I got roped in anyway. They are in such deep shit with our parents.

      I watch as the beautiful brunette stands awkwardly in the corner of the kitchen and eats like this is her first meal in years. She eyes the sandwiches leftover like she wants to ask for another and I’m about to get her one when she opens her mouth to speak.

      “You eat real food?” she asks, not specifically directing the question to any of us. I almost laugh out loud at her impulsive curiosity, but then her cheeks heat up and I have to fight for control once again. This is why our kind don’t mix with humans.

      She apologizes, but my father jumps in. His acceptance of her curiosity is also a silent acknowledgement that he believes her innocence. He suggests we owe her an explanation after what happened the last few days. Before she can get her explanation, fucking Brecken has to have his say. The man has no filter sometimes and I really want to beat the shit out of him. Luckily his mate Elizabeth is already turning as red as her hair and I know he is totally fucked... and not in the good way. Izzy has to be the sweetest person on the planet unless you do something she considers mean. Then you’d better run and hide.

      Julianne drops her plate when Brecken starts yelling like a fucking idiot and before any of us can shut Brecken up, she kneels down to deal with the mess. I see her hands shaking in fear as she tries to pick up the pieces and I want to help her but I’m can’t seem to make myself move. Closing my eyes, I try to rein in my urgency to comfort this girl.

      The scent of her blood hits my senses like a train. My body reacts before my mind can catch up. Normally the smell of human blood would be sweet and enticing. Julianne’s blood makes my stomach twist and my mind race. It causes my body to go into fight mode and want to eliminate the cause of her bleeding. I have never felt anything like this before.

      Julianne doesn’t blink before I’m in front of her, desperate to take care of her. I’m vaguely aware of my parents shouting at me to keep my control and it hits me that they’re worried I may harm her. The thought causes my body to go rigid and my need to protect Julianne grows. Never in my life have I needed to shield someone from my own family before, but if they try to take her from me before I can help her, I will fight them. Of that I have no doubt.

      “Let me see,” I demand, keeping my voice soft and even so I don’t scare her.

      She holds her hand out to me and the moment I take it in mine I feel a jolt go through my veins. This girl is mine; she belongs to me now.

      I don’t have time to question how it’s possible. How she could be mine even though she’s a human. I don’t care what the reason is either. I will go to the ends of the earth to protect and ensure no one ever harms her.

      Julianne cries out and her eyes flutter closed. Her body goes limp and I fall into a panic. “Julianne! Open your eyes!” I plead, picking her up gently and moving her out of the kitchen and onto the soft couch. All I wanted to do is help her. I’ll never forgive myself if I did something to hurt her.
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      “Levi, what happened? What’s wrong?” Remus asks as my family follows me into the living room. My father hovers close and I know it’s because he worries about what my intentions are with Julianne.

      I shake my head, not sure what to say. I know she felt the shock, but I don’t understand why it rendered her unconscious. “I don’t know. She just collapsed!”

      Remus kneels beside Julianne and reaches a hand out to touch her. As his skin touches her, fury like I’ve never experienced ignites, sending electric shocks running up and down my body. Instincts kick in and my body reacts before my conscious mind can comprehend what’s happening.

      My canine teeth extend into sharp points, and my vision shifts into predator mode, locked on only one person. Clothing rips as my wings expand. The sharp talons on the ends shred the fabric like butter as they extend from my shoulder blades. I use them to shield Julianne while I grab my brother by the throat and pin him onto the floor. Unease flickers fleetingly as a tiny part of my brain knows, logically, that Remus isn’t going to hurt Julianne, but every nerve in my body screams at me to protect her from the threat.

      “Levi!” Remus chokes, pleading with me with wide eyes. “I just want to help her. Calm down! What’s wrong with you?”

      “Leviathan, stop.” My father’s tone leaves no room for disobedience. If he has to, he will stop me, and I don’t stand a chance against him. Taking deep breaths, I force myself to relax. I release Remus and look around at the rest of the room.

      My mother’s hands cover her mouth as her eyes jump between me and Remus. “What has gotten into you, Levi?”

      Remus shifts to sit up and I let out a low warning growl.

      “I need to help her, Levi. She’s bleeding.” Remus glances from me to the blood covering Julianne’s hand. “I swear I just want to stop the bleeding.”

      Remus has spent many lifetimes studying medicine. He knows better than any of us what would be the best treatment for her hand. It kills me that I can’t fix it for her, but he’s knows what he’s doing and she needs medical attention right now. I relent, and offer him a short nod.

      Remus doesn’t waste time. His wife, Nicolette, rushes from the room, only to return seconds later with the bag my brother always keeps on hand. She also hands me a new shirt, which I pull on with a quick thanks. As Remus reaches out to her for a second time to check her pulse, I lock my muscles in place so I don’t attack him again.

      “Leviathan?” My mother voice calls for my attention again, this time demanding an answer.

      I shake my head, still unsure what to say to her. “She’s… mine. I don’t know how, but she’s my other half.”

      My mother gasps, her eyes welling with happy tears. My youngest sister, Izzy, along with the other women all have similar expressions of happiness on their faces. Joseph, Vivian’s other half, seems nervous as usual. Brecken appears shocked and a little bit guilty. But it’s my father’s expression that has me most anxious. He looks worried.

      Remus pulls a small vial and a syringe from his bag. I issue another low, warning growl which gives him pause. “It’s just to numb her hand, Levi. I can’t stitch it up without giving her something to keep her from feeling pain. If she wakes up while I’m using a needle on her hand, that would be incredibly painful for her.”

      I clear my throat and give him a small nod of approval to proceed. Remus shoots subtle, wary glances my way as he numbs Julianne’s hand. She winces in her sleep and I almost break. I have to remind myself over and over it’s to help her. Remus knows what he’s doing and I need to let him do his job. He knows how much I want to rip him away from her and he’s proceeding with extreme caution.

      “She will be fine, Levi,” Remus assures me when he is finally finished. “She needs some rest and it appears she’s rather dehydrated. She’ll need lots of fluids, but other than that, she is good to go. It looks like the poor thing hasn’t eaten a real meal in weeks too. I would suggest feeding her as much as you can. We can get away with eating as much or as little human food as we want. She cannot.”

      “Thanks, Brother.” I mutter and kneel beside Julianne, pushing the stray strands of her dark hair from her peaceful face. My stomach twists when I think about what might happen when she wakes up. My brothers kidnapped her and scared the hell out of her. She has no clue what we are or what’s just happened between us. How am I supposed to tell her that she is now mated to a monster?

      “Brecken, you are such a fucking idiot,” Izzy growls. I look up to find Brecken cowering in a corner and Izzy glaring up at him. “Why were you being such a jackass to that poor girl? Was your plan to starve her to death? Did you even give her water? She’s a human, Brecken. They need those things to live.”

      Brecken’s eyebrows draw together in frustration as he runs his hands through his hair. “She was a prisoner. I thought she took advantage of our family. To deprive humans of food and water for short times is an interrogation technique. I didn’t realize she was already malnourished.”

      Vivian and Joseph sneak away to the kitchen and start cleaning up the mess from lunch. Poor Joseph is always so nervous around humans and the tension radiating off my big brother isn’t helping him. He and Vivian only found each other a few years ago and he isn’t fully used to our way of living yet. His family was vicious and evil. He has a gentle soul, nothing like them at all, though they tried hard to make him follow their ways.

      Izzy’s angry hissing pulls me back to the scene in the corner of the living room. “That isn’t all, B,” Izzy pushes, taking Brecken’s hands. “People do that kind of crap to us all the time. What is so different this time?”

      Brecken hangs his head in defeat. “You were home alone.”

      Izzy tilts her head to the side. “What are you talking about?”

      “You were fucking alone! All by yourself when someone broke in and stole from us,” Brecken shouts, shoving off the wall and pacing the floor. “What if they tried to hurt you? What if they had succeeded in hurting you?”

      Sudden realization dawns on us all. Brecken has always been hot headed, but he isn’t a violent person. I wondered his reasoning for being so angry toward Julianne, but now it makes complete sense. Izzy’s safety was threatened and he feels responsible because he insisted she stay home from the trip we had gone on. She was here alone when the gems were stolen. I remember her telling us that she thought the noise was the housekeepers, but they had the week off. No one had thought to remind Izzy before we departed for the night.

      “Oh, B,” Izzy breathes, grabbing his arms and pulling him into a tight hug. “I’m fine and no one is going to hurt me. You would never allow that to happen. But you can’t take it out on Julianne when she isn’t the one who stole from us. She is innocent and we can all see that. Put your energy into finding the person who set up your brother’s new girl.”

      Brecken kisses her forehead gently and nods his head. “I’m sorry, sugar,” he whispers, though we can all hear him.

      “It isn’t me you need to apologize to,” Izzy tells him with a stern look. She gives him a nudge toward me and smacks his ass. “Say you are sorry to your brother and when she wakes up you will apologize to Julianne or I will spank you and not in the way you like.”

      Brecken’s cheeks pink up a bit as he glares back at Izzy. Our parents fall into sudden coughing fits and Remus and Nikki’s shoulders are shaking suspiciously.

      “Fucking shit, woman!” Brecken mumbles, walking over to me.

      I can’t stop myself from tensing as he gets closer to Julianne. He hurt her before and while I know he has no intentions of doing that again, every part of me is on high alert. Brecken notices my rigid posture and his movements stop a few feet away from me. The guilt in his eyes reappears.

      “I’m really sorry, Leviathan.” When I don’t respond he huffs, rubbing the back of his neck. “I fucked up, and had I known she was yours I would have never touched her. I’m sorry, Brother.”

      Logically, I know he didn’t know what Julianne would mean to me when he scared her. As much as I want to kick his ass for what he did, I can’t fault him for his intense reaction to the potential danger Izzy was in. I would do the same thing if Julianne’s safety was threatened.

      Finally relenting, I glance down at Julianne to be sure she’s all right before I stand and stride over to my elder brother. I give him a quick, one-armed hug. “I forgive you, but do not touch her again.”

      Brecken starts to nod, but stops short and his eyes shoot down to Julianne. I follow his gaze. She shifts around and her eyes squeeze tight. Had her eyes been open, she wouldn’t have been able to see me move from standing beside Brecken to kneeling in front of her. Human eyes can’t see us when we move quickly. I take her good hand in mine and whisper reassuring words to her as I wait anxiously for her to open her eyes.
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      A deep, soothing voice whispering in my ear is the first thing I notice as I start to wake up. The second thing I notice is a buzzing sensation all over my body. It isn’t uncomfortable at all, just different.

      “Come on, love,” the voice repeats softly in my ear while a large hand squeezes mine gently. “Open your eyes for me. I need to know you’re all right.”

      Finally breaking through the last of the fog, I flutter my eyes open. I blink a few times and take in my surroundings. Leviathan’s face swims into view and I feel my eyes widen in surprise. Why is he so close to me and why am I lying on a couch?

      “Easy, love,” he murmurs, running a soothing hand through my hair. For some reason the gesture is comforting and not weird or awkward at all. Without conscious thought I lean my face into his hand. His lips twitch while my cheeks warm. What in the world am I doing? “There are a lot of things we need to talk about, but let’s get you some water first.”

      I simply nod and allow him to help me sit up slowly. My head spins a bit, but other than that and the noticeable buzz in my body, I feel fine. My attention goes straight to my hand, ready to assess the damage. Shock fills me when I find a clean white bandage wrapped around it already. I flex my hand in and out of a fist, but don’t feel a thing.

      “Remus numbed the area and stitched it up.” The new girl, Remus’ girlfriend, comes into the room with a glass of water before I fully sit up. How in the world did she move so fast? She hands it to me with a smile which I try to return.

      “I’m Nicolette, but you can call me Nikki,” she tells me softly. “I’m not sure any of us have formally introduced ourselves to you yet.”

      “I’m Julianne,” I mumble, not sure if I’m supposed to be nice to my kidnappers’ family. It feels right to return the introduction though.

      The rest of the family find places to sit around the room. Leviathan is right next to me and hasn’t taken his eyes off me since I sat up. I’m trying not to look directly at him because for some reason his attention makes the buzz stronger and my heart thumps hard in my chest.

      “Julianne,” Mary starts, once everyone is seated. “I’m very sorry for the way my boys behaved and I believe they are as well, though it’s up to them to give you apologies individually.”

      When Mary pauses, I assume she’s waiting for some sort of acknowledgment from me so I simply nod. It isn’t her fault they took me and acted like crazy cavemen, and she can’t make them sorry if they aren’t.

      “Let me take a moment to introduce everyone. You know me and my husband, Abe.” She pats her husband’s shoulder, then turns around to face the rest of her family. “My older son is Brecken and I know the two of you met. The redhead is his ma… um, his wife, Izzy.”

      Izzy gives me a wide smile. “Sorry about Brecken. He’s a man and therefore he doesn’t think before he acts.”

      “Izzy,” Mary chides, while her own smile tries to break free. She shakes her head and points to Remus. “Remus is my middle son and Nikki is his wife. Then, there’s my only girl and youngest child, Vivian. Her, erm, boyfriend is Joseph.”

      As they all acknowledge me with small waves, smiles, and nods, and Mary turns around to face me again. She gestures to Levi beside me and beams. “And this is Leviathan. He’s my youngest boy.”

      With only a look from Levi, I find myself blushing a thousand shades of red. I open my mouth to say something cool and witty, but in true Julianne fashion, I end up embarrassing myself further. “Are you married also?” It’s almost impressive how awkward I can make a situation just by opening my stupid mouth.

      Levi’s eyes pop wide and his pouty lips part in surprise. At least I’m not the only one shocked by my stupidity.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to say that out loud. I meant to say hi.” I turn to Mary with pleading eyes. Bless the woman, she quickly catches on that I’d like her to interrupt me and change the subject. She squeezes Abe’s arm and gestures to me.

      Abe stands from his seated position and stuffs his hands in his pockets. “Julianne, I’m not going to sugar coat things for you. You’re likely wondering why in the world we haven’t let you free, even after we said we believe in your innocence. There’s a reason.”

      “There is.” It’s pointless to deny it. We all know why they haven’t sent me on my way by now.

      “You saw Brecken. You saw what we are.” Abe is matter of fact about it. He knows I saw something I shouldn’t have. I appreciate him not beating around the bush. “I’m not going to lie to you and try to convince you that you were seeing things. There are new reasons for you to know the truth about us.”

      My hands shake with anticipation. I knew I wasn’t crazy, but the confirmation from Abe makes it all more real. Do I actually want to know who, or what, these people are? I should get up and run far and fast. As much as the logical part of my brain tells me to get the hell out of dodge, there’s a bigger part of me that refuses to leave and I don’t understand why. I need to know what Abe is going to say. I need to stay and learn about this family.

      “Julianne, my family and I are demon shifters.” Abe shuffles back to his seat, giving me time to process what he had just revealed.

      My heart stops for a full second at his confession. Out of the corner of my eye, I notice Leviathan’s head jerk in my direction. His panicked gaze darts to my chest. It makes me wonder if he heard my heart beat as it stopped then picked up speed. I can hear my pulse beating in my ears and I have a feeling that the rest of them can hear it too, if their worried looks are any indication.

      “Julianne, take a few deep breaths,” Remus orders gently, kneeling in front of me. I think I hear Leviathan growl at his brother, but it could be my imagination.

      I try to mimic Remus’ breathing and after a few tries, I finally manage to copy him. He smiles at me encouragingly and nods his approval. “Good job, keep taking deep breaths.”

      When I have myself under control, I look around the room at everyone. “You’re going to kill me, aren’t you?” I ask, my eyes filling with traitorous tears. I may not have much to live for, but I don’t particularly want to die either. “I saw Brecken and now you have to kill me to keep your secret. This is like a really bad horror movie.”

      “Never,” Leviathan growls, looking ready to attack anyone who contradicts him. “I will never let anyone hurt you again, Julianne. I swear it.”

      Scrunching my brow in confusion, I meet his intense gaze. “Why? You don’t even know me. I don’t understand.”

      Leviathan takes my hands and holds them gently in his. Every nerve in my body comes alive under his touch. Leave it to me to crush on my potential killer. “Julianne, do you feel different since you woke up?”

      I start to shake my head, but the buzzing in my body suddenly intensifies and reminds me of its presence. “I feel... something,” I tell him truthfully, trying to figure out exactly what is different. A week ago, I would have hesitated to tell a demon shifter kidnapper about a weird new buzz in my body. Then again, a week ago, I wouldn’t have believed there was such a thing as a demon shifter kidnapper.

      “I need to confess something, but please don’t run from me when I tell you.” His voice pleads as he holds my gaze and squeezes my hands softly. I notice he holds my hurt hand closer to my wrist. I wonder who put in the stitches when I was out. I hadn’t noticed them before now.

      “I’ll try, but I can’t promise you anything. I’m sort of being held against my will by… demons,” I remind him, stumbling over the last word. Had I not seen Brecken turn into a pointy toothed crazy person with my own two eyes, I would have called them all crazy and made a mad dash for the door. I’m still trying to wrap my mind around it.

      Leviathan takes a deep breath and squeezes his eyes shut for a second as if trying to build courage. “Julianne, in our world every shifter has a mate. I have never heard of a shifter and a human bonding before. But what happened earlier, the shock you felt and the buzz you feel now? That’s me; that’s us. You are mine, just as I’m yours.”

      I want to laugh; I wish I could. Then I could tell him he’s insane and bolt out of this crazy place or wake up from this screwed up dream. But everything he just said feels... right. Somehow, I just know he’s telling me the truth and even if I wanted to run from him, which oddly enough I don’t, I wouldn’t last long without him. I need him and he needs me. Why do I feel all of that so deeply? I don’t even know anything about him, for crying out loud.

      “It isn’t completely unheard of, Levi,” Abe mutters, breaking the not-so-private moment the two of us were having. Running his hands through his hair in frustration, he stands and begins pacing the living room. “Your mother and I know of only one other occasion where a shifter bonded with a human and the human survived long enough to live their life with their mate. It’s an old friend of ours. You would know them as your Uncle Sam and Aunt Lydia. He bonded to Lydia when she was a human. Not many people talk about it because it’s so rare and unknown.”

      Mary nods her solemn confirmation and continues where Abe left off. “It’s sort of taboo in our world because the humans who bond with shifters don’t survive. Their mate brings them into a world of shifters and they either get killed by those who cannot control themselves or they simply don’t survive the change.”

      “No.” Leviathan shakes his head in denial. “There has to be a way to ensure she’s safe and...” He stops, pursing his lips and looking back at me. “I will keep you safe, Julianne. No matter what it takes.”

      I don’t mean to, but I find myself smiling gently at him. His eyes dart to my lips and I see them darken slightly. “I know you’ll keep me safe. Why do I feel that so strongly?” I ask, not understanding how I can practically feel his thoughts and feelings. It’s like he’s pushing the truth of his promise into my mind.

      He grins at me and puts his hand on my cheek. “That’s the bond, Love. It only grows stronger from here.”

      It’s not only the bond I sense. I also get the feeling there’s a rocky road ahead of us.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            11

          

        

      

    

    
      Sitting on the couch sipping on my water, I watch as everyone shares discrete glances. Suddenly, everyone but Leviathan stands and heads out of the room, making various excuses for why they are leaving. It’s almost insulting to my intellect that they think I’d believe their load of crap but I let it go. It was obvious they were trying to give us the illusion of privacy.

      When Leviathan and I are alone, I start to get nervous. I have no idea what to think about everything that’s going on and all I want is some time to think things through. I need to figure out how I feel about all of this new information. Sitting next to Levi makes it impossible for me to form any coherent thought, let alone deal with the intensity of the day. Not that my house would be a better place to mediate. Lauren likely has a hoard of people crammed inside and her crappy stereo turned to deafening volumes.

      As if he read my mind and knows my internal debate of whether to leave, Leviathan places a finger under my chin and pulls my attention to him. “Stay with us, please,” he murmurs quietly with dark, pleading eyes. “We have a nice guest room you can stay in. I promise no one will disturb you. I just don’t... I don’t want you to leave.”

      It isn’t a hard decision, in reality. I don’t have anything worth going home to. I know Leviathan would never let them hurt me and the only one I would truly worry about is Brecken. He scares the hell out of me, but I think he’s busy getting scolded by Izzy, so hopefully he won’t bother me.

      “I’ll stay,” I assure Leviathan and smile slightly when he lets out a relieved breath.

      “It’s late for you. Would you like anything to eat or drink or would you like to sleep?” he asks, helping me to my feet but not letting my hand go.

      “How long have I been here?” I ask, suddenly realizing I don’t have a clue what day it is or even the time.

      Leviathan has the decency to look guilty as he answers. “It’s around midnight so that makes this Saturday. Remus and Brecken picked you up around four in the morning on Thursday. You have been here for two days.” He rubs the back of his neck as he watches his words sink in.

      With a huff, I pull my hand from his and wrap my arms around myself. It’s my feeble attempt at holding myself together while I try to handle everything. Leviathan seems to be struggling with his emotions as well, but I’m too distracted in my own hectic mind to try and figure out what his problem is.

      “Can I please just be alone now?” I whisper, hoping he will take me to the guest room he mentioned earlier and leave me be.

      He studies my face for a moment before nodding sadly. “Come with me.”

      I follow him up the stairs and down the hallway. We pass the empty room I had been kept in and continue on to the end of the hall. Pointing to one room, Leviathan throws over his shoulder, “That room is mine.” He opens the door to the room next to his, gesturing for me to go in ahead of him.

      “This is the guest room. It’s yours for however long you want it,” Leviathan murmurs, sounding defeated. I don’t like that twinge of sadness to his voice. I first noticed it when I met him and it makes me wonder where it comes from. “I will be right back.” He leaves the room for a moment and comes back with a pile of towels and clothes. “If you decide you would like a shower, the bathroom is across the hall. It’s the only door that is open. Anything you need is in there. Feel free to use whatever you’d like. I don’t have any clothes for you, but there is a shirt of mine here and a pair of pajama pants with a tie. Hopefully that helps.”

      I almost want to giggle at the blush on Leviathan’s face as he sets the clothes and towels down on the end of the bed and begins to fidget. I wonder why he wouldn’t ask his mother or one of the other girls in the house for extra clothes.

      “Thank you for that,” I tell him softly, unsure of what else he wants me to say.

      He simply nods and turns toward the door. Before shutting it, he says, “If you need anything, I’ll be next door.” With that, he closes my door softly and I then I hear his open and close a short moment later.

      With a heavy sigh, I grab the towels and clothes and walk to the bathroom quickly. The decor inside the room is simple and neat. Black and white with a splash of green here and there. Everything in the house is pristine and I can’t help but wonder who has to clean it all. At my house, I’m the only one who cleans and it’s always useless as my aunt and her stupid friends ruin the place within hours of me cleaning it up. They’re worse than toddlers.

      Shaking out of my thoughts, I lock the bathroom door and quickly strip down. A glance at myself in the mirror shows me a bruise on the side of my neck from Brecken, but it’s nothing compared to the one going all the way up my spine from when I fell and hit my back. It hurts like hell when I touch it so I try to be gentle as I wash my body. Luckily, someone left a plastic bag for me to cover my hand since I can’t get the stitches wet.

      I spend a long time under the hot spray of the shower thinking over everything going on. I’m in a house full of mythical creatures and one of them claims that I’m his mate. The idea is so crazy I want to laugh, but I can’t bring myself to call them insane. I should be running far away from this place and these people, but my mind and heart won’t allow me to do that.

      I saw Brecken with my own eyes. His teeth were extended and sharp. His eyes were glowing angrily. There is no way he could fake that, especially the massive wings extending from his back. When all those features changed right in front of me after Izzy walked into the room and started yelling at him, I tried desperately to convince myself I’d imagined it all. Unfortunately, I can’t deny what I saw.

      I kind of like Izzy. She has been standing up for me from the start and while I’m sure that has nothing to do with who I am and everything to do with Brecken being an idiot, I can’t help but have a little respect for her. I met Nikki last, but she was nice to me as well and I think if we were to meet under different circumstances the three of us could maybe be friends.

      Mary and Abe seem to be really nice as well. They were trying their best to make up for their sons’ mistakes. I’m wary around them still because they appear to be the ones who call the shots around here, and if they feel like I’m not worth it they could kill me or tell their kids to do their dirty work for them. They don’t strike me as the type to do such a thing, but I have learned that not many people, or beings, are worthy of trust.

      I haven’t said more than a few words to Vivian and Joseph so I can’t really say what I believe their intentions are. They did let me use the bathroom when I asked, so that earned them points. I also noticed that Joseph always seems nervous and antsy. That worries me a bit because that tells me there is something to be nervous and antsy about. Vivian seems like an all-around happy girl. She looks very young, maybe sixteen. Joseph appears a little older than her, maybe about nineteen.

      This thought makes me wonder how old these people really are. If the myths are true, they are probably like six hundred years old or something like that. Do they kill people for blood? Do they kill people for fun? What are their intentions with me? They mentioned human mates don’t survive the change. Do they want me to be like them? Are they going to force me into something I don’t want? What if they are really just some crazy cult that kidnaps people and converts them?

      I start panting as I sink to a sitting position and pull my knees up, hugging them tightly with my arms. I think through all the possibilities the future may hold for me. None of them seem to have a good outcome. I can’t be a damn sharp toothed demon thing! I don’t want to die either!

      Hot tears trail down my cheeks, but I try to keep my sobs silent so no one hears me. I don’t understand why this is happening to me. What am I supposed to do? I don’t even know these people and they are going to want me to join their kind so soon?

      Leviathan said I’m his other half. What does that even mean? Is he going to expect me to jump into bed with him or something? If so, he is sadly mistaken. I may feel inexplicably drawn to him, but I’m keeping my v-card firmly intact for the foreseeable future, thank you very little.

      Thinking of Leviathan has my heartbeat and tears calming down. After a few more moments of catching my breath, I’m able to stand and finish my shower. Getting out, I dry myself off and wrap a towel tightly around my body. I search the drawers and find one with a new toothbrush, toothpaste, mouth wash, deodorant, brush, and hair dryer. Do they just keep these things on hand just in case or did someone get them specifically for me? Just another question to add to the endless list.

      With a tired sigh, I go about drying my hair and brushing my teeth. When I’m finished, I pull on Leviathan’s shirt and pants. I giggle when I have to pull the tie really tight around my waist and roll them a few times so I can walk in them. They are way too big on me but they are very comfortable and warm. For some reason, this family must not believe in heaters because the house is freezing.

      I wonder if they sleep in coffins in the basement or something and that’s why they don’t bother with heaters? Letting out a very unladylike snort at my thoughts, I pull the door open and peek my head out. When I don’t see anyone around, I take my dirty clothes and towels and shuffle to the guest room quickly.

      I see a hamper in the corner of the room and put my clothes inside of it. The room is amazingly clean and perfect. It’s decorated in modern grays, whites, and yellows. They all tie in perfectly and give the room a happy and calming feel. Looking over the king-sized bed, I wonder where I should put the millions of decorative pillows that are on it.

      Before I can make up my mind on where I can place them so they don’t get ruined, there is a quick knock on the door. I make my way over and open it, assuming it will be Leviathan or Mary checking on me. The last person I expect to see is Brecken standing there. I guess that’s why I squeal and stumble backward, landing on my butt.
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      Eyes wide, I watch as Brecken steps toward me with his hand out. I can’t stop myself from flinching at his actions, but soon realize he’s trying to help me up. I hear Leviathan’s door opening at the same time Brecken opens his mouth and speaks.

      “Is your ass okay?” he asks, his voice set at its usual growl.

      “What the actual fuck do you think you are doing, Brecken?” Leviathan shouts, pulling Brecken’s attention away from me.

      I use the distraction to get to my feet and watch in awe as Leviathan’s dark eyes begin to glow. He stalks toward his brother.

      “Do you have a death wish?” he growls. A hint of elongated canine teeth peek through as he snarls at Brecken. He’s ready to attack his own brother for coming near me.

      “Levi, I came to apologize to her. Nothing more and nothing less,” Brecken huffs, his tone bored and not at all worried that his brother’s murderous gaze is fixed on him.

      Oddly enough, Leviathan’s strange shift from human looking man to demonic shifter isn’t scary to me. When it happened to Brecken, I nearly peed myself. With Levi, I only feel protected and safe.

      Leviathan begins to calm down at his brother’s confession and glances from Brecken to me, then back again. Finally coming to some decision, he strides over to me, pausing for a moment when he sees what I’m wearing. I’m not so naive that I don’t understand the look in his eyes when he sees that I’m wearing his clothes. It’s a mix between caveman glee and little boy on Christmas. I have to force my eyes not to roll at him.

      Shaking himself out of whatever thoughts he has going on in that handsome head of his, he continues on his path to me and bends his head so that he is somewhat level with me.

      “Are you all right talking to him? Would you rather me stay here with you?” he asks, with genuine concern for what I want.

      Taking a quick look at Brecken, I see that he appears uncomfortable and awkward standing there pretending not to be listening to us. He doesn’t look angry or menacing in any way and I’m intrigued as to why he’s in here.

      “I can talk to him,” I tell Leviathan. “All I have to do is yell if I need you.”

      Nodding slowly, Leviathan studies me as if making sure I’m telling the truth about being all right. When he finally sees whatever he’s looking for, he nods once more and kisses the top of my head. “I’ll leave my door open. Just in case you need me for any reason.”

      He kissed me. Well, he kissed the top of my head, but that’s still a kiss. When did that become normal? I’m so shocked by his easy show of affection I don’t even realize when he leaves the room and Brecken takes it upon himself to close the door. The sound of the door clicking shut brings me back to the present and I start to fidget as the nerves settle in. The last time I was alone with this guy he tried to kill me. I admit I don’t like the idea of being alone with him now, but I want to know what he has to say.

      Running his hands through his hair, Brecken starts to pace the length of the room. “Look, I didn’t mean to hurt you earlier,” he begins. “I just lost control. Izzy could have gotten hurt because I was stupid and let her stay here alone. I wanted to find the person who put her in danger and take my anger out on them. At first, I hoped it was some lowlife criminal with a long history of being a horrible person and I could justify making him pay. I guess I had it in my head that’s what you were before I ever knew your name. I was a fucking idiot for not getting all the facts straight, and I get that you hate me, but I’m sorry for hurting you and all the stupid shit I did.”

      When he finishes his rant, he doesn’t look at me or let me say a word to him before he’s heading for the door. “Don’t blame Remus for helping me. I sort of tricked him into it and I think he went along with it so I didn’t do anything irreversible.”

      As he grabs the handle of the door, I whisper quietly to him. “I don’t hate you, Brecken.”

      My words cause him to pause and spin around to stare me down. His eyes are narrowed in confusion and suspicion as he looks me over.

      “Of course, you do,” he growls, crossing his muscular arms across his even more muscular chest.

      Tilting my head to the side in amusement, I do my best to hide the grin that wants to come out. “I do?”

      “Yeah, I kidnapped you, scared the fuck out of you, hurt you...” his voice trails off and he spreads his arms wide in an ‘I give up’ gesture. “The list goes on, so yeah, you hate me.”

      Shaking my head, I have to purse my lips for a moment to keep the giggles inside. “I don’t though,” I insist, trying to be as serious as I can. The confused puppy expression on his face is making the task incredibly difficult though.

      With a frustrated huff, Brecken puts his hands on his hips and continues to give me the confused puppy look. “Well, why not?”

      “Because there’s really no reason to hate you,” I tell him truthfully with a shrug.

      He snorts in disbelief and cocks an eyebrow at me. “How do you figure?” He seems genuinely intrigued now.

      Deciding that I should get comfy for this, I plop down at the end of the bed and pull my feet up under me. “You were protecting your girlfriend or wife or… whatever she is to you. You were worried about her even after the incident. I get that,” I tell him, looking down at my lap. “Family is important, Brecken. I can understand the need to protect them with everything you have. I don’t blame you for that. You were just doing what you felt was right.”

      The room is full of silence for a moment as the two of us get lost in our thoughts. I’m not sure what he’s thinking, but my thoughts are on my parents and how much I wish I could have saved them somehow, what I would give up for that chance.

      Coming out of the dark thoughts that were starting to form in my head, I peer up at Brecken and bring his attention back to me. “So no, I do not hate you and I forgive you for what you did.”

      Brecken seems at a loss for words for a full minute before he finally starts to chuckle at me. “You are a strange little gem, aren’t you?”

      I lift an eyebrow at him. “Little gem?”

      “Yeah, because your name is Julianne, Jewels, Gems...” he continues to explain until I wave my hand for him to stop.

      “I get it, thanks,” I huff, glaring at him.

      He simply laughs again and opens the door. “Good night, Little Gem.”

      “Good night... Breckie!” I shout when he shuts the door. I hear his footsteps pause for a second before picking up again and disappearing down the hall.

      Once I’m sure I’ll have no more visitors, I give up on finding the perfect place for the pillows and just pile them on the chair in the corner of the room. Hopefully, that’s good enough because I can’t be bothered to care anymore. I’m simply too tired.

      Finally crawling into bed for the night, I’m happy that my body is too tired to stay awake. I fall into a deep sleep within moments of my head hitting the pillow.
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      The following morning, I blink my eyes open and glance at the clock sitting on the bedside table. With a frustrated huff, I note that it’s only eight in the morning. I got about six hours of sleep and it wasn’t nearly enough. The light filters through the curtains and into my eyes relentlessly.

      Knowing I’m never going to be able to get back to sleep, I throw the covers off and pull myself out of the bed. I want to keep the room looking nice, so I take the time to make the bed and arrange the pillows on top of it. With one last glance around the room, I’m satisfied it looks about the same as it did before I used it.

      I poke my head out of the room and see the hallway is empty. Running to the bathroom, I quickly take care of business and brush my hair and teeth. When I’m finished, I take a look at my clothes and realize I’m going to have to show myself in Leviathan’s clothing since my only outfit is really dirty and there’s no way I’m putting it back on before I can wash it.

      With a resigned sigh, I softly make my way down the stairs and look around the entryway. I could probably leave and head home right now if I wanted to. There’s no one paying attention to me and I’m standing right by the front door. Something is keeping me from leaving though. I don’t know what it is, but I feel safer here than I have anywhere since my parents died. I don’t want to give up that feeling just yet.

      Pushing aside the strange feelings this family of mythical creatures is stirring inside me, I slowly make my way to the kitchen. As I near the entryway, I hear low voices talking but I can’t quite make out who it is. Just as I’m about to round the corner, I feel the air shift behind me and I spin around to see what happened.

      Brecken is standing directly behind me and his eyes show extreme surprise when I spin around to face him. “How did you know I was behind you?” he asks, tilting his head to the side in curiosity.

      This is not the Brecken I have come to know over the last few days. He seems so different suddenly. Maybe this is the real Brecken and the whole scary and angry guy is just for show.

      Realizing he asked me a question, I shrug my shoulders. “I felt the air shift behind me.”

      “You felt the air shift?” he asks, saying each word slowly as his eyes narrow at me in suspicion. “I call bull shit. How did you really know?”

      Raising an eyebrow in challenge, I decide to test out this new Brecken and see if he really is a nice guy. “Want to bet?”

      His mouth pops open in shock and he chuckles slightly. “Yeah, I do. There is no way a little human could ‘feel air shift’ when it comes to our kind. We’re made to get around without being noticed by humans.” He uses his fingers to put air quotes over feel air shift.

      “Whatever you say, Breckie,” I chuckle and turn my back on him when he starts to glare at me.

      “I’m not amused by that stupid name, Little Gem,” he growls, sounding a bit more like the old Brecken.

      I can’t help but giggle at his face when I glance over my shoulder as I walk toward the kitchen. “Is the big bad Breckie pouting?” I ask before my brain can catch up enough to prevent me from saying my thoughts aloud.

      Someone in the kitchen starts choking and coughing and Brecken starts to turn an ugly shade of purple as he glares at me. For some odd reason I’m not afraid of him anymore, even though he looks menacing. He takes a step toward me and I take off running, squealing like a little kid. I see Leviathan and Remus are in the kitchen watching this interaction and I go with my best option, hiding behind Leviathan.

      “Save me!” I cry, trying to get a hold on my giggles. “Big bad Breckie is mad.”

      Leviathan looks over his shoulder at me and lifts one perfect eyebrow. His arms are crossed over his chest as he stands in front of me.

      “Breckie?” he asks, his lips twitching in amusement.

      I simply nod as I peek out from behind Leviathan to see Brecken standing in front of him huffing and puffing. “You will pay for that, little gem,” he growls, shaking his head and stomping to the fridge.

      “Phew!” I breathe, plopping into a chair at the kitchen island. “Dodged that grouchy bullet.”

      “What in the world is happening in here?” Mary asks, walking into the room. “I heard you squealing, Julianne. Is everything all right?”

      I nod and blush a bit at her concern. “I was just being silly, I’m sorry,” I mutter, suddenly feeling stupid for acting like a little kid. I hardly know these people and now they probably think I’m an immature child.

      A hand unexpectedly appearing on my chin causes me to flinch back in surprise. I didn’t used to flinch at the unpredicted touch of another person, but my aunt and her stupid friends have rewired my automatic reactions. I don’t think before closing my eyes tight and pulling my head away.

      The hand drops quickly and I hear a sharp intake of breath. “Julianne? Look at me, Love,” Leviathan whispers. His voice tells me he is right in front of me and my eyes pop open to look at him.

      He searches my face for a moment, looking for something, but I have no idea what. Finally, I shift uncomfortably and he sighs in frustration.

      “You are more than welcome to be ‘silly’ and laugh here, Julianne,” Levi assures me, his voice soft and understanding. He strokes my cheek gently with his hand as he speaks. “This family has forgotten what it’s like to have fun. Maybe we have just been waiting for you to remind us.”

      I blush at his words and look down to hide my goofy smile. Luckily Remus saves me from having to respond.

      “Who wants breakfast?” he shouts, though I wonder if that is truly necessary. Shouldn’t they have super hearing or something?

      Before I can ask, my stomach rumbles and Leviathan grins at me. “I think Julianne could use a really good breakfast. What do you have in mind, Rem?”

      “Bacon, eggs, pancakes, hash browns, and orange juice,” Remus rattles off as he walks around the kitchen, pulling ingredients out.

      “That sure is a lot of food,” I mumble, watching Remus with wide eyes.

      “We actually eat a lot of human food, Julianne.” Abe’s voice comes from behind me and I spin around to see him coming into the kitchen. “I never did answer your question yesterday. We love food in this house, though we can’t survive on only that.”

      My face pales and I swallow hard. All traces of joking from moments ago now gone. “You need b-blood too, don’t you?” I stutter, not really wanting the answer.

      Mary nods her head and looks a bit sad. This puts me on edge. Why would she look sad about it unless...?

      “Do you kill people?” I ask, my heart picks up speed at the thought. The room is silent for a few seconds too long. I dart to my feet, ready to make a run for it. I’m suddenly second guessing my feelings of safety and security with this family.

      “Julianne, we have not harmed humans in a very long time,” Leviathan assures me, appearing extremely guilty.

      “But you have before?” I ask, my voice ringing with the fear I feel.

      With a sad sigh, he nods his head. “We have all had slip ups here and there. It has been a very long time though. Over a hundred years.”

      I choke on air at his confession. “How old are you, exactly?” I ask, eyes wide.

      “I was born in 1753,” he mumbles, running a hand through his hair. “My parents were born in the 1500’s.”

      My head starts to spin with all the questions swirling around in it. “I think you should start at the beginning,” I say, looking from one person to the next. “I need answers.”
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      Levi rests his hand on my back and sparks zip through my veins. My eyes dart to his and he gives me a knowing look. He must feel it too. That or he heard my heart pick up speed the second his hand landed on me.

      The rest of the table disappears from my mind, along with the subject of the Black family. The only thing I’m able to focus on is Levi and his half smile directed at me. I lean closer to him unconsciously. The urge to kiss him nearly overwhelms me. Butterflies flutter in my stomach when his eyes lower to my mouth. Without thinking about my actions my tongue darts out to wet my bottom lip and Levi draws in a sharp breath.

      “Julianne.” His voice is breathy and low, full of heat.

      Rather than answer him I lick my lips again. I liked his reaction so much the first time I want to see it again. He doesn’t disappoint. Only this time, instead of a gasp I’m rewarded with a deep growl. The fingers of the hand on my back dig into my skin. The added pressure causes the sparks from before to intensify and I have to bite my lip to keep in my own gasp.

      When Leviathan leans into me, I expect to get the kiss I so desperately want from him. Instead, he leans farther to the side and rests his cheek against mine. “I know what you want, love.” He speaks low into my ear and my eyes flutter closed at how sexy he sounds. “I know, because I want it too. I want you, badly.”

      “I need you,” I hear myself admit. I barely recognize my own voice. It’s all breathy and needy.

      Levi turns his face into my hair and inhales deeply. “I can promise you, Julianne, you’ll have me very soon. It kills me to say this, but I don’t think this is the best time or place though.”

      His confession snaps me out of my fog and back to the present where it most definitely isn’t just me and Levi. His entire family tries to act like they’re ignoring us, but they caught the entire exchange between the two of us. A new kind of fire ignites throughout my body. This time it isn’t from wanting to crawl all over Levi. Instead, it’s from wanting to crawl under a rock and die.

      How the heck did I completely forget his family was sitting around the table with us? I lost myself so completely I nearly jumped him without caring who was watching. I barely know this man, yet I find myself craving him with every fiber of my being.

      Even now, in my mortified state, I take solace in his presence by shrinking into him as if he’ll protect me from my embarrassment. He doesn’t disappoint.

      His hand slides from my lower back, around my hip and pulls me closer to him. “Let’s gather in the family room to discuss our history with Julianne.”

      As soon as the suggestion is made, the rest of the table jumps up with inhuman speed and rushes to the living area. I drop my head into my hands and groan. “What is wrong with me?”

      Levi brushes my hair off my shoulder. “Julianne, look at me, please.”

      His tone is gentle and coaxing. I obey without hesitation. He smirks when I poke out my lip in a dramatic pout. “It happens to us all, love. When the bond first happens, it’s intense and almost uncontrollable. The fact we haven’t locked ourselves in the bedroom is nothing short of a miracle.”

      My chest tightens sadly, but I feign a brave face. “That makes more sense now. We only have these feelings for each other because of a magical bond.”

      “No,” Levi shakes his head firmly. “I was drawn to you the first time I saw you. Especially after you likened my name to a sea monster.”

      A surprised giggle escapes and grows into full blown laughter when Levi gives me a cheesy grin. “I have to admit, I was drawn to you also. Despite your likeness to a sea monster.”

      “I’ll take that as a compliment,” he says with a chuckle. “Shall we follow my family before they come searching for us?”

      I eagerly nod, ready to get the answers I need. After being ushered into the family room, I watch as Remus and Brecken sit in the chairs, pulling their mates on their laps. Mary and Abe take the love seat and Joseph and Vivian sit on the floor in front of the fireplace. I wonder why they sat so far away from everyone. There is plenty of room on the couch that Leviathan and I are currently sitting on. Before I can ask if something is wrong, Abe starts talking.

      “I know you have a lot of questions, so let us start at the beginning,” Abe suggests, waiting for my nod of approval before continuing on. “My family and I are descended from the very first demon shifters. There are legends of how the first shifters came to be and I’m sure you have heard a few of the fairytales growing up.

      “Most humans confuse our kind with vampires, but that’s not quite what we are. Vampires are unable to shift between their human and inhuman forms. They cannot go into the sun; they cannot eat human food. There are quite a few differences between us, actually. However, right now that’s not important.

      “No one, including us, knows the full truth of how the first demon shifters were created. Though we believe that we have been around since the start of the world. What we can tell you is that there were originally four families.

      “The Ashford family, the Irvington family, the Abram family, and our family, the Black family. For a long time, the world was split into four Clans. Our kind largely outnumbered the human population. After a while, however, humans began to procreate like rabbits and soon they outnumbered us. The four families gathered together when the world population exploded. The families needed to ensure our people remained safe and that demon shifters did not try to enslave humans. Contrary to our name, we are generally a peaceful race. The four original families decided to divide the world into the four territories, each family taking their own to oversee.

      “Since then, the Blacks have ruled over North and South America. The Irvington clan chose to rule all of Europe and Africa. The Abram clan were always an odd bunch and they wished to rule over Antarctica and all of the oceans, ships and such included. The Ashford clan chose Asia and Australia.

      “As you could probably guess, the Abram clan did not last long. Their family died out about four hundred years ago. The Ashford clan stepped in and took over their territories. We did not fight them on this because neither us nor the Irvington clan wanted the territory.

      “Then, the Irvington clan died out about fifty years ago, and Europe and Africa were up for grabs. Our hope at the time was to divide the territory evenly between the Black clan and Ashford clan. Unfortunately, the Ashford’s did not share the same vision for the future. They thought they were the only ones entitled to the Irvington’s territories.

      “They had always been a very violent clan. We never agreed with their ways, but we remained civil with them because they more or less adhered to the established rules of keeping our kind secret and leaving humans alone.

      “This started a war between clans that has been going on for the last fifty years. Each clan is simply waiting for the other to make a move on the royal families. If their royals are eliminated, then the clan falls and only one will remain, automatically taking over the other’s territory. The remaining subjects of the falling clan must pledge loyalty to the remaining clan, or else forfeit their lives.”

      Holding my hand up to stop Abe, I give him a sheepish smile when he gestures for me to ask whatever it’s I wish to ask. “Who are the royal families?”

      Glances are exchanged around the room, before everyone’s focus come to rest on me. Leviathan takes my hand and gives it a squeeze, before speaking. “Love, my mother and father are the leaders of our clan. They are both full-blooded demons.”

      “Full-blooded?” I ask, scrunching my brows in confusion. “You mean full of blood, like just, uh, ate or whatever?”

      The room explodes in laughter. Blushing, I wait for everyone to calm down but the laughter continues, making me squirm in my seat, wondering why what I said was so funny. Finally, Leviathan seems to notice my frustration because he clears his throat and gently runs a hand down my cheek.

      “No, love, I mean my parents were born, not made. All of my siblings and myself were born as well. Full-blooded demon shifters can have children, shifter children.” He watches my reactions carefully. I have no idea how I feel about all of this, so I keep my face completely blank. “We stop aging when we’re fully matured. When we reach maturity, we require blood for survival. We don’t shift for the first time until we reach the age of five. Until then, we are able to pass as normal children.”

      I didn’t mean to snort, it sort of just happened, but as soon as the noise was out of me I could feel my face flame and my eyes widen. “I’m sorry! I don’t mean to be rude. It’s just, you all are far from normal.”

      “It’s all right, Pipsqueak,” Remus chuckles from his seat. “We’re an oddity to humans. It’s why we keep to ourselves as much as possible. We don’t like to stand out.”

      “So,” I say with a nod, turning my attention back to Abe and Mary. “I understand everything you’ve told me so far. What I don’t understand is how that pertains to you all killing humans, or if Leviathan is correct, how it pertains to you all not killing humans.”

      “When the four families broke off, some decided to lead their clans in different ways,” Abe explains, leaning forward and resting his elbows on his knees. He steeples his fingers and continues on. “The Black clan is the only one that decided to stop feeding directly on humans. We survive on donations alone.”

      “Donations?” I ask, looking around and shifting nervously in my seat. “What do you mean by donations?”

      “There are those of our kind who have access to donated blood and supply us with blood bags. Sometimes humans, those who know of our existence, willingly give us their blood straight from the vein,” Brecken clarifies, his voice surprisingly soft.

      “Why in the world would anyone want to do something like that?” I ask, eyes wide. “No offense or anything, but wouldn’t that kill someone?”

      “No! Julianne, not at all,” Izzy assures me, hopping off of Brecken’s lap to sit on the couch beside me. “It’s like an aphrodisiac and a drug all in one for humans when a demon bites them.”

      “W-what?” I stutter, a dark blush painting my cheeks.

      Izzy smirks knowingly. “It can hurt if we let it. But in general, a donor will go to a shifter for a fix. It’s like getting high almost, but not addicting. The humans who become donors to the members of the Black clan, are there by choice. The donations are completely consensual.”

      “Is that how your family gets blood?” I ask quietly, not sure I’m ready for the answer. “Do you all use donors?”

      Izzy smiles kindly and shakes her head. “We generally use donated bags of blood. It’s a personal choice for everyone, but the Blacks do not tolerate our clan biting people without permission. It’s punishable by banishment.”

      “Banishment to where?” I tilt my head to the side and rub my temple. All of this is giving me a headache.

      “They have two choices,” Brecken cuts in, motioning for Izzy to come back to his lap. She happily obliges as he speaks. “They can join the Ashford clan or they can go rogue. Rogues are killed if found on our land. They are generally the most vicious and volatile of demons and they are the reason for all of the horror stories about our kind.”

      “Wait, back up a second. Your clan is only allowed to use donations and bags?” I reiterate.

      Levi squirms in his seat beside me. “There’s one other way some of our kind get blood.”

      “What is it?” I’m hesitant to ask, but my curiosity is far greater than my hesitation.

      Levi hesitates and I raise a brow to show my impatience. “Blood sharing between bonded mates is common for demon shifters. It’s supposed to be a very powerful and intimate experience.”

      Now it’s my turn to squirm. “Oh.” My response isn’t the most brilliant, but at the moment it’s a miracle I can form a single coherent thought.

      Nodding my understanding, I lean back and close my eyes. My head started to pound right after dinner and now it’s worsening. I find myself wishing some medication and caffeine would magically appear alongside the magical beings in the room. If demon shifters are real, then it isn’t a far-fetched wish, I wouldn’t think. Sadly, my wish doesn’t come true. I end up leaning my head against the back of the couch and closing my eyes to ease the throb.

      “Julianne?” Leviathan murmurs close to my ear. “What’s the matter?”

      Opening my eyes, I see him staring at me with such concern it warms my heart. He really does care for me; how strange. Though I guess it shouldn’t surprise me so much after everything I have heard and experienced today. I barely know the man and all I want to do is lean into him. Somehow, I know the closer I am to him the better I’ll feel.

      “Just the start of a migraine,” I assure him, trying to smile. “Do you happen to have any medicine for headaches?”

      Leviathan shoots a look to Remus who hops up quickly and disappears into the kitchen. Leviathan looks back to me and gently pushes a stray piece of hair behind my ear.

      “Remus has some in his medical supplies, I’m sure,” he says softly. “Just close your eyes and rest for a while. We will finish this conversation later.”

      Nodding my head slowly, I close my eyes again and rest my head on the back of the couch. Leviathan takes my hand in his and I squeeze it gratefully. “I’m sorry to be a pain. These stupid things never show up at a convenient time.”

      “You are not a pain, love.” Leviathan runs his hand through my hair and I give a contented sigh. His touch eases the pain minutely and I never want him to stop the motion. “You’re in pain and I want to do everything I can to take it away from you. What can I do?”

      I roll my head to the side and squint my eyes against the light in the room to look at Levi. “Not much helps the pain. Though, having you near me seems to make it a little bit better.” My admission comes with a rush of heat to my cheeks, but Levi appears happy about it. He slides closer to me and wraps an arm around the back of the couch, behind my head. He runs his hand through my hair again and I almost moan at the slight relief. Anything to take the edge off the stabbing pain.

      Thankfully, Remus comes back with the medication and a bottle of water, ending yet another embarrassing moment. I notice the room is still full, but completely silent. Everyone is staring at me and it’s making me feel self-conscious.

      With Leviathan’s urging, I take the tablets and drink the whole glass of water. Closing my eyes again, I can’t stop focusing on the stares I can still feel. When it gets to be too much, I snap my eyes open and stare back at them.

      “Is there something wrong?” I ask, trying to sound annoyed, but my voice comes out soft and timid. I don’t like being stared at like an alien.

      Looks are once again exchanged before Vivian speaks up for the first time, reminding me of her and Joseph’s presence. “What does a headache feel like?”

      I almost smile, thinking she is joking with me, but her serious face tells me she truly wants to know. Blinking a few times to try and clear my head, I think over my answer.

      “Well, I get migraines not just headaches. They feel like...” I pause, trying to figure out the best way to describe it. “I guess like my head is about to burst, like someone hit me with a bat right on my skull, and like someone is hammering nails into my brain all at the same time.”

      “Christ,” Brecken breathes, shaking his head. “I’m glad I’m not human. That shit sounds horrid.”

      “Don’t you all get sick or hurt?” I ask, trying to push the pain in my head away.

      “We can, but it’s different,” Remus tells me. “When we get hurt, I suppose that is much like when a human gets hurt, however, it takes a lot more to harm us. Getting sick for us would come from magic of some sort, not a virus or a toothache.”

      “Lucky,” I mumble, dropping my head back and fighting off the nausea that is threatening to take over.

      “From what I have studied, these migraines can get rather severe, correct?” Remus asks, sounding like a medical student.

      I made a noise in the affirmative, but don’t lift my head.

      “How do you treat yours?” he asks, not catching on to the whole I don’t want to talk anymore thing.

      “Dark room, zero noise, not moving, and pray I don’t throw up or die,” I mutter quietly and hear a sharp intake of breath to my left.

      Leviathan did not like that answer, but I have no idea why.

      “I’m taking her upstairs,” I hear him whisper, then suddenly I’m lifted into strong arms.

      I know it’s Leviathan, so I simply wrap my arms around his neck and cuddle closer to him, allowing him to take me wherever he wants. I should be worried what he is up to, but my head hurts too much for me to give a darn right now.

      Leviathan puts me down on a soft bed. The sheets feel different from the ones from the prior night, so either someone changed them or I’m in a different bed. Either way, I don’t really care right now. I gingerly position myself on the bed so that I can lie flat and not move but still be comfortable.

      Covers are placed over me and the other side of the bed dips down. Leviathan places a soft kiss on my forehead and runs a gentle hand through my hair repeatedly. The gesture is soothing and I find myself relaxing and drifting off to sleep.
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      Julianne fell asleep a few hours ago, her face scrunched up in pain even as she slept. I kept running my hand through her hair long after she had fallen asleep because it seemed to sooth her. Her facial expression and body are just now starting to relax. I’m hoping that means she isn’t in pain anymore.

      Earlier in the living room when we sat talking with my family, I was so proud of the way she was taking all of the information we were throwing at her. When she started to act different, closing her eyes and wincing at louder voices, I wondered what was the matter. Her description of the pain she was in had my whole-body stiffening and my instinct to fight off a threat kicking in. The only problem? The threat was invisible and one I couldn’t help her fight against. I had never felt so helpless when I realized this.

      Realistically, I know calling Remus and asking his medical opinion would be the easiest way to know how serious this is. However, Julianne had said noise hurts her so I have not made a sound. She also mentioned light hurt her eyes so I do not want to risk using my phone to text him just in case the light from it is too bright for her. It doesn’t matter that she’s sleeping, I worry it will wake her if I try.

      I almost lost it when she said she just hoped the pain didn’t kill her. I have no idea if she was being serious, but I have refused to leave her side since bringing her to my room. I’m tuned into every beat of her heart, every breath of air she takes in and releases, and every noise or small movement she makes. The idea of something so normal to a human as a headache having the ability to take her away from me has me seeing red. I cannot let it happen, so I will continue to lie right here and watch her, making sure she is safe.

      
        
        JULIANNE’S POV

      

      

      The first thing I notice when I start to wake is the lack of pain in my head. Smiling slightly at this, I blink open my eyes and look around the room. This is not the room I slept in the night before. I push up onto my elbows and blink rapidly trying to figure out where I am.

      The walls are a medium grey color. The decor in various shades of greys and reds. There is a very masculine feel to the room and I’m assuming, and hoping, it belongs to Levi. My assumptions are confirmed when I look to my right and see him fast asleep in the bed next to me.

      Warm tingles race through my body when I realize we were asleep together in the same bed. I’ve never slept in the same bed as a man before. Heck, I’ve never even had a boyfriend, unless you count Jimmy Kowalski in first grade. I broke up with him because he gave Rachel Schwartz his purple gel pen instead of me.

      This situation is completely different. For one, Leviathan and I are not technically dating, at least I don’t think we are. Who knows what this mate thing is. I also don’t think Leviathan would have cool gel pens, though I could be wrong. The idea of the big bad vampire having a secret stash of pastel and neon pens causes a giggle to escape me before I can stop it.

      Leviathan’s eyes pop open at the small sound and his gaze goes straight to mine. They glow brightly for a few seconds, then turn back to his normal dark chocolate eyes. He sits up so fast I don’t have any time to react. His eyes roam over my body. It’s odd that he doesn’t seem the least bit sleepy. He looks like he has been awake and alert for hours. I wonder idly if that’s a shifter thing or if he’s just lucky not to look like the walking dead when he first wakes. I’m not so lucky and I’m sure that I have a rat nest on my head and sleep in my eyes.

      “How are you feeling, love?” he whispers, almost too softly for me to hear.

      I smile softly at him as I feel the blush rising to my cheeks. “Much better, thank you.”

      A loud exhale assails my ears. It sounds like Levi lets out a breath he had been holding as he looks me over, double checking for any signs I’m fibbing. Once satisfied, he nods his head slightly and smiles warmly at me.

      “Are you rested?” he asks while tucking my hair behind my ear. “More sleep will help you recover. I know humans need far more sleep than my kind. Especially when you are ill.”

      Curiosity gets the better of me. “How much sleep does a demon shifter need?”

      Levi props his head on his hand. “We only need a few hours every couple of days. The small nap I had now will keep me going for the rest of the week.”

      “Are you ever tired?” My fingers fiddle with the blanket, inching toward his hand. I want badly to take it in my own, but I don’t have the guts.

      Leviathan nods his head. “Rarely, but we can. I suppose it would be much the same as you when you’re ready for sleep, but not nearly as often.”

      “So, you don’t need as much sleep as humans, but you need more food than us?” I remember the unbelievable amount of food they all consumed. It was both disconcerting and impressive.

      Levi chuckles. “Yes, exactly. Speaking of food...” He rolls over and slides off the bed. “If you aren’t tired, you must be starving. We should get you something to eat. You haven’t had enough lately.”

      He holds his hand out for me and I take it eagerly. Butterflies take flight in my stomach when his hand envelopes mine. I’m like a giddy teenager with her first real crush. I know that Levi declared I’m his mate but I still didn’t fully understand what he means. Deciding to not worry so much about the whys, I allow the stupid grin trying to overtake my face. I can’t help it, he has an effect on me that no other guy has ever had before, including Jimmy Kowalski.

      Scolding myself for being such a girl, I try to act semi normal as I let Levi lead me to the kitchen. “How about I make you a grilled cheese and a bowl of soup?”

      “That sounds delicious, but I don’t mind making it. There’s no reason you need to wait on me,” I offer, standing right next to him.

      He laughs and ruffles my hair. “Silly girl. I enjoy taking care of you. Please allow me to do this one small thing for you.”

      His eyes are pleading and his mouth is downturned in a sad exaggerated pout. Laughing at his display of silliness, I hop onto one of the stools and sweep my hand, gesturing to the stove. “You may serve me.”

      “Would you be more comfortable sitting at the table, or better yet, go sit in the living room and prop your feet up.” Levi doesn’t wait for me to respond before he is pulling ingredients out of the refrigerator. With his back turned toward me, he throws over his shoulder. “Afterall, you are still recovering.”

      “Levi.” I giggle a bit at his concern. “I’m fine. My headache is gone. I want to sit here and keep you company while you cook. Is that okay?”

      He doesn’t respond with anything more than a grunt. Who knew grunting could be sexy?

      Soon after he starts cooking, the whole family has made their way to the kitchen. Looking at the time on the stove, I realize it’s a few hours before dinner time. I slept for most of the day! I hope that doesn’t mean I’ll stay up all night. Then again, maybe I would fit in better if I stayed up all night with the demon family. This thought has me giggling again at my own joke. It draws the attention of the entire room and I clear my throat in an attempt to cover up the laughter.

      “Sorry,” I mumble, looking at my hands that are rested on the counter in front of me.

      “Stop apologizing, Julianne,” Nikki insists, plopping into the stool next to me. The others all take a seat at the dining room table. “You shouldn’t be sorry for being yourself.”

      Nikki and I haven’t talked much, but I find myself really liking her. She seems like a genuinely good person—or demon—and I like that she doesn’t feel the need to hold back on what she’s thinking.

      “What were you laughing about anyway?” she asks, an easy grin on her perfect face.

      Blushing, I try to speak quietly so no one else can hear me. “I just thought about the idea of staying up all night with demons. It sounded funny because aren’t you all supposed to sleep all day and be up at night?”

      A booming laugh behind me has me jumping and spinning on my stool. Brecken is standing there holding his side and laughing so hard, I wonder if he is going to fall over and possibly hurt his stupid butt. It wouldn’t be the worst thing ever.

      “It wasn’t that funny,” I grumble, turning my back away from Brecken and his laughter.

      “That’s a myth, love,” Levi murmurs close to my ear, causing a shiver to make its way down my spine. “Most of the things you have heard about us are probably not true. We are demon shifters, not vampires. It’s different.”

      Leviathan comes around to set some food onto the table and Nikki and I move to join the others around the table. Remus comes in soon after with more food, followed by Joseph. Joseph hasn’t said one word since I arrived. I wonder if he’s upset that I’m here. He looks more nervous than anything so maybe that’s what’s wrong.

      Shrugging off my thoughts about Joseph for the time being, I wait for the rest of the family to sit down and start filling plates. Then I address Leviathan again.

      “So, you can go in the sun?” I ask, genuinely curious.

      Leviathan nods. “Yes, and before you ask, we do not sparkle.”

      “Bummer.” I smirk, delighting in the grin that overtakes Levi’s face.

      “Garlic and holy water?” I ask, going back on topic.

      “We love garlic.”

      “Turning into bats?”

      “Nuh uh. Though, we do have wings. I’ll take you on a flight sometime.”

      I’ll need to work up the courage to tell Levi I’m afraid of heights before he tries to play airplane. With my luck, I’d scream bloody murder and he’d drop me from five hundred feet up.

      “Can you take pictures and see your reflections?” I ask, passing a bowl of food to my left as it’s sent around the table.

      “Another vampire thing,” Nikki answers for Levi, as he is busy chewing. “We can and do take pictures and use mirrors.”

      Tilting my head in thought, I try to remember any more myths I have heard. “Sleeping in a coffin?”

      “You were just sleeping in my bed, love,” Levi chuckles, sending me a sexy wink when my gaze meets his.

      I will not blush. I will not blush... Damn it!

      Suddenly a thought occurs to me and I gasp at the idea. With wide eyes I look at all of the suddenly concerned faces around the table. “You can’t read minds, can you?”

      Remus snorts, Brecken laughs at me again, Levi smirks, Abe chuckles, even Joseph cracks a small smile, and all of the girls dissolve into giggles.

      “No, Julianne.” Abe smiles happily at me. “We can’t read minds or control minds. Myths about us are very exaggerated and a lot of them are only true of vampires. Though, that one is reserved for fiction only.

      There is one thing you likely do not know. We sort of age, and what I mean by that is a born demon shifter’s physical appearance ages until we appear to look middle aged. The process is much longer than your human aging however. One year of aging for you would take us one hundred years.”

      “I guess that makes sense.” I nod with a brave face, while inside I’m completely stunned. “Levi said that you stop aging when you are fully mature. So, I guess that would be middle aged. No wonder you and Mary look too young to have grown kids.”

      “Thank you, dear,” Mary chirps, giving me a warm smile. “I use great face cream.”

      I laugh at her silliness and finally start eating. I’m starving and before I know it, I’m finished with my second plateful. Levi and the rest of the men get up and start clearing the table after I take my last bite. I hadn’t realized they were waiting on me to finish.

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to take so long,” I tell them, getting to my feet to help clear the table.

      “Just sit down and relax, love,” Levi instructs, taking the dishes from my hands. “I will be in when the cleanup is done.”

      “Are you sure?” I gesture to the mess on the table. “I don’t mind helping.”

      Leviathan leans in and plants a soft kiss on my forehead. “We have this under control. Go rest.”

      Unable to argue with him and completely in a daze from a simple forehead kiss, I follow the girls into the living room and take a seat on the couch, waiting for Levi. All of us chat idly for a bit, waiting on the guys to finish, though I’m not sure what we’re waiting for. I wonder if they always do things as a family like this. It reminds me of my parents and I could really get used to it.

      A phone ringing in the kitchen draws my attention and I watch as all of the girls go silent and worry begins to cover their features. It’s obvious they can hear whatever is going on in the kitchen. Their heads are tilted, ears pointing toward the kitchen.

      “What’s wrong?” I whisper, not wanting to interrupt too much by speaking louder.

      Suddenly the men come rushing past the room toward the door, and the women follow. Levi detours to the living room and comes straight to me. “Something is happening at the gates. We need to figure out what it is, so please stay here. You’ll be safe inside, okay?”

      I nod numbly and watch indecision cross his face. He doesn’t want to leave me and I don’t want him to go. I already care deeply for him. It’s an odd feeling, but not unwelcome. Finally, he comes to some sort of decision and, before I can blink, his mouth is on mine in a searing kiss that leaves my lips tingling and butterflies going crazy in my stomach long after he turns and walks out the door after his family.
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      It takes several long moments for my mind to function normally again after the Black family leaves the house. When I can finally think, my mind starts to race with a million different thoughts. From the kiss from Leviathan to what could possibly be so urgent the whole family had to attend to it. My hands shake and my mind spins in circles. I need to do something before I lose it completely.

      Deciding to bake my worries away, I head to the kitchen and rummage around until I have the ingredients to make a few different muffins and cookies. A radio sits on the counter, in the corner, and I take advantage of it. I scan the stations until I find a song I like and crank up the volume to drown out my horrible singing voice. As I’m mixing and measuring and wiggling my hips to the beat, I finally allow my mind to wander.

      Levi just kissed me! Did I like it? Did he like it? Am I a bad kisser? Does he think of us as a couple? Is that too high school for him? What do I even want? Do I truly like him in that way? Is this weird, mystical bond between us the only reason he kissed me?

      What about where they all just went? Should I go help? What if something happens to Levi? The thought makes my heart twist painfully and the urge to rush after him grows strong.

      No, Levi told me to stay put. It’s likely demon business and I’d be of no help in that situation. Or I guess it could have to do with the robbery. Are the people at the gate the same ones that tried to set me up? Who would do such a thing? I don’t even know anyone around here. My aunt and her friends are the only ones who even know I exist. I have no friends at school, and the teachers ignore me because of my good grades. No one at work paid attention to me unless it was to fire me.

      A sudden thought occurs to me and I drop the measuring spoon in my hand. What if my aunt knows the people? What if it’s one of her horrid friends that came over to the house. They could have seen me as an easy target. I should really talk to Aunt Lauren about this, but I don’t want to go home.

      I like being here, it makes me feel safe and happy. Sure, I was scared out of my mind at first, but now I’m smiling and eating good food and the family is being so nice to me. Still, I need to find out who set me up and if Lauren knows anything about it. I decide to talk to Levi later about possibly heading home for a night. That way I can have a conversation with my aunt about her choice in friends.

      Before I know it, four hours have passed since the Blacks left the house. It’s the middle of the night, but I know they are going to be hungry. We had eaten dinner early so I’m just finishing up the chicken fajitas I made for a late second dinner and pulling the last of the chocolate cranberry cookies out of the oven. I turn around to place the hot pan on the only available counter space left. Movement from the corner of my eye catches my attention and I glance over to see everyone standing around the kitchen with mixed expressions of shock, exhaustion, confusion, and elation. They startle me so bad I nearly drop the pan and my spare hand shoots out as a reflex to catch it.

      “Ouch!” I drop the pan quickly on the counter and rush to the sink, running the small burn under cold water, switching off the radio as I go.

      Leviathan is by my side in less than a second. “Are you all right, love?” he asks, inspecting my hand as I run the water over it. His arm wraps around my waist, his front pressed against my back. The tingly feeling from his earlier kiss returns.

      “Yeah, you guys just surprised me that’s all,” I assure him.

      He drops his head to my neck and inhales deeply. “I missed you.”

      “I missed you too.” My voice is shaky and breathy. To distract myself, I shut off the water and grab the dish towel draped over my shoulder to dry my hand.

      Levi pulls back to allow me access to the towel and my brain once more. He frowns at my hand. “Are you sure you’re all right?”

      “Yeah, it’s fine.” The burn is already blistering, but it won’t be too bad. “Is everything all right at the gate? I was worried.”

      “It’s all good, Pipsqueak,” Remus answers, eyeing the cranberry orange muffins closest to him. “Did you want to open a bakery while we were gone?”

      Blushing, I look down at my feet. “I stress bake,” I explain quietly. “I wasn’t sure when you guys would be back so I thought I would make a treat. The chocolate chip cookies finished so I moved on to the strawberry banana muffins and then I changed it up to strawberry chocolate chip muffins. After I finished those, you still weren’t back so I made some white chocolate cranberry cookies and cranberry orange muffin.” As I explain to them what I have made, I point out each kind of baked treat.

      “You didn’t have to make all of this, Julianne,” Mary tells me with a big smile. “But thank you very much. You’re right, we are starving. Before we indulge, let me get started on a quick snack for us, I’m sure you are just as hungry as we are.”

      “Oh,” I stop her from moving forward. “I just finished making something for a sort of second dinner.” Her eyes widen in surprise at my admission and I quickly try to correct my wrong doing. “I’m sorry, I didn’t know you wanted to make it. I just wanted to help somehow.”

      “No! That’s amazing dear. I’m very thankful for the help. What did you make?” she asks, heading to the slow cooker on the far end of the counter.

      “That’s actually breakfast for tomorrow,” I explain, walking over to her. “It’s banana French toast. It cooks overnight on low and it’s ready in the morning. I didn’t think anyone would want to cook in the morning after such a long night. I made fajitas for tonight though. The table is already set and everything is ready to go. You all have an amazing stock in the fridge and pantry, but I’m afraid I used a lot of it today. I’m sorry about that.”

      “She stays,” Brecken growls around a muffin. “Welcome home, Little Gem.”

      I giggle at his antics and watch as the rest of the family file into the formal dining room. Levi stays behind and I realize his eyes have not left me once. It’s starting to make me nervous.

      “Did I overstep?” I murmur, digging my toes into the floor. “I didn’t mean to. I’m sorry if I upset you.”

      Strong arms are suddenly wrapping around my waist and lifting me so that I’m nose to nose with Leviathan. My arms wrap around his neck for extra stability and I use them to hold myself close to him.

      “You are amazing, my love,” he whispers, resting his forehead against mine. “Thank you for staying up and doing everything you did tonight. I’m sorry we were gone so long, but we were running a safety check around the property.”

      “Is everything okay?” I ask again as he sets me down and I try to calm my racing heart from being so close to him. I wish he’d kiss me again like he did earlier. “Did something bad happen?”

      He studies me quietly for a moment, clearly trying to decide if he should tell me the truth or not. Finally, he lets out a frustrated sigh and nods. “The guards at the gate said the Ashford clan had sent a few of their members to talk with us. By the time we got to the gate they were gone and we were trying to hunt them down. We had no luck though.”

      “Oh,” is my brilliant response to his confession.

      Levi chuckles, then pulls me in for a quick hug. He kisses the top of my head before mumbling against my hair. “Come on, love. Let’s go eat so I can have some of those cookies. They smell almost as delicious as you.”

      I ignore his last comment as I allow Levi to pull me toward the dining room. He stops just before we enter and turns to me, whispering, “By the way, you should dance like that more often.”

      I’m bright red as he pulls me the rest of the way into the room where we all eat a nice meal and chat about nothing important. No one mentions the Ashford clan again so I can only assume it isn’t a big deal.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            17

          

        

      

    

    
      The following morning, I wake before the rest of the family comes out of their rooms. If they’re not asleep, I wonder what they do all night. The house was quiet and calm through the night, so it isn’t like they threw a party. I tossed and turned most of the night thinking about my aunt and what I would say to her. I didn’t end up with anything good. I couldn’t very well walk into her house after being gone for a week and say, “Hey Aunt Lauren, do you know any crazy people who would try to get me killed by stealing from a demon family?”

      Chuckling silently at the visual of her reaction to that, I throw the blankets off and head for a shower. Levi had given me more of his clothes to wear to bed last night, so I’m going to have to put them back on after. Walking around in clothes that are too big for me is fine, but I should probably grab some of my stuff from home if I’m going to be spending more time over here.

      While brushing my teeth, a thought occurs to me. What if they don’t want me to stay? What if they’re just being polite and want me to go home and get out of their hair. I haven’t felt wanted like I do here since my parents died. I don’t want to abandon that yet. I like the Black family, and I have such strong feelings for Leviathan that I want to explore further. He claims we’re mates, destined to be together. That doesn’t exactly mean he wants me around though. He could reject me and send me packing. Maybe having a human mate means he drew the short straw. They said it’s taboo in their world. He could want to get rid of me as soon as possible to avoid any ridicule from his kind.

      With a frustrated huff, I decide to put on a pot of coffee and check on the banana French toast. After all, I’m ready for the day and have nothing else to do. By the time the kitchen begins filling up with people, I have the table set and the orange juice and coffee on the table. I smile and give a soft good morning to everyone as they come in.

      “I trust you slept well?” Abe asks while he pours a cup of coffee.

      I give him a fake nod. “I slept okay. I’d ask if you slept well, but Levi told me you guys don’t need much sleep.”

      Abe chuckles. “That’s true. We spend a lot of our evenings reading or a number of other calming activities. I spent my evening researching which new fitness watch I want.”

      The sip of orange juice I’d just taken nearly comes out nose. “Fitness watch?”

      “Demons need to keep in shape, too.” Abe winks, then turns and heads for the dining table.

      I’m left in a fit of giggles with the mental picture of a gym full of demon shifters in sweatpants and neon headbands. I wonder if the famous fitness guy with the curly red hair and crazy antics is a demon shifter. He never seems to age and he has an inhuman amount of energy. It wouldn’t surprise me.

      When Levi enters the room, all thoughts of flamboyant exercise gurus are forgotten. I feel myself blush all the way to my toes as he pulls me into a tight hug and kisses the corner of my mouth. I notice Mary grinning wildly and I blush even harder at Levi’s very public display.

      When everyone is settled with a full plate in front of them, I decide it’s the best time to broach the subject of me going home.

      “So,” I say, gaining the attention of everyone at the table. “I had a thought.”

      “Uh oh,” Brecken mumbles, shoving a big bite into his mouth.

      With the exception of shooting him a dirty look, I continue without acknowledging his quip. “I think I should go home and talk to my aunt.”

      “Why?” Levi asks, sounding more than a little bit upset at the idea.

      “I think she may know the people or person who set me up,” I tell him. “She and her... friends, for lack of a better word, are the only ones who had access to my bag to get my wallet. They’re also the only people in this town who even know my name aside from my old coworkers and half of them never even said a word to me.”

      “You think her friends would do such a thing?” Mary asks, shock coloring her voice. “Surely your aunt would not allow such miscreants in the house, around her family?”

      “Let’s just say my aunt isn’t the maternal type. All her friends are alcoholic drug addicts who come over to the house to party and start orgies,” I explain, scrunching my nose up in distaste. “They eat all the food in the house and Aunt Lauren blames me for it. I have no idea what I’m going to do now that I got laid off. My income was the only reason we were able to stay where we were. I paid rent and utilities.”

      “You had to work and pay for everything? Weren’t you in school?” Vivian asks slowly, as if not understanding.

      I nod. “I went to school during the day and worked the graveyard shift at the diner in town. Minimum wage was hard enough, but graveyard tips aren’t very good. Lauren would get angry when I wouldn’t have enough for the electric or water to stay on, but rent always came first. Sometimes I got enough tips for the rest of the bills and a little bit of food. I did what I could.”

      Utter silence fills the room and I look around to see a lot of very angry glowing eyes; Levi’s expression looks particularly deadly. I don’t know what I said that upset them so much, but I hope their anger isn’t directed at me. I didn’t ask them to go paying my rent or anything; I hope they don’t think I’m fishing for a hand out.

      “What would she do when she was mad?” Joseph whispers, shocking me. This is the first time he has said a word to me since I arrived.

      I try to keep my surprise hidden as I answer him. “Different things.” I shrug. “If she was particularly drunk or high, she would get violent. Sometimes she would lock me out of the house or allow her friends to go through my room and take what they wanted which was stupid since I have nothing. It did suck when they’d take my clothes though. I don’t have many outfits and I hate having to find more. She put a lock on the fridge once, but then took it off when her friends complained they couldn’t get to the beer. That was stupid anyway; the only thing in there was alcohol. I don’t drink, so it was only a punishment to herself.”

      I shrug again, and look back at Joseph. Something in his eyes makes me think he is from a similar background, possibly worse. “It wasn’t really that bad.”

      “Where are your parents, Julianne?” Abe asks, taking my attention off poor Joseph.

      I twist my hands in my lap and look down. “They died last year,” I murmur, holding back the tears. “I guess they didn’t have a will, so I was sent to my aunt because she was the only living relative. I hadn’t ever met her until the funeral.”

      “I’m so sorry,” Abe whispers.

      Clearing my throat, I attempt to change the depressing subject. “Anyway, I think I should go talk to Aunt Lauren.”

      “No,” Levi growls, surprising me. When I turn to him with wide eyes, his scowl softens a bit and he explains himself. “I can’t let you go back to that place alone, love. If you insist on going to talk to that... woman, then I will go with you.”

      “You are going to tell me what to do?” I ask, some humor in my voice but also a lot of disbelief.

      Levi smirks and shakes his head. “No, but I’m not above pouting and begging. I’m also not above secretly following you if you decide you want to go alone.”

      I chuckle softly and shake my head. “I have to go home at some point.”

      “Why?” his brow furrows in confusion.

      “Because I live there?” The statement comes out more like a question and I want to smack myself for sounding so unsure.

      “Oh,” he mumbles, looking down at his plate.

      After that, Nikki takes over the conversation. “Oh, I forgot to tell you, Julianne. I took a guess on your clothing size and ordered you a bunch of things online last night. They should be here tomorrow.”

      “Nikki,” I shake my head slowly. “That’s really kind of you, but you shouldn’t have.”

      She waves away my protests. “Nonsense. You can’t walk around in Leviathan’s pajamas forever. You need real clothes.”

      “I’ll pay you back as soon as possible,” I promise.

      She’s shaking her head in protest before I finish my sentence. “Not happening. Just say thank you and accept it.”

      Even as I quietly thank her, I’m promising myself I’ll pay her back as soon as I can get another job.

      If I wasn’t so distracted by Levi and his pouting, I’d likely argue further with Nikki. I’m not sure what I said wrong to upset Levi, but now doesn’t feel like the right time to ask him. I’ll need to wait until it feels right and we are alone.
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      The rest of the week flies by without incident. I spend a lot of time with Leviathan, getting to know him better. He is always very gentle and sweet with me, like he is afraid if he hugs me too hard or talks too loud, I will break into a million little pieces. I can’t help but feel like I’m falling for him already and the thought scares me.

      No one has mentioned the topic of me going home since that night at dinner. Levi has actively avoided the subject and I don’t want to ruin our time together by bringing it up, but I don’t think I have much of a choice anymore. I’m not convinced that keeping away from my aunt is the best thing to do. I think she knows something, and the more I dwell on it the more I feel like I should confront her.

      I have a feeling Leviathan has been trying to keep me distracted from my thoughts this week. On Monday, we went out for ice cream after I brought up that I was craving it. He said it was our first date. When he asked me to go with him, I swear he blushed and it was adorable. Tuesday, he dragged me out of the house to a park. We had a picnic lunch, which was very sweet and getting fresh air helped me clear my head. On Wednesday, Levi took me to a movie. I haven’t been to see a movie in over a year. Leviathan said he hadn’t been in about twenty years. Oddly enough that didn’t upset me the way I thought it would. Leviathan took me to a farmer’s market on Thursday. I may have gone a bit crazy getting a bunch of fresh fruits and veggies. They just had so many good things there. Fresh fish, pasta, homemade jams, and more produce than I know what to do with. Lucky for us, Levi thought ahead and brought three large ice chests to keep it all cool on the trip back. He refused to let me pay for anything, insisting I only eat a third of what the rest of them eat and I shouldn’t pay for their big appetites.

      Thank goodness Leviathan decided we would just hang out around the house today. After four days of running around, I need a day of rest. There have also been a few incidences with some of the Ashford clan showing up at the gate at random times. Every time the guards call, the family does a perimeter check while I bake everything I can get my hands on.

      Today is different, though. Levi has been acting strange today. I think there’s something he wants to talk to me about, but he keeps stalling. I hope it isn’t that he wants to ask me to go home. I’m not sure how I’ll feel if he wants to get rid of me.

      Finally, the silence and constant side glances get to be too much. Turning toward Levi on the couch, I wait until he’s focusing on me and address the situation.

      “What is going on, Levi?” I ask, my voice quieter than I intended. “You’re acting strange today, is everything okay?”

      Levi nods emphatically. “Of course, everything is fine, love. I just—” He pauses, pursing his lips together and studying me silently for a few moments. Finally, he lets out a frustrated sigh and runs his hands through his hair.

      “I don’t want you to go,” he murmurs, looking straight into my eyes.

      I wait for an elaboration that doesn’t come. “I don’t follow.”

      “I want you to stay here with us, with me,” Levi admits, looking so unsure of himself it breaks my heart. “I want you to move in here. I don’t want to ever be away from you.”

      My eyes go wide at his confession. “Levi,” I breathe, not sure what to think. Isn’t this what I wanted? I worried he didn’t want me to stay and he’s admitted to me he wants me here. Why am I suddenly unsure of what to do? “This is really fast. I need to think on this. You may believe this whole mate thing is foolproof, but I only just learned about it. I just… I need time.”

      Looking utterly defeated and disappointed, Levi nods his understanding. “I would never try to pressure you, love. Just know that this is always your home. My family is always your family. Most importantly, my heart is always yours.”

      Feeling tears pool in my eyes at his admission, I simply nod to him. I swallow a few times and when I can breathe past the lump in my throat, I let Levi know that I’m heading to bed. I need to process his words and I can’t even remember my own name when I’m near him, let alone make serious decisions.

      Once showered and dressed in a pair of the pajamas that Levi insisted I purchase on one of our days out, I crawl into bed and think over his proposal. Would it be a good idea to move in with a guy I just met? Realistically, I’m already living here and have been for two weeks. The problem is, I’m only a teenager. The Black family may be supernatural and powerful, but they have to abide by the law. I have a few months before I’m eighteen and technically, I’m supposed to be under my aunt’s care. Maybe I could try to get permission from my aunt. It’s not like she wants me home, anyway. I’m only a burden to her so maybe she will let me go without making a fuss. Either way, I need to get home and pack my things. My clothes and such can stay behind for all I care. I’ll need a new job to buy more clothes and pay my way here, but I’d much rather buy new ones that don’t smell like smoke and don’t have so many holes.

      My parents’ belongings that I was able to sneak and hide from my aunt are too precious to leave behind. I’ll need to go back and get those if nothing else. I realize quickly I’ve already made a decision. This is my home now, not the hellhole I lived in with Lauren. I don’t want to leave here, and most importantly, I don’t want to leave Levi.

      I’ll need to wait for the right time to get my things though. There has to be a time when I can get out of this house, run to my aunt’s house and get my things, then get back here before anyone notices. I don’t want Levi or his family to see where I come from. It’s too embarrassing. I fall asleep coming up with a plan that I can only hope works out.
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      “It should be me doing the dishes, Joseph. Not you. You did them yesterday,” I say, standing in his way as he tries to get around me to the sink.

      “No. You cooked. It’s only fair I help clean.” He grabs me around the waist, lifting me up and out of his way. He isn’t nearly as large as Leviathan, but he is far stronger than he looks.

      “Hey! That’s cheating. It’s not fair to use your superhuman strength to try to win the battle.” Hands on waist, I chastise him, earning chuckles from those sitting at the table watching our war play out.

      “All’s fair in love and war, Julianne,” Levi counters with a grin.

      “Exactly,” Joseph agrees. “Afterall, the only reason you beat me to the sink was because you distracted me with sweets. That’s unsportsmanlike conduct. Everyone knows I have a sweet tooth and I’m a sucker for anything chocolate,” Joseph reasons as he turns his back on me, reaching to turn on the faucet before I can stop him.

      Since the night I told the family about my aunt, Joseph has slowly opened up to me. He was born a shifter, but he was originally from the Ashford clan. The news shocked me until I found out the way they treated poor Joseph. He is kind and caring and they preyed on his giving nature. They would bait him, attacking a random person, and when he would try to intervene, they would beat him for it.

      Vivian found him alone and terrified of his own shadow several years ago. The Black’s took him in without a second thought. It didn’t take them long to see what a kind person he really was. He still gets anxious around new people and I can understand that completely. I guess he has a hard time around humans being close to him as well. He wasn’t raised the way the Blacks were. If he wanted to survive, he had to kill people. I can see the guilt in his eyes when he talks about it.

      Thinking about how hard Joseph has had it in his life almost makes me break down and allow him to wash the dishes like he wants to. Then I remember that this is the same person who stole the last garlic biscuit at dinner last night even though he knew I had my eye on it. Hardening my resolve once more, I shoot Joseph a mock glare and put my hands in my hips.

      “Not happening, J,” I insist, getting ready to shoulder check him out of the way. He may be bigger than me, but he would move because he wouldn’t take the chance of hurting me. “It’s my night for dishes.”

      “You say that every night!” He growls, throwing his wet hands in the air. “You cooked dinner, why can’t I do dishes this time?”

      I open my mouth to reply, but Levi’s masculine laugh coming from the entry takes me by surprise and I turn around to see what he’s doing. He smiles happily down at me as he strides over to me and puts his arms around my waist. He pulls my body flush against his.

      “Love, you know that you should be arguing that it’s not your turn, right?” he asks, still grinning down at me.

      “But I want to help,” I whine, trying to ignore my heart’s erratic beating. Being this close to Leviathan always has me tied up in knots.

      Levi huffs and shakes his head. “You help all the time. You’re always baking or cleaning or cooking or listening to my siblings bitch and moan about random things. You help plenty around here, so how about you come relax with me for a bit while Joseph does dishes, yeah?”

      I want to argue that I cooked so I should clean up my mess, but the chance to spend any time alone with Levi is too tempting to pass up. I nod my head and allow Levi to pull me from the kitchen. The rest of the family go off to do their own things, so it’s only Levi and myself in the sitting room.

      Leviathan pulls me onto his lap before I can even decide where I should sit. I giggle at him and roll my eyes when he wiggles his eyebrows at me.

      “You are a goof,” I tell him, trying to hide my blush.

      “A goof, huh?” he asks, smirking at me.

      I smile at him and nod my head. I’m not expecting his reaction to be what it is though. The humor drains from his face and he suddenly looks very serious. My smile also leaves my lips as his eyes flick back and forth between my eyes and my mouth.

      “Is this goofy, too?” he whispers, kissing me softly.

      He starts to pull away after a small kiss, but I’m not ready for him to go yet. I wrap my arms around his neck and pull him closer to me, deepening the kiss. I feel Levi’s tongue move across my lower lip, asking for entrance which I quickly and happily grant him. I don’t know how long we sit there, exploring each other through kisses, but a sudden shout for Levi has me pulling back so fast I almost fall off of his lap and onto my butt. Lucky for me he has his hands on my hips so I stay put.

      “What?” Levi growls back at whoever it was yelling for him.

      Brecken pokes his head into the room and gives me a knowing wink, causing another blush to stain my cheeks and an annoyed growl to escape Levi. Izzy comes around the corner and smacks Brecken upside the head, making me laugh at his stunned expression.

      “What do you want, Brecken?” Levi asks, not amused by his interruption.

      “Sorry to interrupt the romance, Bro.” Brecken smirks. “Another call at the gate; we gotta go.”

      Leviathan groans and rolls his head back, exasperated. “Fine, I will be right there.”

      He gives me one more soft kiss on my lips, then my forehead. Helping me stand, he repeats the same thing he has said every time he has left this week to go do a gate check. “Stay here, stay safe, and don’t get into trouble. I will be back for you as soon as I can, love.”

      I simply nod, quite disappointed that they have to leave again but knowing that it needs to be done. “Be safe,” I whisper, hugging him tightly before he leaves.

      I wait a few moments, making sure that they are gone. I know I have about four hours before they get back and I think it’s just enough time to get to my aunt’s house, get my things, then come back. My hope is to run into Aunt Lauren and confront her about everything going on. Levi was so adamant about me never going back that I know it’s something I have to do on my own. Hopefully, he won’t be too upset when he finds out.
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      After pulling on my shoes and my box of distractions that I had hidden from the family, I slowly make my way to the front door. Poking my head out, I listen for a few moments to be sure I can’t hear the family or the guards. Surely, they’re busy running a security check around the property and if it’s anything like the other checks, it’ll take them a while. When I’m confident they are all occupied, I quietly step outside and shut the door.

      Making my way slowly to the front gate, I see the guards standing there keeping watch. Thankfully, the family is nowhere to be seen. Knowing I will only have one shot to get away from them without them catching me, I take a deep breath and ready my box.

      “Hello Miss Harbor. What can we do for you?” guard number one asks, looking surprised to see me but more than curious about the box in my hands.

      “I just thought you all could use a pick-me-up,” I tell him sweetly, opening the lid of the box and revealing a large collection of baked goods. It’s not the first time I’ve given them treats. I figured if I got them hooked on them, they wouldn’t be suspicious of me bringing them as a distraction.

      “Oh, that is very nice of you,” guard number two says with a grin, already eying the brownies.

      “Unfortunately, I forgot the milk to go with them.” I sigh sadly and look over at their small guard building about a hundred feet from the entrance of the gate. “You wouldn’t happen to have some in your mini fridge, would you?” My voice is overly hopeful.

      “Of course, let me go get it,” Guard number one insists.

      “I will wait here. Can you ask him to get some cups as well?” I ask guard number two.

      Guard number two glances between his friend’s retreating back and the brownies, nodding and inching away. “Two minutes, wait here.”

      I grin triumphantly when he runs to catch up to guard number one. Mission accomplished. I set the box down next to their station and quickly punch in the code to open the gate. I don’t wait for it to open fully before I take off in a full sprint toward the bus stop, I know it’s about half a mile away near the main road.

      Lucky for me, the front of the Black’s estate is full of trees, blocking me from the view of the guards. Unlucky for me, the guards are shifters and the second they realize I’m gone they will be rushing to figure out where I went. My only hope is that I timed this correctly and the bus will be at the stop when I get there.

      I don’t stop running until I reach the main road and I almost laugh in relief when I see the bus pulling up to the stop. I quickly hop on and pull the coins I found in the couch out, silently reminding myself to apologize and pay them back as soon as I can.

      The ride to my aunt’s house is uneventful. It takes an hour, but I’m so busy either looking out the window expecting to see someone following me, or lost in thought, that the time flies by. When my stop comes up, I almost miss it because I’m busy trying to figure out what I should say to Lauren when I see her.

      Hopping off the bus, I make the easy walk to her house. A strange car is in the driveway, but that doesn’t surprise me. Lauren always has random people in the house. What does shock me is the fact the car looks brand new. Most of the cars that are around here don’t even look like they should be running, let alone like they just drove off the lot.

      I shake my head, not having time to think about the car and its owner. Walking into the house, I’m shocked at the state it’s in. The scent of stale cigarettes and alcohol hits my nose as soon as I step through the unlocked door. I have to kick a few empty bottles out of my way just to get all the way into the house. There are empty food wrappers, half smoked cigarette butts, burnt spoons, and used syringes all over the place. I can’t believe how horrible Lauren let her house get. I have never seen it so bad before.

      Looking around the room in shock, I don’t notice I’m not alone until it’s too late. Bulky arms wrap around me, trapping my arms to my sides. I scream and kick, but the arms tighten more, the grip bruising my arms.

      “Shut it, bitch,” a deep voice shouts in my ear as the man holding me pulls me toward a kitchen chair. “If you keep struggling, I will kill you.”

      I immediately stop my movements. The jerk drags me to the dining room table and ties me to a chair. This is bad, this is very bad. I’m so confused. Where is Lauren and who is this crazy guy? My thoughts are soon answered when Lauren comes out with another oversized ape of a man.

      “Julianne, nice of you to finally show your face.” Lauren’s voice is sickly sweet and I realize quickly she is going to be of no help. She wastes no time spewing insults my way. “You know when your parents died and I was contacted to take care of you, my first thought was ‘Hell no!’ Why would I want to take care of a spoiled brat that my idiot sister spawned?”

      I flinch at her hateful words about my mother. I could care less what she says about me, but I can’t stand her speaking ill of my parents. “You don’t know anything, Lauren. My mother and father were amazing people and it’s no wonder they never talked about you. You are hateful and disgusting.”

      A harsh slap across my face brings a gasp out of me and tears spring to my eyes. Lauren thanks the ass who hit me, then glares at me.

      “You want to know why I decided to take you in?” Lauren asks, not stopping to hear my answer before she continues on. “I found out that your mommy and daddy left you quite the inheritance. Unfortunately for me, the inheritance is in a bank account that is only in your name and only accessible on your eighteenth birthday.”

      I stare at her in shock, not believing that she kept this information from me. She lied to me about their will. They left an inheritance I knew nothing about? Was she ever going to tell me?

      “I recently found a loophole though,” she explains with an evil grin. “If you die, your legal guardian gets the inheritance. So, I decided to hire some help. These lovely gentlemen helped me borrow some rather expensive items from a family they claim has a lot of power. It was almost too easy to set you up to take the fall for it. However, when they didn’t kill you like we all expected, we had to come up with a plan B.”

      Looking back to the two men standing menacingly behind Lauren, I cringe at the evil, glowing glint in their eyes. I don’t know if Lauren knows what they are, but I think I do. It’s a toss-up whether they’re rogue demon shifters or part of the notorious Ashford clan. Either way, they have no regard for human life and they are more than happy to help my aunt get rid of me.

      “They know the Black family and helped me break into their house. They also helped me plant the evidence that it was you,” she explains, clearly happy with herself. “When my plans didn’t work out, I knew it was only a matter of time before you came back for the little trinkets you thought you hid so well.”

      I feel my eyes widen in horror when she reaches under the kitchen counter and pulls out my small box of mementos from my parents.
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      “Give me the box, Lauren,” I growl, struggling against the ties holding me to the kitchen chair. Luckily, the goon didn’t do a very good job at securing me. He must think because I’m human and he isn’t I wouldn’t be able to escape. I wiggle my wrists until I feel one of the ties loosening, and I know if I can get free, I may be able to get the box from her and make a run for it.

      “No, I don’t think I will.” She grins evilly at me and dumps the contents of the box on the table. “Let’s see what we have here. I don’t want to burn anything valuable after all.”

      She proceeds to go through the notes, cards, pictures, and other small items from the box. When she gets to the necklace my father gave my mother when I was born, she picks it up and smiles triumphantly when she realizes how much it would be worth.

      “Well it looks like we have something to sell in this pile of crap,” Lauren says to the two men standing behind her watching her sift through the items.

      I’m finally able to work the ties loose around my hands and I jump up from my seated position, surprising Lauren and the two men. I snatch the necklace from her and make a mad dash for the door. Just as I’m about to clear the threshold, someone grabs a fist full of my hair and yanks me back hard enough to cause me to fall to the ground. Before I can do anything, Lauren starts kicking and hitting any part of my body she can reach.

      “I should’ve killed you months ago, you ungrateful bitch,” she screams as her booted foot comes down on my chest. I curl into myself, trying to protect my head and stomach from her blows. The world starts to go dim, but before I allow myself to succumb to the darkness, I hear distant shouting and wonder if the neighbors called the police again.

      “Julianne!” a comforting and familiar voice breaks through the blackness threatening to overtake me. “Open your eyes for me, love.”

      Leviathan is here. I want to open my eyes and see him, tell him I’m sorry for leaving without telling him. I can’t though, my head is too fuzzy and my body is too tired. My last thought before I finally pass out is, I hope I don’t die so I can tell him I’m falling in love with him.

      
        
        LEVIATHAN’S POV

      

      

      “What the fuck do you mean she is gone?” I shout, glaring at Ron and Don, our two night guards. “What happened?”

      The two idiots proceed to explain how Julianne brought down some baked goods for them and when they went to get milk at her request, she took off. Ron stayed behind to keep guard over the gate while Don ran after her and caught up to her just in time to see her jump on a bus.

      I try taking a few deep breaths to calm myself down, but it doesn’t work. I have to wonder why she would run. She seemed happy with us, but was she really just hoping for a chance to escape? Maybe asking her to move in with me was too much for her, but in my world, once you meet your mate, you are never far apart from each other so her moving in now isn’t strange at all.

      “Levi, I think I know where she went,” Joseph mumbles, wearily eying me. He knows how mad I am right now and he is smart to tread lightly. Though I would never hurt him, I might shout or scare the hell out of him.

      “Where?” I ask, trying to keep my voice calm.

      “I think she went to her aunt’s home. She was talking about it the other day and no one wanted her to go. As far as I know, it was never discussed again but I think she still wanted to go confront her aunt and get her things from that house,” Joseph explains, toeing the ground with his shoe.

      I take a brief moment to think over his words before nodding and heading for the door. “Brecken and Remus, you guys coming or not?” I ask as I pass them.

      Without a word they follow me out the door and to my car. I didn’t know my car could go as fast as it did on our way to Julianne’s old house. Thankfully her license had her address or I’d never be able to find her. The closer we get the worse the houses look, and when we pull up to Julianne’s, I’m shocked at the shit hole we’re staring at.

      I don’t take much time looking at the place though. I’m on a mission to get my girl. I walk up to the door and I hear shouting and what sounds like someone being hit. I slam the door open and see red at the sight in front of me. Any control I have over the demon inside of me disappears. I shift in the middle of the doorway, not caring who may witness it.

      Julianne is lying on the floor with two members of the Ashford clan standing over her, while her aunt is beating on her and screaming that she should have killed her already. I don’t hesitate to take the lives of both of the Ashford men, but I don’t want the blood of Julianne’s aunt on my hands, even if she deserves it.

      Brecken, however, has no problem at all with getting a little... or a lot... of blood on his hands.
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      Three days. Julianne has been unconscious, hooked up to wires and tubes, bruised and broken, for three days. Brecken took care of Julianne’s aunt for me and, watching my love lying broken in that bed, there isn’t a hint of regret that I let him do it. Her body won’t ever be found. As far as the police know she ran after we showed up and we have not seen her since. There is no evidence to suggest otherwise, so they simply put her picture in the media as a wanted person. The bodies of the two Ashford men are with the aunt as well, where they should be.

      Remus said that Julianne will make a full recovery. She has a broken leg and a few cracked ribs. Along with bruising and scrapes all over her body, she has a concussion and a gash in her forehead that required stitches. He claims her body just needs time to rest and when she is ready, she will wake up. She is lucky to have no internal injuries.

      I want to be angry with her for leaving and going to her aunt’s house without telling me, or at the very least, asking me to come with her, but I understand why she did it. I made it clear I wanted her to have nothing to do with her aunt and she felt she couldn’t come to me. I should have offered to take her when she first broached the subject. My idiocy put her in this position and I can only hope she forgives me for that.

      “I’m so sorry, love,” I whisper, kissing Julianne’s forehead. “Please don’t hate me.”

      “Levi?” My father’s voice pulls my attention to the door of Julianne’s hospital room.

      My father and mother are standing in the doorway, next to Izzy, Vivian, and Nikki. I know that means the girls are here to clean Julianne up. I hope she is all right with it, but I refuse to allow a stranger to come near my girl.

      “Let’s go get something to eat, Levi,” my father suggests, seeing the indecision in my eyes as I glance from my family back to my life.

      Finally deciding that she needs the girls to look after her, I allow my father to pull me from the room and down to the hospital cafeteria where my brothers and Joseph are all waiting with food for us.

      “Thanks,” I mumble, picking at the sandwich Remus slides in front of me.

      “So, we found out more about Lauren and the Ashford clan,” Brecken reveals, breaking the silence. My head snaps up and he knows he has my full attention. “Turns out Lauren owed the Ashford clan money. They had some low-level human drug trafficking going on, probably for shits and giggles because the assholes have nothing better to do with their pathetic lives.

      “Lauren contacted them, telling them that her niece stole the money that was supposed to be used to pay back her loan. They decided to help her set up Julianne with the promise of gaining half of Julianne’s inheritance which would be triple what Lauren owed them. The only problem was that their plan didn’t work. We didn’t kill Julianne. Instead, we let her live and that they could not allow or else they would never see a penny of that money.”

      The tick in my jaw did not go unnoticed by Brecken and he cringes a bit. “I’m sorry about that whole thing, Levi. Julianne forgave me for being a dick.”

      I take a deep breath, reminding myself that I’m not mad at Brecken for trying to protect the family. I’m mad at the Ashford clan for putting Julianne in danger. I nod at Brecken, letting him know he is forgiven and I see his shoulders relax slightly. He may act big and tough, but at heart, he can’t stand anyone in the family being upset with him. “Anyway...” Brecken continues after taking a quick drink of water. “So, when they realized we hadn’t killed Julianne, they came up with plan B. The security breaches at the gates were a distraction. Lauren hoped that Julianne would run away from us and right into their waiting arms. But when you and she were spotted around town having fun and she looked happy, they had to continue to try to lure Julianne out and away from us. Lauren knew that Julianne would come back eventually for her parents’ things that she hid from her.”

      “How did you find all of this out?” Dad asks, raising an eyebrow at his eldest son.

      Brecken smirks. “When they were loading Julianne onto the ambulance, I noticed someone watching from across the street. He looked too nervous to be a bystander, so I looked into it. Turns out he was one of the Ashford men that helped Lauren. He was very helpful when he thought I was going to allow him to go free if he told me what I wanted to know.”

      The look in Brecken’s eyes tells me that the man did not receive his promised freedom I’m sure the Ashford’s will retaliate when they find out three of their own were killed by us. It may lead to them starting an all-out war with us.

      My mother walks up to our table, ending the conversation we were having. I know she is here to tell me I’m good to go back to Julianne so I stand, food untouched, and start to head out of the cafeteria.

      “Levi,” Remus calls, stopping me. I turn to see him jogging up to me and I wait impatiently for him to make it to me. He looks really bothered by something, so rather than brushing him off, I allow him to catch up before I start walking again. Remus remains silent at my side while thinking through something. I don’t try to push him. He will talk to me when he has his thoughts sorted.

      When we’re outside Julianne’s room, he grabs my arm to stop me from going through the door. I look at him patiently, wondering what is on his mind. “Levi, you need to think about something. Julianne is human. If the Ashford’s start a war, they will come after her first, knowing she is our weakness. When she wakes up, you need to tell her everything and allow her to make her own decision on whether she wants to join us or not.”

      I growl low and threatening when he implies she may decide she doesn’t want to be with us. Remus doesn’t seem fazed by my not so silent threat. Instead, he puts a comforting hand on my shoulder and continues explaining himself. “You know there is a good chance she won’t survive the change, Levi. You need to be prepared for that and so does she. Even if she does somehow come through it unscathed, it’s will not be an easy change for her. Please just think on this, You and she both need to be in agreement”

      Mulling over his words, I curse in frustration, knowing he is right. “Okay, I will talk to her when she wakes up.”

      Remus nods his approval and walks back toward the cafeteria to meet up with everyone else. I turn back to Julianne’s room and head inside, ready to sit with her for the night again.
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      My head hurts. At first, I can’t think past the throbbing pain in my head. It feels like someone was jackhammering just feet from me. Breathing deeply, I rub my temples and try to push past the pain. It takes time but soon enough, the pain is tolerable enough for me to think straight. I try to recall what happened to me but I have no idea where I am. I fight to focus on my last memory.

      It takes a few moments, but I’m finally able to remember everything. Sneaking out, my aunt and her horrid friends, all of my parents’ things being thrown around like they mean nothing. My attempt at getting away from my aunt and her idiot friends and them stopping me.

      I flinch involuntarily at the memory and feel something on my hand tighten. My heart starts to race at the thought that the men are still here and they are going to hurt me again. My body shakes and traitorous tears begin to leak from my still closed eyes.

      “Open your eyes and look at me, love.” Leviathan’s voice breaks through the panic fogging my mind. “Please, wake up. You are safe, baby. I’m right here.”

      I pry my eyes open and take a deep breath in relief when Levi’s worried face swims into view. The relief is so overwhelming I start to sob and squeeze what I now know is his hand in mine.

      He doesn’t hesitate to pull me carefully into his arms, positioning himself next to me so that he is able to hold me to him and rock me gently and soothingly. It takes a while for me to calm down and when I do, I feel a bit silly for crying all over Levi.

      “I’m sorry,” I murmur against his chest. I don’t move because I don’t want him to think I’m ready to let him go yet. He seems to understand that and simply tightens his hold on me.

      “Why would you be sorry, love?” he asks, kissing the top of my head.

      “Well...” I sigh, biting my cheek while I think. “I was going to say I’m sorry for crying all over you like a baby, but I guess I should be sorry I snuck out. Where are we?”

      “You’re in the hospital, love. They have been taking great care of you for me.” His hand gestures about the room. “This is only temporary. As soon as you feel able, you will be home with me, where you belong.”

      I’m still confused about how I arrived here and need to understand. “Wh-what happened, Levi?”

      I feel Leviathan’s whole body tense up and it causes me to move my head so I can see his face. I need to know what he is thinking. His eyes are tight and his lips are pursed as he stares at the wall of the hospital room.

      “We were almost too late,” Levi whispers just when I think he isn’t going to answer me. “The guards told us what you did and I want so bad to be angry with you, but I know why you did it.”

      I open my mouth to protest, but he shakes his head and continues before I can. “Julianne, I made you feel like you couldn’t come to me when you wanted to do something and I’m sorry for that. Even if I don’t agree with you, I need you to understand I will always help you and listen to you. I don’t ever want you to go off alone again. The Ashford’s almost killed you, love. I wouldn’t have survived that.”

      “The Ashford’s?” I ask, not understanding what he is talking about. “So, I was right. Those men were demon shifters. I thought their eyes were glowing but thought maybe I imagined it.”

      “No, love. You didn’t imagine it. The men working with your aunt were from the Ashford Clan,” he confirms, his voice grim. He proceeds to explain to me what my aunt had planned and the things she did.

      “Julianne...” He hesitates, studying my face silently before finally continuing on. “Your aunt is considered wanted as far as anyone else is concerned, but I need you to understand that my family and I did what we had to do. Brecken did what he had to do to protect you. You won’t ever see her again.”

      I understand what Levi left unsaid. My aunt isn’t really missing and I’m not sorry about it. Maybe I should be sad or more sympathetic, but I can’t bring myself to care about the person who tried to kill me and made my life hell after I lost my parents. She is where she needs to be.

      “I’m not upset about what you and Brecken did to save me,” I tell Levi, putting my hand on his cheek. “Thank you for saving me.”

      Leviathan’s face softens and he smiles gently down at me. “Always,” he murmurs, leaning down and placing a soft kiss on my lips.

      “Levi, I need to tell you something,” I say, pulling away from his kiss. I remember my final thought before I passed out and I need to make sure I tell him this time.

      I look at him and see the worry in his eyes, as if he thinks I have bad news. I smile softly at him and kiss him quickly. “I love you, Levi. I needed to make sure I tell you that.”

      His eyes widen momentarily before a heart-stopping smile breaks out across his perfect face. “I love you, Julianne. I have loved you since you cut your damn palm in my kitchen. I didn’t want to scare the hell out of you by saying it, but it feels really good to say it. I love you. I love you.”

      I giggle at him as he repeats himself and kisses every inch of my face before finally murmuring the words against my lips one more time and then kissing me deeply.
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      The doctor made me spend a few nights in the hospital to ensure there was no lasting damage. During that time, Leviathan was acting strange. When Remus would come to say hello, Levi would tense up and make an excuse to shove his brother out of the room. I would hear them arguing outside the door. I didn’t catch much but I did hear Leviathan insist my only job was to get better and we would talk about things when I get home.

      Home. That’s another thing we spoke about. Mary and Abe refused to take no for an answer in regards to me moving in with them. I told them I have no way to contribute, but they laughed and said my baked goods were contribution enough. I decided to tell Levi before I’m discharged today that I have decided I would like to move in with him.

      “Levi,” I murmur, my voice quiet and unsure. What if he’s changed his mind by now?

      “Yeah, love?” he asks, a bit distracted as he goes about the room making sure all of my things have been collected.

      “I just wanted to tell you that I want to move in with you,” I whisper my confession, hoping he doesn’t hear how my voice shakes with nerves.

      Levi’s back is to me and as soon as the words are out of my mouth his whole body freezes. My heart starts to race when I think of why he is reacting this way. Crap, he changed his mind, he doesn’t think I should move in with him. This is bad, how can I take it back without sounding stupid?

      “You what?” Levi asks, pulling me out of my internal panic as he turns to face me, his expression carefully neutral. “Say it again.”

      “Never mind, I was just uh—kidding or whatever. You don’t need me bumming around your house; I had plans to get my own place anyway. It’s better this way, right?” I start to ramble, trying anything to come back from my idiocy.

      “Do you want to move in with me, Julianne?” Leviathan asks, his voice strong and steady. “Be honest.”

      My eyes widen as I try to think of the best way to answer this. When nothing good comes to mind, I sigh in defeat and rub my eyes with my palms as I speak. “Levi, I’m sorry. I love you and I know it’s fast but you had asked me to move in. Your parents even asked me to move in. At first, I thought it would be too unconventional, but then I realized nothing about my life is conventional anymore and I don’t really care if it’s not. I want you. I love you. I don’t care what anyone else thinks.

      “But I took a long time to answer you, and I get it if you changed your mind. I have been a pain in the butt since the day you met me. Maybe you need a little time away from me or something and I’m not going to stop you if you—”

      I have no idea what I planned to say next, but whatever it was flies right out of my mind when Levi picks me up off the bed and holds me bridal style as he kisses me senseless. I giggle when he breaks the kiss and gently swings me around the room, careful to avoid bumping my hurt leg.

      “I thought you would never say yes to this,” he says with a chuckle, kissing me a few more times. “I have been waiting for your answer and I was so worried you would tell me you didn’t want to go home with me today.”

      I giggle at his exuberance and kiss him quickly. “I love you.”

      “I love you so damn much, Julianne,” Levi tells me softly with a gentle smile. “Let’s go home, love.”
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        * * *

      

      The ride home is quiet, but it’s a comfortable silence. Levi holds my hand and continues to grin like a loon the whole way. When we arrive, the guards at the gate are unfamiliar to me. “What happened to the old guards?” I ask, scrunching my brows together and looking over the two new additions.

      “They were let go,” Levi states simply.

      “What! Why?” I shout, unbuckling myself and stumbling out of the car as Levi pulls the car to a stop. My crutches are in the back seat which makes maneuvering my broken leg more difficult.

      Levi gets out and glares at me as he rushes to my side to help. “You should wait for me to get you out, Love.” He shakes his head when I raise a brow at him, silently demanding an answer to my previous question. “They let you go,” he growls, referencing the day I took off.

      “They did not let me go, Leviathan,” I growl back, getting angrier by the moment. I’m vaguely aware that the whole family has come outside, but I’m too focused on Levi. “I have free will. I can leave when I wish and I wished it, so I left. Hire them back.”

      “No,” Levi shouts, looking at me like I’m crazy.

      “Fine,” I say, shrugging and grabbing my duffle bag and crutches from the car.

      Levi appears a bit surprised to have won so fast, but he looks even more surprised when I start wobbling toward the gates. Navigating my duffle and the crutches proves difficult, but I manage.

      “Where the hell are you going?” he calls, rushing to catch up to me.

      “I’m not sure, but if you think it’s okay to fire people because they allow me to have free will then I won’t be staying here,” I inform him, not stopping my stride toward the gate.

      “Fine!” Levi curses under his breath and picks up speed to cut me off. He turns and faces me, not trying to hide his annoyance. “Okay, I will hire Ron and Don back.”

      I smile triumphantly and thank him. He chuckles and groans at the same time, trying to hold on to his frustration but unable to. “You drive me crazy, and for the record you can leave when you wish. But the Ashford clan is still out there and I don’t want them getting to you, so please promise to bring someone with you if you do go out.”

      I don’t have to think twice about his request, there is no way I want any of those lunatics after me. “Promise,” I tell him with a nod, sticking my pinky out to him.

      He stares at my hand for a few seconds, then looks at me and arches an eyebrow in question.

      “It’s a pinky promise.” I gape at him. “Have you never made a pinky promise?”

      He shakes his head in the negative and nervously scratches the back of his neck. “Is that bad?”

      “Yes, because any promises from your past are not real!” I explain, completely serious.

      “Uh,” Levi seems at a loss for words and I simply shake my head and show him the steps to making a pinky promise. I hook his pinky around mine and kiss my thumb, encouraging him to kiss his thumb at the same time. He complies, I think because he has no idea how to protest. Once finished, I grin happily at him.

      “Now it’s a forever binding promise,” I tell him, taking his hand and walking back toward the house. “Though I would strongly suggest you redo all of your previous promises so they are valid.” With a snort and a shake of the head, Leviathan chuckles at me and takes my bag so he can carry it the rest of the way home.
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      Levi has refused to let me lift a finger my entire first week home from the hospital. As much as I have tried to sneak around and cook dinner or do laundry when he isn’t looking, the man has super hearing so it’s literally impossible to get anything past him. After seven full days of this, I have finally had enough of being treated like a delicate piece of glass.

      “Leviathan Black! You will let me into that kitchen and I will make myself lunch, or so help me, I will tell your mother!” I shout with my hands on my hips when Levi tries for the fifth time today to block my path into the kitchen.

      “Love, you need rest,” Levi tries to argue, making me melt a bit at his continued concern for me.

      “No, Levi.” I sigh, taking a few steps forward and wrapping my arms around his waist as he engulfs me in his arms automatically. Then resting my head against his chest, I continue, “I need normalcy. I’m fine, the doctor said I’m fine. I’m not going to break in half by cooking lunch or folding towels. You have to calm down.”

      I feel Leviathan stiffen when I say I won’t break in half, then relax slightly as I tell him to calm down. He is silent for a few moments, simply holding me in his arms and gently running his hands up and down my back.

      “I’ll try to relax a bit,” he finally concedes, his voice a bit resigned. “But we need to talk about something important, Julianne.” His confession about our need to talk has me on edge, but I allow him to lead me to his room so we can have some form of privacy.

      As Levi closes his bedroom door, I move to the bed and sit down and tucking my good foot under me Levi comes and sits down so he is facing me. He runs his hand through his hair and takes a deep breath. My nerves are starting to get the better of me. What in the world is Levi so anxious about? I don’t voice my thoughts because I know he is working out how to talk to me and he will say it when he is ready. It does nothing to calm me down though. I’m a ball of nerves until he finally opens his mouth to speak.

      “I love you,” he starts, his gaze on me not wavering. He sees the confusion in my eyes and smiles softly at me. “I know I have said this before, but I need you to know how much I love you. I would do anything for you and anything to keep you safe, Julianne.”

      He waits for me to nod my head in understanding before he continues on. “I need you to listen to everything I have to say before you make any decisions. I also need you to know—and this is the most important part—I will always love you no matter what you decide.”

      “Levi. you’re starting to scare me. What is going on?” I murmur, my voice shaking with nerves.

      Levi links his hands with mine. “Remus and I had a talk while you were still in the hospital. We know the Ashford clan is going to be coming after us full force, and soon. We don’t know how or when and that puts us at a disadvantage. We have the power and the numbers against them, but Julianne, you are human and that makes you our weak link. They will come after you with everything they have and they will do whatever they can to take you away from me.”

      I’m completely frozen in place as I absorb all of this new information. I know he is telling me the Ashford clan is going to do whatever they can to kill me, but I also know there is more to it than that.

      I don’t say anything and the silence stretches on for a few long moments before Levi growls in frustration and hops up to start pacing around the room.

      “The talk that Remus and I had was about you and your... options,” he explains, giving me a wary glance as he continues to pace. “If you decide to stay human, the Ashford clan will not stop until they kill you. We would protect you with everything we have, but we can’t guarantee your safety. Julianne, my family and I would protect you with our lives. I love you. They love you. But it’s possible the Ashford’s would be able to get to you unless you spent your entire life in this house and never left.”

      “What’s my other option?” I whisper, barely able to hear my own voice but I know he hears me.

      Levi stops pacing and watches me with pursed lips for a moment before crossing the room to sit next to me again. “You have the option to become one of us, but we told you before how dangerous that is. You could die from the change, love.”

      Levi looks at me pleadingly and I know what he is not saying. My chances of dying are pretty high whether I stay human or not.

      “What do we do?” I ask, willing away the tears that are threatening to spill from my eyes. “I don’t want to die, Levi.”

      “I don’t want that for you either, love,” he insists, pulling me onto his lap. “I will do whatever I can to keep you alive and safe if you decide that is what you want. If you want to become like us, I will do my best to make it as painless as possible and keep you as safe but there are some things I just can’t control. I will love you forever, no matter what you decide.”

      I wrap my arms around him and pull Levi impossibly closer to my body. I know what my decision is; I knew before he even asked me. But hearing the options out loud and the dangers of those options makes my heart beat a little faster. What if I’m making the wrong choice and I regret it forever, or worse, what if I die?! There is so much that could go wrong, but deep down I know it’s the right thing to do.

      With a deep breath, I pull away from Levi and give him a light kiss on the lips. “I know what my decision is,” I tell him and feel him tense under me. “Levi, I knew what my decision was before I even left to see my aunt and it hasn’t changed. I want to be with you forever, not just until I grow old. You and your family are my family now. I can’t live without you, so I want to join your family in every way I can.”
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      The day after I voiced my decision to join Levi’s family for good, he told his family the news. They all had the same mixed emotions that Levi and I had. Excitement that I may be able to join them forever and fear that I may die before I get the chance.

      After a lot of discussion, we all agreed that the sooner we completed the change the better. Levi said he wanted to do the honors and I was surprised he thought I would allow anyone else to do something like that to me and for me. I told him I don’t want to know when it’s going to happen. I want it to be a surprise so I’m not expecting it and anticipating the pain. Maybe then I won’t be as anxious about it.

      The whole family sat down with me and explained that the process includes Levi almost draining my body of blood before giving me some of his. It’s a very tricky process and that part alone can kill me. If I survive the initial draining, I will feel the pain of the transformation, and that shouldn’t take more than twenty-four hours but it will feel like days. They don’t spare me on the details because I wouldn’t let them. I want to know what I’m getting myself into. So, much to Levi’s dismay, I demand to hear all the horrid details about the process of changing a human into a demon shifter.

      It has been a week since the decision was made and the details worked out. Mary and Abe have seen a human being changed firsthand, so they will talk with Levi in more detail about it while I’m not around. It seems a bit awkward for them to be coaching him on such an intimate thing, but I suppose having someone who knows what they are talking about is helpful. I don’t want to end up dead after all.

      I have been cleaning and baking and organizing like a mad woman, trying to keep myself busy. The linen closet upstairs looks like something from Better Homes and Gardens magazine and the kitchen pantry has been organized three times this week. I know Levi is trying to stay calm in front of me but I can see the nerves in his eyes when he’s around me.

      I’m so deep in my thoughts while baking my third batch of chocolate chip berry muffins I don’t realize anyone has joined me in the kitchen until Levi’s arms wrap around my waist and his lips rest on my neck.

      I gasp in surprise and tilt my head on instinct, allowing him more access to my neck. “You scared me,” I murmur, grinning uncontrollably when he starts placing soft kisses up and down the side of my neck.

      “I didn’t mean to. I wasn’t quiet coming in,” he assures me, his breath ghosting over my skin and causing shivers to rack my body. “You seemed deep in thought. Anything you would like to talk about? Everyone is out of the house right now. They won’t be back for an hour or so.”

      I shake my head, too focused on his touch to form a coherent thought. Levi places an open-mouthed kiss on my shoulder and sucks lightly in the same spot. Sparks of electricity shoot through my veins and I can’t stop the small whimper of pleasure that escapes my mouth.

      I feel rather than see the smirk that crosses Leviathan’s lips and I have half a mind to lift my shoulder quickly and pop him in the mouth. He is such a tease. As if sensing my frustration, Levi chuckles and quickly kisses my neck once more before backing away.

      “What are you making this time?” he asks, leaning his hip on the counter and crossing his perfect arms over his perfect chest.

      He still has a knowing smile on his perfect, stupid face and rather than answering him I send him a glare and turn back to my baking.

      Levi chuckles at me. “Don’t pout, it’s too tempting,” he insists, his smile growing wider. “You have no patience whatsoever, love. You are going to have to learn some.”

      “I don’t want patience, I want... other things,” I tell him, sticking my bottom lip out in an exaggerated pout.

      Shaking his head in exasperation, Levi turns away from me and heads to the kitchen island, taking a seat on one of the stools. “All good things, love.”

      “Jerk,” I mumble under my breath as I throw the last of the muffins in the oven and start the timer. I know full well that Levi can hear me when I mumble, but I’m not in the mood to care about that right now.

      Before I can come up with another scathing remark, Levi spins me around and holds my face carefully with both of his hands, his mouth coming down onto mine hard and fast. I kiss him back just as hard, needing him close to me, needing this connection with him. I wrap my arms around his neck and tangle my fingers in his hair, holding him close to me.

      Levi runs his hands down my sides and over my hips, gripping them tightly. I gasp at the feel of him lifting me off the ground and, in an attempt to steady myself, I wrap my legs around his waist and clutch his hair tighter. The extra tug on his locks has him growling into my mouth and deepening the kiss. I can’t think about anything but him. His scent, his body, his lips. Only him.

      Breaking the kiss to draw in air, he doesn’t take his lips from me, but rather moves his mouth to my jaw then slowly down to my neck. I should be afraid. I should have the sense to stop him or worry he may bite me now, but the feel of his mouth on me is ruining all of my sensibility.

      When he starts lightly sucking on my neck, my hips thrust forward into his and I throw my head back at the sensation. Levi seems to like my reaction because suddenly my back is pushed against a wall and he is grinding his length into my core as he continues working his way from my neck to the swell of my breasts. “Levi.” I breathe his name out, pushing myself into him as much as I can.

      Levi follows the path from my left breast to my right and back up to my collar bone then my neck again. I don’t even realize what he is doing until I feel a sharp pain in my neck and I stiffen at the pain. I’m able to think clearly enough to bite my lip and try to hold in the cries that want to break free. I don’t want him to feel bad about doing something I have asked him to do.

      The fiery pain in my neck continues to grow until I can’t handle it any longer. I’m about to open my mouth to release a scream out when Levi stops. I try to open my eyes and see him, but they won’t cooperate with me. I feel heavy and tired. Something wet and warm touches my tongue and I hear Levi telling me to take a drink.

      I’m so tired I only want to sleep, but when I try to slip into slumber, something shakes me awake. I swallow the liquid in my mouth as it flows in, but soon it’s too hard to stay awake and I succumb to the darkness.
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      “Okay, love,” I murmur, sinking to the floor with Julianne after I take my mouth from her neck. “I need you to drink for me.”

      Using my teeth, I bite my wrist and place it up to her mouth, urging her to take my blood. When she doesn’t respond, I start to panic. Did I take too much? I did what I was told to do. What has always worked. So why isn’t she responding?

      “Julianne, drink it!” I shout, pressing my wrist a bit more into her mouth. I feel her tongue touch my wrist but then she goes completely limp in my arms.

      I pull my phone out and stab at the keys until it starts ringing. The second the other line picks up I start shouting. “Something went wrong, I need you!”

      “Calm down, Levi,” my father insists, though his voice shakes a bit and I know he is worried. “We’re a few minutes away. What happened?”

      “She isn’t responding, her heart is slowing down,” I sputter out in my panic. “Something is wrong, I did something wrong and she won’t drink.”

      “Levi, I need you to listen to me, son,” my father’s voice is serious and demands attention. “Take her to your room, continue to give her your blood until we get there. Let it run into her mouth and down her throat if you have to. Just stay calm. We’re almost there.”

      I hang up without another word and with a speed that would cause a panic among humans, I pick my girl up and race to my room. Laying her limp body gently on my bed, I lie next to her and put my wrist back to her mouth. I quietly beg her to be okay, to respond in some way and start taking the blood she needs.

      My family races through the house and up the stairs to my room as soon as they get home. They have all come to love Julianne nearly as much as I have. I can’t lose her; we can’t lose her.

      My father comes to the bed and checks her over, asking again what happened exactly. I explain to him that I bit her and how much blood I took from her. I tell him everything that happened after. He looks worried and I start to panic. I did something wrong. I knew it.

      “Levi, there is nothing you can do now but wait for her to respond,” he tells me, trying to be reassuring.

      He doesn’t appear hopeful and it knocks the breath from my lungs to see my father look so defeated. If he doesn’t have hope, then there isn’t any to have. Something wet falls from my face and hits my arm. I wipe at my face with my free hand and realize I have tears coming from my eyes.

      This hasn’t happened to me in more years than I can remember. I’m going to lose my love, my life. I killed her because I’m selfish and wanted to keep her. This is my fault.

      I spend the next few hours holding Julianne and silently allowing the tears to flow. I listen as her heart slows more and more before finally stopping completely. My world stops at that moment. I can’t breathe or think. I can only hold her and tell her how sorry I am for failing her.

      A sudden ear-piercing scream pierces the room, coming from the girl I’m holding in my arms. The unexpectedness of it has my body jolting and my fangs elongating, ready to fight off the threat. My eyes widen in shock and it takes me a few long seconds for me to register that the scream meant she wasn’t dead.

      When Julianne screams in agony again, I snap back to reality and call for Remus. He comes rushing into the room with our parents trailing behind him. They stare in shock for a second and I know they heard her heart stop as well. My mother wipes the tears from her eyes and goes about the room trying to find a way to make Julianne more comfortable.

      Remus and my father check her over and assure me she was still in the throes of the change. For some reason, my bite was affecting her differently than they expected. “This is the second stage so it’s a good sign she made it this far. If all goes as planned, I will have a new daughter come morning,” my father informs me.

      Just before they leave the room and allow me to be alone with Julianne, Remus places a hand on my shoulder and squeezes. “This is not going to be easy, Brother. It will be over soon one way or the other but for now all you can do is be here with her. Talk to her and hold her; she needs you.”

      I simply nod my head and turn back to Julianne. I murmur in her ear as she writhes and cries and screams in pain. I can’t help her and it kills me that I have to let her go through this. I continue to hold her in my arms, smoothing her hair out of her face and whispering in her ear how much I love her and how sorry I am that I’m the cause of her agony. I tell her I’m here and I’m not going anywhere. I beg her to be all right and to come back to me soon. I can only hope she doesn’t have to endure this for long and that the pain she is going through is worth it in the end.

      Sometime in the middle of the night Julianne stops screaming and her body stills its tremors. Remus comes in to check on her and tells me it has been roughly ten hours since she started. He says that the worst is over for now, but the very end of the transition is the most critical. For now, she is resting against my chest and whimpering softly as she sleeps. Remus quietly removes her cast and one tiny victory is the fact her broken leg is fully healed thanks to the change. She may not have completed it yet, but it’s enough to heal her and anything that helps her rest a little easier is a win in my mind.
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      When my mind starts to float back to consciousness, the first thing I notice is the pain. It’s unlike anything I’ve ever experienced before. Completely consuming and overwhelming. I feel everything; every part of my body is being licked by the fire. I try to cry out for help, but only screams escape me. My body jerks, trying to escape the hurt. I want to give in to the darkness again, but I know that if I do, I will not wake again.

      I have a moment of weakness, thinking it wouldn’t be a bad thing to give into the darkness to escape the pain, but then I hear Leviathan. He’s whispering to me and telling me he loves me. He begs me to come back to him and to fight for him. I hear his apologies and pleas to forgive him for doing this to me. The desire to reach out to him and comfort him fills me, but my body is too weak and I hurt too much to even attempt moving on purpose.

      I allow Levi’s voice to soothe the pain as I cling to consciousness. I do everything in my power to focus on his voice and his light touches instead of the hurt. It feels like days pass before it finally eases to a tolerable level and I can feel my body stop arching and bowing. I’m pulled into Levi’s warm side and I drift in and out of sleep to the sound of myself whimpering and Levi’s murmurs in my ear.

      The next time I come to, it isn’t gradual or calming. It’s a burst of pain and it completely debilitates me. My mouth opens and a deafening scream escapes me, causing Leviathan to jolt under me.

      “Remus!” he shouts, his voice shaking as he calls for his brother. “Remus, help!”

      I continue to scream, having no control over my body and my reactions. I hear Remus rush into the room and start shouting orders at Leviathan. They are doing what they can to help me and I know that, but my body feels like it’s about to shut down.

      My breathing starts to accelerate and my veins begin to burn as if filled with fire. I felt my heart stop beating long ago but now it feels as if it’s trying to start again, with no success. Tears pour from my still closed eyes as Leviathan tries desperately to calm me with his touch and his words.

      “Levi, this is bad,” I hear Remus whisper over my screams of agony. “This isn’t a typical reaction, this is worse. I’m sorry, Levi. I don’t know what else to do to help her.”

      “No!” Levi shouts, surprising me with his loud volume. He begins pleading with me and every word breaks my already stopped heart. “Julianne, you need to fight. I need you, love. Please don’t leave me! I can’t lose you. Baby, please!”

      I do everything I can to hold on for Leviathan. I fight my body’s need to shut down and give into the pain and darkness trying to consume me. Just when I think I can’t take anymore, something changes.

      Without warning everything stops. Time stops, my screams stop, Leviathan’s pleading stops, and everything goes silent. I lie there trying to figure out what is happening. Why suddenly I have no senses at all. I don’t feel pain or Leviathan touching me, I don’t hear his pleas or Remus shouting orders, and I don’t have the ability to open my eyes or my mouth to see or say anything.

      I have no idea how much time passes. It could be minutes, or hours, or days. All I know is that if my heart were beating, it would be going triple speed right now. Even my lungs aren’t working I am not drawing in any air and it sends me into a further panic.

      My ears start to ring and my senses return to me slowly. The first thing I feel is something wet hitting my face. It feels like rain sprinkling on my skin, but it’s warmer. As the ringing in my ears starts to subside, someone’s sobs break through. I listen harder and realize it’s Leviathan. The wet drops hitting my face are his tears.

      Something about his sobs gives me my body the jolt it needs. My lungs open up and I inhale sharply simultaneously, opening my eyes wide. I see Leviathan’s grief-stricken face first. His eyes are closed in misery. I try to move my arm, but it feels heavy and I’m still so tired. I groan in frustration when I can’t comfort Levi like he has been comforting me.

      My pathetic attempt at communicating somehow reaches Leviathan’s ears and his sobs stop abruptly as his eyes snap to mine. They widen in shock and he simply gapes at me for a few moments before a strangled laugh-cry escapes him and he starts kissing every inch of my face.

      “I thought I lost you, Julianne,” he whispers, his voice breaking as he speaks. “Twice. I thought I lost you twice in the last twenty-four hours. Please say something, tell me this isn’t a dream.”

      Opening my mouth, I attempt to reassure him I’m here. Instead, I start coughing and it shakes my whole body. I’m still sore all over and my throat is so dry, I can’t force sound out.

      “Shh,” he murmurs in my ear. “I’m sorry, love. Don’t talk if it hurts, it’s all right. If I’m dreaming, I just won’t ever wake up.”

      I whimper slightly as a delicious smell hits my nose. The need for the source of the smell has me whining and my body shaking.

      “Brecken, did you need to bring that in here?” Leviathan growls, his eyes narrowing and his lips tightening.

      “You need it if you are going to give her anything,” Brecken reasons with his emotional brother. “We’re going out for a bit. Call us if you need us, little brother.”

      Levi simply nods and takes a deep breath when Brecken leaves the room. “I’m sorry, love. That smell is blood; you need it right now.”

      My nose wrinkles at the thought and Leviathan chuckles at me. “I know, that’s why I had an idea for you. I don’t think that you drinking from a blood bag will satisfy you right now. I can fill up and you can take it from me though.”

      I start at the idea and stare at Leviathan with wide eyes. “I told you a while ago that it’s an intimate act between demon shifter mates.” He pauses, rubbing the back of his neck. “I’m told it’s sensual for our kind. We don’t have to. I just want you comfortable and the urge to bite might be a bit much for a blood bag to satisfy.”

      Thinking over his words, I realize he is right. I run my tongue along my newly sharpened canines. The need to bite something is overwhelming, and I know drinking from a bag isn’t going to make that urge go away. I refuse to bite a normal person, but if Leviathan says it won’t hurt him for me to bite him, then I will trust him.
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      I try to speak up and tell Levi what I’m thinking, but my throat is too dry and I can only cough harshly. Rather than waiting for me to regain my ability to speak, Levi starts asking me yes and no questions.

      “Would you rather drink from the bag, love?” he asks, his brows drawn together with concern as he studies my face. “It’s up to you. Whatever you want, I will do it for you.”

      Before I answer him, he reaches behind him and picks the bag of blood up off the night table. He holds it out to me and I shake my head, pushing it away. My eyes flick down to his neck and if I had the ability, I would blush at the overwhelming urge to bite him.

      Levi smiles gently down at me. “You want to bite me, love?” he murmurs in my ear, making me shiver in delight at the sensations he is causing in me with just his words.

      Taking a deep breath to steady myself, I shut my eyes to avoid eye contact with Levi and nod my head. I want to bite him. I don’t understand the need, but I know it’s there. It’s such a strong feeling deep inside me and I can’t seem to fight it.

      “Okay, hold your breath for me, love,” Levi instructs scooting away from me on the bed.

      My eyes pop open at the odd request and I watch him scoot farther away from me. My brow draws together in confusion and he pauses his movements when he sees my expression.

      “I need to drink this if I’m going to have enough blood in my system to give you,” he explains, choosing his words carefully. “I don’t want the smell to overwhelm you. You are still new, and this is not going to be easy for you, love. I just want to make it less painful if I can.”

      I nod my understanding and quickly look away and take a big breath of air, holding it my lungs. I know from previous conversations about the conversion that I don’t need to breathe as much as when I was human, but the instinct is still there and after less than a minute my body releases the breath and inhales without my permission.

      The scent of the blood that Leviathan is nearly finished with hits my senses and my entire system reacts. I feel my teeth grow to sharp points, cutting into my gums as my jaw clenches tightly. My hands ball into fists and my eyes shut tight. I force myself to freeze, refusing to move even a fraction of an inch. I know if I do I won’t be able to control myself anymore.

      “Shit, I’m sorry, Julianne,” Levi breathes out, shifting toward me again. “Come take what you need, love.”

      I give myself ten more seconds to try and calm down. It doesn’t work well, because when I open my eyes and see Leviathan in front of me, his eyes wide with worry and his body tense with anticipation, I pounce on him.

      He seems to be expecting my sudden attack because he easily catches me and guides my head to his neck, whispering to me to take what I so desperately need from him. I don’t hesitate to bite down as my lips touch his skin and I take a few long drinks from him. I thought the taste would disgust me, but I have never had anything so amazing in my life.

      I feel my body coming alive as I take my fill from Levi. When he lets out a loud groan, I pull away quickly, thinking I have hurt him. I look at him with wide eyes and try to assess the damage I must be causing. I don’t expect to see that his eyes have turned nearly black and his breathing has picked up speed. He pulls me onto his lap so that I’m straddling him and pushes his hips up into me. The evidence of how much he is enjoying this is now pressing into me in a delicious way and out of instinct born of desire, I push myself down onto him, pressing our bodies closer together. Levi growls as he pulls me to him, kissing me deeply and with more passion than he ever has. I can taste blood on his tongue and I know he can taste his on mine. We could continue to kiss like this forever if we wanted to, never needing to come up for air.

      The thought urges me on and I push my hands inside his shirt, tugging at it to get it over his head. He helps me by pulling away and grabbing the shirt. He pulls it off and throws it on the floor, tugging me back to him and attacking my mouth once more.

      Leviathan slows the kiss and pulls back after a few minutes, and I whimper at the loss of his lips on mine. His eyes scan over my face a few times and I do the same to him, taking in every detail of his perfect features. I can see things now that I never noticed before. Every dimple and freckle on his skin; every line and every hair is shown in perfect detail. It’s amazing and I’m in awe of how perfect Levi is even with my new ability to inspect him so closely.

      “I love you, Julianne,” he whispers, hauling me back to him and kissing me softly.

      I smile softly down at him and kiss him quickly. “I love you, Levi.”

      Hearing my voice brings a large smile to his face that I can’t help but return. I lean forward and kiss him quickly three times before pushing myself closer to him and deepening the kiss once more.

      Levi breaks free from my lips and continues trailing open-mouthed kisses down my jaw, following the line of my neck. Once he reaches the base of my neck, he sucks lightly at the skin there. The sensation has me arching into him and my movement seems to spur him on.

      Without warning, I feel a sharp pinch in my neck that causes me to suck in a quick breath. The small hurt is quickly overwhelmed by pleasure that consumes my whole body. I begin to rock my body into Levi and moan out at the amazing friction. Levi lets up on my neck and I feel his tongue swipe across the bite mark. I’m curious what that gesture did so I decide to test it out.

      I don’t give him warning before I bite down in the same spot on his neck that I had before. His body bows off the bed and he groans loudly, the sound echoing in the quiet room. He continues to rock his hips into mine and I feel my body building up for something amazing.

      I’m on the edge of a cliff, but I can’t seem to fall over the edge. I let go of Levi’s neck and lick the bite mark. I watch in fascination as the small mark disappears as if it was never there.

      I smirk down at Levi and he returns my gaze with a heated one of his own. My smirk falls when he grabs my hips and flips me so that I’m lying under him. He kisses me hard while trailing his hand down my body, pushing my shirt up and pulling my pants down low on my hips.

      He only breaks the kiss to silently ask for my permission to do whatever he has planned. I couldn’t deny him anything right now. I need him to help me relieve this pressure.

      “Please,” I whimper, thrusting my hips into his. It briefly registers in my mind that my leg no longer has the cast and the pain from the break has vanished.

      My pleas are all the assurance he needs as his mouth finds mine again. His fingers dip into my pants and push my panties out of the way. He swirls two fingers over my sensitive nub and I scream out in pleasure.

      “Oh, please!” I beg, having no idea what I’m asking for, but knowing that whatever it is, only Leviathan can give it to me.

      “You are so responsive,” Levi growls in my ear, before kissing my neck. “I can’t seem to get enough of you, love.”

      “Levi, please!” I beg once more, moving my hips to try and chase the relief I need.

      “Anything for you, love,” Levi whispers. “Anything.”

      He adds a bit more pressure with his two fingers and I fall over the edge. My body arches completely off the bed and I bite down hard on Levi’s shoulder to keep from screaming again.

      “Oh shit, Julianne,” Levi grounds out, pushing himself closer.

      He’s clearly uncomfortable and I know I need to help him get the same relief he just gave me. I lift my mouth from his shoulder as I undo his pants and slide my hand inside. He shifts us so I have better access and places his hand on mine, guiding me, showing me what he likes.

      I follow his lead and eventually both of his hands fly up to grip the headboard. I wonder idly if he is going to break it with his tight grip, but I get distracted admiring his body. His abs flex as he squirms in pleasure. Suddenly, I get a wicked idea and I can’t stop myself from biting into Levi’s shoulder. He growls loudly and finds his release in my hand as I continue to bite down on him.

      We’re both breathing hard and I swipe my tongue over his shoulder quickly before collapsing onto his chest. My eyes close on their own and I’m only slightly aware of Levi getting up and walking out of the room. I try to open my eyes to see what he is doing, but he is back before I get the strength to do so.

      He silently cleans me up and I feel myself smiling at the tender care he is using. I want to open my eyes and thank him or help him, but my body just won’t listen to me.

      A few moments later I feel my pants being pulled completely off and my panties straightened. The bed dips and Levi pulls me back onto his chest.

      “Sleep well, my love,” he whispers, kissing my head and falling silent and allowing me to drift off to sleep.
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      The next time I wake, it’s light outside and I’m feeling much better. My body isn’t nearly as sore, but my senses are on overdrive. I hear Remus talking to Nikki in the kitchen and I can smell the pancakes with blueberries that they are making. Abe and Mary are chatting about what country they want to take their next vacation in. I can tell they are sitting in the living room. Joseph and Vivian are watching a movie together, one I have never seen. I can even hear Brecken and Izzy arguing playfully in their room. When they start getting a bit too personal with their playing, I try to tune them out but it sounds like they are shouting in my ears.

      I sit up quickly and cover my ears with my hands, trying to block out all the noise. I know I can’t get a headache now, but if I could, the excessive noise in the house would cause it.

      “Julianne, what’s wrong?” Levi whispers, sitting up next to me and placing a hand on my back. “What happened?”

      “It’s too loud!” I shout over the noise of everyone talking at once.

      Everyone in the house goes silent at the same time and I realize that while I can hear them, they can also hear me, especially if I shout. I sigh in relief when the silence continues and I finally remove my hands from my ears.

      “I’m sorry, love,” Levi says quietly as he rubs my back soothingly. “It will take some work to get your senses under control. You need to focus on one sound or smell at a time to keep it from overwhelming you. It will come naturally soon.”

      I simply nod and allow his quiet voice to soothe me. “I will work on it,” I murmur, looking back at Levi and giving him a sheepish smile. “I’m sorry I shouted.”

      Levi huff out a quiet laugh and shakes his head. “You are doing amazingly well for being so new, so don’t apologize for anything, Julianne. Are you hungry?”

      My body ignites at his words and my eyes flick from his neck to his eyes and back again. The craving isn’t overwhelming right now, but rather the feeling I get from being with Levi. A devilish grin crosses his face as he watches my reaction. He knows exactly where my thoughts went.

      “Not that kind of hungry, love,” he smirks, kissing me quickly before getting to his feet. “Breakfast is being made and I’m sure the family wants to see you. Let’s get dressed and head down.”

      “Can I shower first?” I ask, unable to look at Levi. I’m sure he knows why I want to shower and I’m embarrassed about that.

      “Hey,” Levi murmurs, walking over to me and putting a finger under my chin, lifting my eyes to meet his. “Never be embarrassed with me, Julianne. You have no reason to be, especially not about that. Go shower, I will grab you some clean clothes. Meet me downstairs?”

      I smile and nod gratefully at him, pushing myself up to reach his lips and give him a quick kiss before skipping to the shower. It takes me a second to realize I got to the bathroom much faster than a human would. I’m going to have to keep a handle on that, especially in public.

      Stripping my clothes off, I reach in and turn the shower on. After adjusting the temperature, I pull a towel and washcloth from the cabinet and place the towel on the hook. Turning to put the washcloth in the shower, I squeak in surprise when the door opens and Levi is standing there with wide eyes.

      “Uhhhh,” he stutters, his eyes roaming over my body from head to toe.

      I shift from foot to foot but make no move to cover my body. He has seen every part of me, so why bother. My shuffling seems to bring him out of his daze. He coughs and shakes his head as if trying to clear his thoughts.

      “Sorry, I just have your clothes. I thought you would be in the shower by now,” he rambles, setting the clothes down on the counter and taking a step back. His eyes never leave me though.

      “Thank you,” I whisper, watching his every move.

      He doesn’t respond with words. Instead, he simply nods at me and allows his gaze to roam over my body once more. I force myself to hold still and let him look. I start to get a bit self-conscious when Levi doesn’t say anything. Does he not like what he is seeing? Am I not as good looking as he had hoped?

      With my brows drawn together, I reach for my towel to cover myself. Levi is in front of me quickly and I know human eyes would not have the ability to see him move. I do though and it still causes me to gasp in surprise.

      “You are perfect,” Levi growls, taking the towel from me and tossing it onto the bathroom counter. “Will you let me shower with you?”

      My eyes widen slightly at his bold question, but I find myself nodding before I have a chance to truly think about a response. The smile I get in return has my legs shaking and heat pooling in my lower belly.

      My breathing starts to come quicker as I watch Levi slowly strip his clothes off. His perfect body is slowly exposed to me and I drink in the sight greedily. The evidence of just how much he likes what he sees when he looks at me is much more obvious when he drops his pants to the ground. My eyes grow round as I stare at him.

      Without a word, Levi takes my hand and guides me into the shower, stepping in after me. I let him take charge as I have no idea what he has in mind when he says he wants to “shower together.” He starts by washing my hair and massaging my scalp. It feels amazing and I let out a groan of pleasure.

      “That feels good?” Levi asks, a smile in his voice as he starts rinsing out my hair.

      I can’t find the words to answer him so I simply groan again. I hear him chuckle as he pulls his hands away. I whimper at the loss of him, but it soon turns to another moan as his fingers come back with some of my soap and he starts to massage it into my shoulders. He works his way down my arms, then my back. He rubs my sides, then wraps his arms around me and massages my belly and breasts.

      I feel him pressed against my backside and I can’t help myself. I push my body into his and grin triumphantly when he growls low in my ear. He isn’t the only one who can be a tease. I wiggle my hips a little and hear him grunt. His hands grip my hips and he tries to stop my movements. I giggle with satisfaction that I’m able to get to him like this.

      He spins me around and his lips cover mine, cutting off any laughter. I melt into him and his kiss. My hands roam over his back and shoulders as I try to clutch him tighter to my body. I don’t know why I can’t seem to get enough of Leviathan, but I’m not going to complain about his eagerness to be so close to me.

      The kiss soon turns heated and I feel my back being pressed against the shower wall. I wrap my arms around Levi’s neck and pull myself up so I can wrap my legs around his hips. His length presses against my center in just the right spot and I throw my head back, biting my lip to keep from screaming out.

      Levi rocks his hips into mine, pressing himself into just the right spot with each slow and delicious thrust. The sensations in my body continue to build and I dig my nails into Levi’s shoulders to try and keep myself grounded. I need him closer.

      “Levi, please!” I groan, pushing myself harder into him. “I need you, please.”

      Levi slows his hips and leans forward, resting his forehead on mine. He looks me in the eyes and takes a second to catch his breath. “Not here, love. Our first time is not going to be in the shower for a quickie. It’s going to be in our bed where I can stay buried inside of you all night.”

      I whimper as his words hit me right at my core. He kisses me deeply then, thrusting his hips into me quicker than before. I scream into the kiss as he builds me right back up. I break the kiss and let instinct take over, biting down on his shoulder. It’s more of an attempt to keep myself from getting too loud, but the pleasure of biting him and the taste that washes over my tongue sends me over the edge.

      My release sends Levi over with me. He growls out his release, gripping my hips almost painfully. I let go of his shoulder, licking the puncture marks and smiling when they disappear. Levi rests his head against my chest, trying to catch his breath. I bury my nose in his hair and sigh happily.

      “I love you,” I whisper, kissing his head.

      Levi lifts his head and grins at me as he places me down on shaky legs. “I love you, Julianne. I will love you forever.”

      I hug him tightly and he wraps his arms around me. We stay like that for a while, but when the water starts to cool down, we quickly wash up and get out. Levi helps me dry off before taking the towel for himself. He wraps it around his hips and kisses me soundly. He tells me to meet him downstairs after I’m dressed and he leaves to get some clothes.

      I know I have a big and goofy grin on my face as I watch him saunter out of the bathroom, but I don’t care. I finish getting dressed. Then brush my tangled, wet hair and brush my teeth. I pick up my dirty clothes along with Levi’s and dump them in the hamper of his room on my way down the hall. The smell pancakes and eggs hits me and it makes me realize I’m very hungry. I think I have Levi to blame for that.

      I stop in my tracks at the base of the stairs when a thought dawns on me. If I can hear the family from upstairs, does that mean they heard us in the shower?
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      I make my way slowly into the kitchen and the room goes silent. At first, I think it’s because of what Leviathan and I just did in the shower. I duck my head and feel my cheeks heat. I briefly realize that now that I have had something to drink, I’m able to blush. Neat trick.

      “Welcome to the cool kids club, Little Gem!” Brecken shouts, patting me on the back.

      His sudden movement startles me and I react without thinking. I grab his arm and twist, flipping him. He lands with a thud on his back and I stare in horror as he coughs a few times, trying to get his wits back.

      “Holy shit,” Brecken grunts, rolling onto his side and pushing himself back up.

      Remus barks out a sharp laugh. “Good reflexes you have there, Pipsqueak!”

      “Brecken! I’m so sorry, I don’t know what happened! I didn’t mean to,” I ramble, backing away from Brecken and shaking my head.

      Brecken chuckles and dusts off his jeans. “I would have been disappointed if you hadn’t reacted like that, little gem,” he admits, grinning and walking back over to Izzy. “I’m impressed you have such quick reflexes and that kind of strength for being so new.”

      I look around at the rest of the family and see them all laughing and grinning at me. It eases my anxiety and I relax a bit. Levi comes over to me and pulls me into a hug, kissing the top of my head. I rest my head against his chest and sigh in contentment. This is exactly where I’m supposed to be and I finally feel at home for the first time in so long.

      I’m not sure what is going to happen with the Ashford family and the fight they are looking for, but I do know that I will do whatever I can to keep my new family safe.
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      I’m beyond frustrated. It has been six weeks since my transition. Levi and everyone else promise me that I’m just new and getting used to this life will take some time. I’m the main source of entertainment in this house lately though.

      The first week there was a security breach and the family went to check it out. I was too new to go with them, according to Levi. I thought he would be less protective now that I’m not as fragile, but his protectiveness has seemed to increase. When the family went to check the gates, I decided to make some lunch. I had everything I needed for subs, but when I picked up the new jar of pickles, I huffed in frustration. I can never open new jars, they always make them way too tight and they get stuck.

      I gripped the jar in one hand and the lid in the other, twisting as hard as I could. The jar shattered into a million pieces and pickles and pickle juice went everywhere. Because I have the worst luck ever, that was the exact moment the whole family decided to come in the door.

      They all rushed into the kitchen to see what happened and stopped dead at the sight. It took a few long seconds before Brecken started laughing, setting everyone else off. In his defense, Levi tried to hold his laughter in, but he failed completely. He did assure me that it’s totally normal, but it didn’t make me feel any less silly.

      The following week, I was helping Mary make dinner and I forgot that I left rolls in the oven. In my haste to get them out before they burned, I yanked the oven door harder than I intended, pulling it clean off. I stood in the kitchen staring at the door in my hand for a good five minutes, trying to calm my temper. Lucky for me, Remus and Abe were able to replace the oven with ease. I tried to apologize but they told me they had planned for this kind of thing and that my apologies were not wanted or needed.

      Now, it’s six weeks after Levi changed me. I have broken jars, broken kitchen appliances, pulled doors off the hinges, torn clothing, and broken a few windows. I growl down at the stupid vacuum in my hand. Or I guess the handle of the vacuum. How I managed to break the handle off is beyond me but I’m starting to think they should lock me up until I can get my strength under control.

      “Levi!” I whine, dropping the vacuum handle and plopping down onto the floor.

      Leviathan comes running into the room and his eyes widen when he notices the vacuum. He coughs a few times, probably trying to keep from laughing, then sits down next to me.

      “You are doing amazing, love,” he insists, knowing why I’m upset without me having to say anything. “It takes turned demon shifters years to get a handle on themselves after the change. You are already improving.”

      “Did you have to say ‘get a handle on’?” I growl. I pick up the vacuum handle and toss it across the room while trying to give him my best glare.

      “Sorry,” Levi chuckles. “We needed a new vacuum anyway.”

      “No, you didn’t. I’m going to break your whole freaking house if I keep this up!” I cry, dropping my head onto his shoulder and pouting. “I suck.”

      “Uh, well yes you kind of do, but not in that way,” Levi stutters. His mind has gone into the gutter and it lights a fire in me. He sees my gaze flick from his neck to his eyes and back again a few times. He grins at me mischievously. “Speaking of which, are you hungry?”

      My blood intake only comes from Leviathan and blood bags. He keeps himself well fed so that I don’t have to have the blood bags often. It usually leads to intimate times for us and I feel closer to him physically and emotionally every time.

      Levi and I haven’t had sex yet. We have done just about everything else, but I think he is waiting for me to be ready. He doesn’t get that I’ve been ready for weeks now. The man is infuriating. I want to hit him and kiss him at the same time.

      I grin at Levi and nod my head slightly. His pupils dilate and his breath hitches. He picks me up and runs us full speed to his bedroom. Well, now it’s our bedroom according to him. I haven’t been back to the guest room since I changed.

      Levi plops me on the bed and I giggle as I bounce a few times. He spins around and closes the door, flipping the lock. When he turns back to me, I can see how affected he is and I can’t stop the smirk I shoot his way.

      He takes a step toward me and I hold a hand up, stopping him in his tracks. His brow furrows in confusion and he tilts his head to the side, looking like a confused and adorable puppy. I nearly forget why I stopped him... nearly.

      “Levi, I want more,” I explain, not breaking eye contact with him.

      “More what, love?” he asks, moving a few steps in my direction and taking my hands. “I’ll give you anything, you know that.”

      I nod, pulling him down to sit next to me. “I know, and I need you to know I’m ready for more with you. I’m ready for everything with you, Levi. I love you more than anything and I’m ready.”

      It takes a few seconds for my words to sink in and the meaning to come across, but I see the exact moment the information clicks in Levi’s head. His eyes dart to mine and he watches me closely for a long time. He seems to come to a decision of some kind and he nods at me. I sigh in relief that he isn’t going to turn me away again.

      “Not yet though,” Levi insists, gesturing to us right now. “I want it to be more romantic for you than an afternoon quickie. I love you too much to give you anything less than perfection.”

      I chuckle at him, but reluctantly agree. I don’t need the romance or any candles and roses. I just need Levi, forever. I lean into Leviathan and kiss him deeply, then proceed to show him how much I love him.
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      Leviathan is driving me insane. It has been weeks since I insisted I’m ready for us to take the next step in our relationship and he refuses every time I bring it up. He tells me the time isn’t right and I need to be patient. I’m at my wits end with him. Honestly, I’m starting to wonder if he just doesn’t want me that way. Maybe I’m not what he had hoped I would be after the change and he doesn’t know how to tell me.

      The thoughts are depressing and they have caused me to avoid Levi for the majority of this week. I have been hanging around Izzy, Vivian, and Nikki a lot. They are amazing and I feel like they are the sisters I never had. I love spending time with them. They keep me distracted and give me an excuse to avoid Levi.

      The three of them decided today they would drag me out of the house and to the mall for some shopping. I tried to tell them I was too tired, but they laughed at me and dragged me out anyway.

      “Come on, Julianne!” Vivian whines, pulling me by my hand into a restaurant for lunch. we’re finally taking a break from the shopping. “You need to stop moping around. What is the matter with you anyway?”

      “Maybe she needs to get laid,” Izzy teases light heartedly. The other girls start to giggle until they see my scowl. Izzy’s eyes widen when she looks at me. “Oh my god, he is depriving you! That rat bastard! What’s the issue?”

      I shrug, trying to stay nonchalant as I sink into my seat at the table. “I think he just doesn’t want me like that,” I mumble, resting my head in my hands.

      “Bullshit,” Nikki growls. “We all see how he looks at you. He wants to devour you all the damn time. I say you make the first move. We can even help you with it.”

      “H-help me?!” I stutter, my eyes nearly popping out of my head.

      Nikki grins and wiggles her eyebrows, “Yeah, we can buy you the proper attire before we head home.”

      I stare at Nikki for a full minute, trying to figure out if she is kidding or not. It’s clear she is serious and Nikki and Vivian are happily agreeing with her. I shake my head with exasperation, but remain silent. I know arguing with them would be pointless, so instead I change the subject in hopes they forget all about their crazy idea.

      After lunch, the girls insist we resume shopping and I don’t have the heart to tell them no. I’m busy with my own thoughts as I follow them through the mall. Nikki is leading the way and I realize too late that she has brought us into Victoria’s Secret. I cringe when I see all the lingerie around the store.

      The girls don’t waste any time going through the racks, looking for things they think will look good on me. They each find some things for themselves as well and I giggle when Vivian and Nikki skip off to the dressing rooms with their hands full. Izzy comes up to me and piles my arms high with different outfits. Before I can protest, she has me shoved into my own dressing room and tells me to call when I have each one on.

      It takes two hours to get through the pile. Izzy has me make three stacks. One for yes, one for no, and one for maybe. I open the door after I put the last outfit on and her eyes bug out.

      “Yes! That’s the one! Done!” she squeals, jumping up and down in delight. “Okay, grab your yes and maybe piles and let’s go.”

      “Wait, what?” I shout, grabbing her arm and stopping her from leaving. “I thought we were only getting one.”

      Vivian and Nikki peek into the room and grin. “No way are you getting just one, but that is the one you have to use first.”

      The girls grab the piles and disappear out of the dressing room, leaving me to change back into my clothes. Before I do so, I look at myself in the mirror one more time. The lacy blood red baby doll lingerie brings out the natural auburn highlights in my hair. The matching thong bottoms are see-through lace and I’m not sure why I should even bother because there isn’t much to them. The baby doll ties in the front with a small bow and I giggle when I think of giving Levi his present.

      After changing back to my regular clothes, I take the red lacy number and bring it to the register. Levi gave me my own debit card which makes no sense because my parents left me a lot of money and I now have access to it thanks to Levi and the rest of the family. He insists I don’t use it though. He wants me to use the card he gave me. He said something about liking the idea of taking care of me and spoiling me. I don’t argue because I don’t buy much of anything anyway. Plus, I’m going to spoil him just as much one day and he isn’t going to be able to say a word about it.

      Once I purchase the outfit, I seek out Vivian, Nikki, and Izzy. They are loaded down with bags at the front of the store. I chuckle at them and show them my one tiny bag. I know half the bags in their hands are full of things for me, but I’m going to have to work on trying to convince them to return it. I don’t want them wasting their money on me. They are already too generous.

      The whole ride home the girls tease me about Levi’s reaction to my gift. I can’t help but worry I’m making the wrong choice. What if I’m right and he really doesn’t like me in that way? What would I do if he rejected me after I set up this plan to seduce him? My nerves are going crazy and I have to take a few deep breaths to calm myself down. I guess there is only one way to find out if he wants me or not.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            33

          

          Leviathan’s Pov

        

      

    

    
      Julianne has been avoiding me and I can’t figure out why. She insists she is fine but I have been around my siblings and their mates long enough to know when I am being fed total bullshit. She went out with Vivian, Nikki, and Izzy today. Not being able to see her all day has put me in a sour mood and my brothers wasted no time in teasing me about it. The assholes know how it is when a mate bond is so new. They know that all-encompassing itch to be with your mate is stronger and harder to control.

      When Julianne and the other girls returned from their shopping, I tried to help them with their bags, but they shoved all of us men into the kitchen and demanded we not peek. I have no idea what they have planned, but I don’t like the frustrated look on Julianne’s face. She doesn’t say much to me after she and the girls finish putting their things away.

      I want to pull her aside and ask her what is going on, but I don’t have the chance before she is tasked with helping my mother cook dinner. I huff in frustration and glare my way through dinner. I refuse to look at Julianne because I don’t want her to see how frustrated I am. Is she regretting her decision to join my family? Does she wish she never met me? Fuck! This is not good. I can’t live without her. That sounds stupid when I think about it, but it’s true. I need Julianne. She’s my mate. My reason to survive.

      After dinner, Julianne practically runs upstairs saying she is tired and wants to retire early. It’s my turn to wash dishes, so I’m stuck downstairs rather than chasing after Julianne like I want to. I speed through the chore as fast as I can, then take the stairs two at a time to get to Julianne. I hope she hasn’t fallen asleep yet.

      I open the door slowly just in case she is sleeping. The room is dark but I can see perfectly. I blink in surprise when I see the empty bed. Where the fuck is she? I listen hard to the sounds of the house, trying to find her. As I do, I walk around the room looking for signs she was even in here.

      I hear everyone else downstairs, but Julianne isn’t with them. Footsteps start down the hall and I assume it’s her, maybe coming back from the bathroom. I’m still walking around the room and as I get close to the bed, the door swings open. I spin around and see Julianne standing in front of me with a soft smile on her face.

      My mind shuts down for a minute as I try to figure out what is going on. Julianne’s auburn hair is falling down her back in soft waves. She has on a black silk robe, tied shut in the front. Her bare feet pad across the room and my eyes track her every move. She picks up a lighter on the dresser and lights a few candles around the room I hadn’t noticed before.

      “I have a surprise for you, Leviathan,” she whispers, her voice sexy as sin but with undertones of insecurity. I hate that slightly unsure quality to her voice, like she thinks I won’t love whatever she is planning.

      I swallow hard and stand perfectly still as Julianne saunters across the room to stand directly in front of me. She slowly unbuttons my shirt and pushes it off my shoulders. I allow it to fall to the floor and she smirks at me. I give her a devilish grin back, wanting so badly to grab her and kiss her until she forgets her name. But this is her plan and her surprise, so I continue to hold still and allow her to relentlessly tease me.

      She places hot, open mouthed kisses across my chest and shoulders, occasionally nipping at me with her teeth but never enough to break skin. I shudder when she starts to kiss my back and shoulder blades. I can feel her body pushing against my back and it takes everything in me to keep still.

      “Julianne, you are killing me here, love,” I groan when she lifts up onto her toes and lightly sucks on the back of my neck. I feel like my body is on fire and she is the only one who can put the flames out, or at the very least, tame it into submission.

      “Like you’ve been killing me for the past few weeks?” she murmurs against my neck.

      I spin around to face her and frown. “What do you mean? What did I do to you?” I ask, concerned I have hurt her in some way.

      Julianne watches me for a long time and I start to wonder if she isn’t going to answer me. Finally, she sighs heavily and wraps her arms around my neck. “I told you I want you and you keep turning me away. I feel like you don’t want me like that and maybe you just don’t know how to tell me.”

      “Fuck,” I mumble, bending down and grabbing her by her thighs. I pick her up and she wraps her legs around me, allowing me to easily carry her to the bed and sit down with her straddling me. “You have no idea how much I want you. I want to bury myself inside you and never leave. It kills me to hold back, but I don’t want to hurt you.”

      “Hurt me?” she asks, confused by my confession. “Why would you hurt me?”

      I sigh and run my hand through my hair, trying to gather my thoughts. “I’m stronger than you. When I’m with you, I can’t control myself very well. I don’t want to lose control and hurt you, love. You are too important to me.”

      A breathtaking smile crosses her face and she places a chaste kiss on my lips before moving off my lap and standing up beside the bed. I’m confused for a moment, but she starts talking before I can ask what she is doing.

      “I want you to lose control with me, Levi,” she insists, never breaking eye contact with me. “You won’t hurt me. I know you won’t. You love me too much to hurt me. I don’t want you to be worried about that though. I will tell you if something is too much. I trust you and I love you.”

      Her words calm my fears and reignite the fire that consumes me whenever she is near. I start to reach for her, but she steps back and shakes her head. If not for the mischievous grin that crosses her perfect lips, I would be worried.

      She unties her robe and allows it to slip to the floor. My breath leaves me in an instant. I don’t have any words to describe the sight in front of me. Julianne is wearing a deep red lacy outfit and it shows off every curve of her perfect body.

      “Do you like it?” she whispers, doing a sexy little twirl for me.

      I choke on air and groan when I see the back showing off her ass. “I think like is the wrong word. If I could, I would insist you only wear stuff like this from now on,” I tell her truthfully, my gaze going from her head to her toes and back again. I already can’t get enough of her and I haven’t even touched her yet.

      Julianne giggles and steps into my arms as I stand up and step toward her. My lips find hers. The passionate kiss has her moaning into my mouth. Her hands start to fumble with my belt and I have to force myself to calm down before I rip off my jeans. She breaks the kiss to give my buckle more attention and I allow Julianne to undo it on her own and push my pants to the ground. The little minx quickly shoves my boxer briefs down with my jeans.

      I step out of my pants and kick them to the side. Hooking my thumbs into her panties, I push them down and help her step out of them. She is watching me with dark eyes and I can’t stop myself from taking her mouth in another searing kiss.

      
        
        JULIANNE’S POV

      

      

      Leviathan wants me, a lot. The evidence of this is pushed against my lower belly and I’m feeling brave. I move my hand slowly down his chest as he kisses me senseless. My thumb brushes against his tip and he inhales sharply.

      He breaks the kiss for a second and looks into my eyes. I know I have the same expression of want on my face that he has on his. He growls low in his throat and suddenly I’m in his arms and my back is pushed against the wall. Levi kisses down my jaw to my throat. I’m a bit surprised that he only nips and kisses my neck rather than biting down. It isn’t any less pleasurable, but it’s not what I expected either.

      “Are you sure about this?” he murmurs in my ear, nipping at the lobe.

      I moan and arch my body into his. “Please, I need you.” My voice is dripping with need and any other time I would be embarrassed, but I need Levi too much to care right now.

      Kissing my neck, jaw, then lips one more time, Levi carries me to the bed and lays me down on my back. He grins as he undoes the tie on the front of the baby doll top and unhooks it. My breasts are now fully exposed to him and he seems quite happy to have unwrapped his present.

      “You are so fucking perfect,” he tells me, his voice full of awe and appreciation as he looks at my body.

      “Please, Levi,” I whine, pushing my hips up and into him.

      Without further prompting, Levi lines himself up with my entrance and slowly rocks his hips. He goes farther in with each small thrust and at first, it’s uncomfortable, but then it starts to feel amazing.

      “I need more,” I groan, pushing up, trying to get him to go faster.

      Levi growls and presses his lips against mine. The kiss is desperate and unrestrained and perfect. I know when Levi has lost control because his thrusts become harder and faster. He isn’t trying to hold back anymore and I soar. It feels amazing and I feel myself building quickly.

      I break the kiss as the feeling of him inside me threatens to overwhelm me. I throw my head back, moaning loudly at the sensations coursing through me. Levi takes my right nipple into his mouth and gently bites down. It’s all I need to be pushed over the edge. I think I scream in pleasure, but my ears are ringing so I’m not totally sure.

      Levi pushes into me a few more times before growling as he finds his own release. His arms are shaking as he tries to hold himself up above me. I giggle and push lightly on his shoulder, encouraging him to roll over and take me with him.

      I settle on top of him and smile happily against his chest. “I love you,” I mumble, half asleep already.

      “I love you, so damn much,” Levi says with a sigh, sounding content and tired.

      I drift off to sleep with a smile on my face to the rise and fall of his chest under my head.
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      One day starts to fade into the next and before I know it, a month has passed. In that time, I have learned better control of my strength and reactions. I no longer try to hit people who come up behind me. I can sense who the person is by tuning into my surroundings without thinking. Levi and the others have been working with me daily since my change. They have been teaching me how to focus my hearing so I’m not overwhelmed as well. It has come in handy and I’m much more relaxed knowing the house doesn’t listen to Levi and me when we’re in our room.

      Since our first time together last month, Levi has been getting me alone any chance he can. I can’t say I have any complaints about this either. I have gotten a lot of use out of the outfits the girls bought for me. They really are the best sisters I never had.

      Today, the girls insisted on taking me for a spa day to “relax my overused muscles.” I almost panicked when Izzy said those exact words to me, but luckily Vivian chimed in and mentioned the training I have been doing with the family. My mind had gone straight to the gutter and Vivian unknowingly saved me from really embarrassing myself.

      “Do you have to go?” Levi whines and plops back on our bed in a dramatic fashion. I giggle as I pull my shoes on.

      “Levi, it’s like three hours. You will survive,” I insist, standing and leaning over him. “I will be back before you know it.”

      Levi sticks his bottom lip out and whimpers. “I can’t survive that long without you. It’s too long, love! I should go with you.” He sits up and starts heading for his closet.

      I roll my eyes and push him back down on the bed. “Not a chance, buddy. This is a girls’ day and I know for a fact you are no girl.”

      Levi waggles his eyebrows at me and smirks. “Prove it,” he teases.

      I grin and give him a chaste kiss before skipping out of the room. “I love you. I will see you soon.”

      “I love you, too!” he calls to me, his voice full of humor.

      When I reach the bottom of the stairs, the girls are giggling and rolling their eyes at me. I know they heard Levi and his pitiful attempt to come with us so he wouldn’t have to be without me. If I’m being honest, I don’t want to be without him either but I know it will only be a few hours and the girls really want me to go.

      “Ready?” Izzy asks, a knowing grin on her face.

      I simply nod and allow them to pull me out of the house. We make our way to the spa they go to a few times per month. This is my first trip to a spa and I have to say it’s amazing! It takes zero convincing when the girls ask me if I want to start coming with them on a regular basis.

      “That was heaven.” I sigh and plop into my seat at a small cafe Vivian suggested for lunch. “I’m ready for some food, though.”

      “It’s funny how hungry the spa can make a girl, isn’t it?” Nikki giggles, searching the menu.

      “What are you going to have, Julianne?” Vivian asks, setting her menu down.

      I frown at the menu and shake my head. “I think one of everything,” I tease. “It all sounds so good!”

      “Agreed!” Izzy chuckles, still searching her menu.

      With a sigh, I get to my feet. “I thought being... different, would mean no bathroom trips,” I grumble, causing the girls to laugh at me. “I’ll be back,” I tell them, excusing myself to the ladies room.

      Once I finish doing my business, I wash my hands and use my back to push the door open. It hits something and I gasp, swinging around to see what I hit. A man walking by has stopped and is holding the door. It’s obvious I hit him.

      “I’m so sorry. Are you all right?” I ask, my eyes wide and my hand on my heated cheek.

      The man turns toward me and glares, his eyes dark and dangerous. I take a few steps back. “I-I-I really am sorry, it was an accident,” I stutter, looking around for witnesses.

      The entry to the hall we’re standing in is being blocked by another man the size of a tank. He reminds me a lot of Brecken with the way he is built. I glance back at the man I hit and he is now right in front of me. I start to take another step back, but he grabs hold of my arms and pulls me back into the hall. I open my mouth to scream when I feel a pinch in my neck. The tank of a man had moved from the hall entrance and is now stood beside me, an empty needle hanging from his fingers. That must have been the pinch I felt.

      I want to panic, but my body feels heavy and my eyes close without my consent. I fade in and out as I’m picked up and carried somewhere before being roughly tossed onto a hard surface. I think I’m in a moving vehicle, but I can’t stay awake long enough to tell. My head is fuzzy and nothing makes sense. I don’t understand where I am or who I’m with.

      It feels like hours before I can finally focus my mind again. I first become aware of multiple male voices talking in hushed voices.

      “I gave her enough to knock a human out cold for a few days,” one man says, sounding proud of himself. “She should wake in a few hours and have no idea what happened.”

      “Good, keep an eye on her,” a second man growls.

      After a few more seconds, I hear footsteps walking away, but I remain still. I try to use my other senses to figure out where I am. I’m lying on something hard and cold, like concrete. The air is cool and has a bit of a bite to it making me wonder if I’m in some sort of basement.

      I don’t hear anything close to me, but I can hear people walking around above me, so I know there is more than one level to the place I’m in. When I’m sure there is no one in the room with me, I slowly open my eyes and look around. I was right. I’m in some sort of basement and there is no way out that I can see. This is not good.
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      “We looked everywhere, B.” Izzy’s distraught voice floats through Brecken’s cell. “She went to the bathroom and never came back. We searched the entire restaurant and the area around it. I don’t know what else to do.”

      Brecken’s eyes never leave me. He knows I heard the entire conversation despite the phone not being on speaker. “Just come home, Izzy. We will figure out a plan together.”

      He quickly hangs up with Izzy after reminding her and Nikki to be safe and come straight home. The two of them would have no issues defending themselves against just about anyone. They were born into this world. Julianne, on the other hand, is still very new and has no idea how to fight off humans, let alone our kind.

      “Leviathan, you need to take a deep breath.” My mother tries to calm my rage, but it cannot be tamed.

      Julianne went out with Nikki and Izzy for a few hours and somehow winds up missing. Whoever took her either had a serious set of balls or they’re a complete moron. Nothing and no one will stop me from ripping them to shreds when I find them.

      Mother fucking son of a bitch! How can one girl get into so much trouble?! I don’t get it! I’m going to lock her in our room and never let her out when I get her back. And I will get her back. It isn’t hard to figure out the Ashford family took her. They’re the only ones with any sort of vendetta against our family. Somehow, they found our weak spot. I don’t know how, but they will pay for it with their lives. If they do anything to hurt her, I will make their deaths long and painful.

      Remus called our intelligence team the second he heard Izzy’s confession over the phone. He clearly had the same thought as me about the Ashford family being involved because he demanded their movements be tracked. It wasn’t long after he hung up that he received word from the team that they boarded a private jet shortly after Julianne was taken from the restaurant. Even though my blood is boiling with absolute rage, I am minutely calmed to know my family is willing to do anything to help me get Julianne back. They love her, too.

      Those Ashford fuckers thought getting her out of the country would deter my family from rescuing her but what they don’t realize is the lengths we will go to in order to protect one of our own. My family and I waste no time boarding a plane to Europe, heading straight for the Ashford’s royal family. They may expect us to make this sort of move, but they won’t expect us to bring half our clan with us. It took additional time that we didn’t have to organize it and call upon the members of the clan but we got it done. If the Ashford’s want a war, they are going to get one. No one fucks with my girl and lives to tell about it.

      
        
        JULIANNE’S POV

      

      

      It has been a week since I’ve been imprisoned in this basement and I’m slowly losing hope that Leviathan will find me. I haven’t had blood since my abduction and my body feels weak and sluggish. I’m starting to wonder if they are going to starve me to death. On top of that, I’ve become sick. I didn’t know demon shifters could get sick, Remus had told me we didn’t but he was completely wrong and I caught the worlds crappiest demon bug.

      “Here,” a male voice with a deep accent rumbles from behind me as I get sick once more in the tiny bathroom that I have access to.

      I turn around and see a man in his mid-thirties standing behind me, holding a blood bag in his hand. His dark eyes look kind and he seems a lot less threatening than the other people that have checked on me this week. I debate whether it could be poisoned and if it’s wise to take it. He must see my internal battle because he sighs and opens the bag, taking a quick swig.

      “Isn’t poisoned. You are too weak and you need this,” he insists, handing me the bag.

      I take it gratefully and drink it quickly. I can already feel myself getting stronger before I even finish the bag. The man leaves the room without a word and I think he is done with his check up on me, but he surprises me when he comes back with two more bags for me. He takes a drink of each in front of me before handing them off to me.

      “Thank you,” I whisper, sitting against the wall by the bathroom door in case I need to be sick again.

      “That should help with the sickness,” he tells me, sitting in front of me and crossing his legs.

      “I thought we couldn’t get sick?” I ask, tilting my head.

      He stares at me for a long time before shaking his head slowly. His brow scrunches in confusion. “You have no idea, do you?”

      “No idea about what?” I ask, feeling uneasy talking to this man I don’t even know.

      “Okay, this is going to take a lot of explaining,” the man says, running his hands through his hair in frustration. “I never wanted this life, ya know. I met my mate, Lilly, a long time ago. Long before the Ashford family took over our clan. She was a human, like you used to be. She survived the change, and before you ask, I gave her the choice.”

      I grimace because I automatically assumed he changed her without asking her first. “What does this have to do with me, and what is your name?”

      “Oh! Sorry, my manners!” He chuckles, then sticks his hand out to me. “Rufus Irvington at your service!”

      I grin despite my reservations and shake his hand. This man has been nothing but kind to me so far, so I will give him the benefit of the doubt. “Okay, Rufus. Tell me what you know.”

      Rufus nods and takes a deep breath. “You are here for obvious reasons. They want to get to the Black family and these fucking idiots think you are their weakness. They are too stupid to pay attention. They think you are still human.”

      My eyes widen at his confession. They think I’m still human? What would happen if they knew the truth? Luckily, Rufus continues without my having to ask. I don’t think my voice would work right now.

      “You, my dear, don’t have to worry about them. When it’s dark, I’m going to help you out of here,” he tells me with a soft smile.

      “Why would you help me?” I ask, shock obvious in my voice. “Don’t get me wrong, I’m grateful. I just don’t understand.”

      “I told you my mate was human. I was born a demon shifter and my blood is royal,” he explains, pausing and allowing the information to sink in.

      “Irvington! I thought your clan died out!” I remember the name from when Abe explained the Black’s history to me when I first met them.

      “My clan did. I changed my last name to Irving amongst the Ashford clan. I didn’t want to risk my life or that of my wife and children,” he tells me with sad eyes.

      “Children?” I tilt my head to the side in confusion. “You said your mate was human, so how do you have children?”

      He grins at me and shakes his head. “I’m of royal descent. That makes me a lot more powerful than most vampires. My wife is as stubborn now as she was as a human. The change affected her different than most. Her heart stopped and she was still for a long time. I thought she died. She scared the hell out of me when she started screaming and thrashing about. I assume her strong will is what helped her survive the change. It was worse for her than most. I don’t know how she did it, but she did and I thank her every day for coming back to me.”

      I remember Levi telling me how the change was different for me as well. The way Rufus is describing his mates change sounds like what I went through. How interesting. So, my strong will and stubbornness is why I survived? It’s a theory I suppose.

      “So, because you are royal, she can have kids?” I ask, still not understanding where he is going with this.

      “Julianne,” he huffs. “My wife started to get sick, like a human would with a virus, about six months after I turned her and we were married. I thought the worst at first. I looked high and low for the answer and it came in the form of a very old couple I knew. They are gone now, sadly, but their children are still around. Royals don’t often get human mates. It has only happened a handful of times. But in all of those incidences, the mates who survived the change were able to have children. The children grew and matured just like any other born demon shifter.”

      I nod my head in understanding. “Okay, so that is how you have kids.”

      “It’s also how you will have your child,” he tells me, his voice hesitant and gentle.

      My whole world stops. My child? No, there’s no way. I’m only seventeen. I can’t have kids. Levi was sure we would never have our own kids. I was sad, but he promised we would find a way to adopt if that’s what I wanted. I’m not having a baby, there’s no way.

      Then I remember we didn’t use any protection because we thought it was safe.

      Well, fuck a duck!
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      Rufus allows me a few moments to panic and freak out completely, before putting his hands on my shoulders and giving me a little shake.

      “Julianne!” he whisper-shouts at me. “I understand this is huge news for you, but you need to focus. We need to leave now if you are going to get out of here. alive... Well not alive, but you know what I mean.”

      I take a deep breath, then another, then a third. Finally, I can focus somewhat and I give Rufus a nod. Rufus smiles proudly at me and helps me stand up. He puts his finger to his lips in a shushing motion. I roll my eyes at him. As if I didn’t know that.

      Rufus leads the way through the door of the basement and down a dark and narrow hall. A fleeting thought that Rufus is leading me to my death and not to freedom crosses my mind, but I stamp it down. I need to believe Rufus is being honest and helping me. I have no other choice right now. It’s not just me I am saving.

      At the end of the long corridor the hall opens up and we turn left. Rufus leads me up a flight of stairs, and then another. I keep my ears open and any noise that seems out of place has me jumping. Rufus watches me and gives me a reassuring smile every time I get antsy.

      “We’re almost there,” Rufus whispers, pointing ahead of us to a big set of double doors that are about a hundred feet in front of us.

      “I don’t understand how they couldn’t have guessed I’m not human,” I whisper back as I continue to follow Rufus. “Shouldn’t they have heard my lack of heart beat?”

      Rufus chuckles quietly and shakes his head, turning around and stopping me in my tracks. “I’m telling you. The Ashford clan is a bunch of idiots. I don’t understand how they haven’t died out by now.”

      I giggle quietly, placing my hand over my mouth to keep the sound in. Rufus grins at me before turning back toward the door and continuing to lead me to freedom. A loud bang behind us startles me and Rufus. We freeze in our tracks and look over our shoulders.

      “What was that?” I whisper, taking a few steps toward Rufus.

      “That was the sound of us getting caught.” He sighs, grabbing my hand and pulling me into a run toward the door.

      I hear footsteps pounding behind us and start to panic. They will kill me and Rufus if they catch up to us. Whoever is following us is catching up and fast. I try to push myself but we just aren’t fast enough. Before I realize what is happening, someone grabs me around the waist and pulls me to a stop. I start kicking and fighting the man holding me, trying to get away from them. I only glimpse the back of the person who tackles Rufus and for a moment I think it’s the tank of a man who helped kidnap me.

      “Julianne!” Leviathan’s voice causes me to freeze completely. I spin around in his arms and look at him wide eyed.

      “You’re here?” I whisper, touching his cheek with my hand. “Really here?”

      Levi huffs and nods at me, kissing my lips over and over. “I’m sorry, love. I got here as fast as I could. Are you all right?” He pulls back and looks at me from head to toe, inspecting me for any signs of injury.

      Grunts behind me gain my attention and I spin around to see Brecken and Rufus fighting. I’m not stupid enough to think Brecken will fight fair. To protect family, he’d pull out all the dirty tricks up his sleeve. I pull away from Levi and run to Brecken, grabbing his arm.

      “Stop, Brecken!” I shout, pulling hard on his arm. “Get off of him!”

      Brecken stops at the sound of my voice and turns around to look at me like I have two heads. “Are you fucking kidding me?”

      “He helped me, a lot,” I insist, pushing Brecken off Rufus and helping him up.

      Levi steps between Rufus and myself, taking a protective stance in front of me. “Helped you how, love? What the fuck were you doing with my mate?”

      Rufus puts his hands up in surrender and backs away from Levi. “I mean you all no harm. I simply wanted to help.”

      “Stop, Levi,” I growl, smacking his back lightly. “He helped me to escape from where they were keeping me. Can we please talk about this later after we get out of here? The longer we stay, the more likely the Ashford’s will find us.”

      Levi turns and gives me a confused glare for a second, before sighing dramatically and nodding. He takes my hand and subtly keeps himself between me and Rufus. Brecken is on Rufus’ other side, glaring at him.

      When we’re out the front doors, a car pulls up in front of us. I step back, thinking it’s more trouble but a quick glance shows Izzy driving the car. I’m relieved to see her and don’t argue when Levi opens the door and insists I sit in the front seat. What I don’t expect is for him to close the door behind me and run back the way we just came. I start to panic, yelling for him to come back but Izzy takes off before I can get out of the car. Brecken and Rufus are left standing by the car and I have no idea what Brecken plans to do.

      “Izzy! Are you insane? Go back now!” I scream, pulling on the door handle in vain. It won’t budge and I realize the jerks put the child lock on. “Damn it, Izzy! Go back!”

      “I have specific orders, Julianne,” she mumbles, clearly not happy about her part in whatever they have planned. “I’m sorry.”

      “What are your orders, then? Drive me far away from Levi and leave him to possibly die?” I growl, giving her my meanest glare.

      “No, we’re going to meet them in a safe location once they have taken care of the Ashfords,” she explains, gripping the wheel tightly. “Look, Julianne I’m really sorry we let you get taken like that—”

      “You didn’t let me do anything, Izzy,” I huff, easing my glare a bit. “It wasn’t you who took me. I’m not mad at any of you so stop that crap right now.”

      Izzy grins slightly and simply nods. “They will meet up with us before you know it.”

      I place my hand on my still flat tummy and sigh. “I hope so. I need Levi.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            37

          

          Leviathan’s Pov

        

      

    

    
      I know Julianne is going to kill me when I get back to her but I can’t risk her getting hurt again. Izzy is to take her to the jet we have waiting and await our arrival. She knows to leave in four hours if we haven’t contacted her. She knows that means we won’t be coming back. I have no intentions of that happening, however.

      As soon as Izzy takes off, I hear Brecken dragging the man Julianne saved with him into the house. When they catch up to me, I glare at him. “Why did Julianne help you?”

      “I’m on your side, believe me or not,” he grumbles, following my brother and me without question.

      “We will see,” Brecken growls, easily finding the room the Ashford’s royal family took refuge in when we first stormed the stronghold. The rest of our clan are fending off the Ashford’s minions. Remus, Joseph, and my father are busy directing them. I smile menacingly and nod to Brecken, signally him to proceed. Without a word, Brecken kicks open the door to the Ashford’s “safe room” and enters. He quickly takes out three of their members before they can react and I head straight for the man in charge. From the corner of my eye, I see an Ashford coming up behind Brecken while he is busy with another one of their men.

      I start to go help him, but Rufus beats me to it. I’m more than a little bit shocked that he took out a member from his own clan. Maybe Julianne is right about the guy. I might just let him live after all.

      Storing these thoughts for another time, I continue forward and finish what I started.

      
        
        JULIANNE’S POV

      

      

      “Izzy, it has been three hours, we have to go back! I can’t handle this anymore!” I cry, wiping angrily at the tears running down my face. “I need him. I need to talk to him. I have to tell him.”

      “Julianne, it will be all right,” Izzy assures me soothingly. “They will be here soon. What do you have to tell, Levi? Did they hurt you?”

      “No, they didn’t hurt me,” I mumble, plopping down on a seat in the airplane. “I did find out some news. I need to tell Levi.”

      “What news?” she asks, tilting her head to the side in curiosity.

      With a deep sigh, I look up at her and decide I may as well tell her. “I’m having a baby, Izzy.”

      Utter silence follows as Izzy stares at me with a blank expression. For a while, I think I have broken her. That is until she jumps up and grabs me in a bear hug.

      “This is the best news ever! How? When?” she squeals, dancing around with me in her arms. “This isn’t even possible, is it?! Tell me everything!”

      “Everything about what?” Brecken’s voice floats to us from behind Izzy.

      My eyes widen and I pull away from Izzy, rushing past Brecken and into a tired Leviathan’s arms. He catches me easily and spins me around, kissing me all over my face.

      “I missed you so much,” I cry, my tears starting all over again. “I love you so much.”

      Levi holds me tighter and whispers in my ear. “I will never let you out of my sight again. I love you, Julianne. I don’t know what I would have done without you.”

      “I feel the same, Levi. I’m gonna kick your ass when you get home for staying behind to fight while having me spirited off,” I yell at him, before kissing him deeply. I sigh and take a step back. “Is it over or are they going to come after us again?”

      The tiredness in Levi’s eyes seem to deepen. “It’s over, love. They will never bother us again. We have things that will need to be attended to but for now, our only priority is returning home.”

      “That’s great news but there’s something we need to talk about now if that’s okay,” I murmur, taking his hand and sitting him down next to me.

      He looks worried and I’m thankful the rest of the family files onto the plane and quickly goes to the back to give us some privacy. It’s a private jet and I want to shake my head at their extravagance. Who needs a private jet, I mean really?

      “Levi, I found out some things when I was here,” I start, taking his hand. I’m hardly aware of the plane’s door being closed and the plane starting to move.

      “You are scaring the hell out of me, love,” Levi huffs, his voice shaking with worry. “Tell me what happened.”

      So I do. I tell him everything that transpired from the time I left the table at the restaurant, until Rufus found me. I skip over being sick and the reason for it, wanting to tell him that last. Finally, I’m done and I sit back, allowing Levi to process it all.

      “Where is Rufus?” I whisper, afraid to know what happened to my new friend.

      Levi’s eyes snap to mine and I fear the worst. “He is fine, love. He is gathering his family and will be flying over to our home for a long discussion. We took care of the Ashfords. That makes us their new leaders. We can’t rule them alone. We need help. I’m going to talk to everyone before Rufus and his family arrive, but I want to put them in charge of the Clan in Europe. He helped us, helped you. I think we can trust him.”

      “There is something else that Rufus told me,” I mumble, looking down at my hands. I’m suddenly very unsure about telling Levi, especially when I know very well the whole family is listening in.

      “Okay?” Levi prompts, dipping his head so I have to look at him. “You can tell me anything.”

      “Levi, I was sick,” I start, running a hand through my very messy hair. I cannot wait for a shower. “I was throwing up a lot. They didn’t give me blood and I just got some today, thanks to Rufus. He told me why I was sick and why the blood helped.”

      “Sick?” If it’s possible for a demon shifter to become pale, Levi does it. “We can’t get sick, Julianne. What did Rufus say?”

      I glance over Levi’s shoulder and see Izzy and Levi’s parents smiling brightly. I assume they know exactly what is going on. The rest of the family look just as concerned as Levi. I suppose just letting the cat out of the bag is the best way.

      “We’re having a baby, Levi,” I tell him, watching his reaction carefully.

      Of all the reactions I expect Levi to have, his actual reaction is not one of them.
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      The concern on Leviathan’s face slowly fades, only to be replaced by a blank stare. He doesn’t blink, he doesn’t move, and he doesn’t make any sound. While he stares at me, I wonder if I have broken him. That is until his eyes start to water and tears begin spilling from his eyes.

      “What? You’re sure?” he whispers, as if afraid talking too loudly will make it all a dream. “Are you really sure?”

      I start to tell him that I’m not completely positive, but it would account for the symptoms I was experiencing. I don’t know if Levi is happy or angry or what. I can’t read his expression. I’m about to voice my thoughts when a flutter in my lower belly gets my attention. I gasp and put my hands on my stomach.

      Levi drops to his knees in front of me and cups my face. “Julianne, what is it? What’s wrong?” His tone is urgent and terrified. He still has tears in his eyes, but the concern is quickly overtaking him.

      I shake my head and try to smile through my own newly formed tears. “It’s real, Levi. I felt something, just now. I felt it. I don’t know if this is something you want, but I want this baby more than anything. I know we didn’t plan this. We didn’t think it was even possible. But this is our baby, Levi. I don’t want to do this without you.”

      Levi’s eyes snap to mine and his brow furrows in confusion. “Without me? Why the hell would you ever have to do anything without me? This is the best news, Julianne. I didn’t think... I didn’t know we could. I’m shocked as hell, but so fucking happy. We’re going to have a little one. This is amazing.”

      Levi places a gentle kiss on my forehead, then my lips, and finally on my tummy. That’s all it takes to send me into a sobbing mess in Levi’s arms. I’m so happy and scared and relieved. This past week is finally over and I’m right where I want to be, with my family.

      Levi holds me close and rubs my back soothingly while I try to get myself under control. It takes a while, but with his soothing words in my ear and gentle hands on my back, I’m finally able to take a deep breath.

      “I’m sorry,” I mumble against his chest, taking another deep breath. “I didn’t mean to break down on you. It’s just been a long few days.”

      Levi snorts and I look up to see him rolling his eyes at me. “That’s the understatement of the century. You earned a few moments to let it all out, love.”

      “Well if that news isn’t like a kick in the balls and a chocolate bath all in one,” Brecken calls out, causing us all to start laughing. “Way to go, little brother! Looks like we will have lots of little ones running around soon.”

      “Lots?” I ask, sitting up and watching as the family takes the vacant seats around us.

      “I was going to say something before everyone got here,” Izzy tells me, looking a bit guilty. “I didn’t want to ruin your moment though. I found out while you were gone. The rest of the family knew as well. That’s why I was on kidnap Julianne and hold her hostage on the plane duty while the rest of them got to have fun kicking ass.”

      “You’re having a baby, too?” I ask, jumping up and hugging Izzy.

      She chuckles and nods while hugging me back. “Looks like they will be really close in age!”

      I could not be happier in this moment.
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        * * *

      

      I could not be angrier in this moment.

      Leviathan has not let me leave the house for weeks! I’m going insane with boredom. Izzy is the only thing keeping me sane and even she is going crazy. Brecken and Levi have gone too far with this whole overprotective crap. It ends now.

      “Izzy and I are going to the spa,” I call out to no one in particular as Izzy and I make our way to the front door.

      Brecken is in front of us before we can take another step. “The hell you are!” he shouts, using his usual “I’m the big bad Brecken” voice.

      I roll my eyes and give him my meanest glare and put my hands on my hips. Levi joins us at that moment and I shoot him the same glare I’m giving Brecken.

      “You two will let us out of this house right now, or we will make your lives a living hell,” I growl, already coming up with ways to make them regret their actions if they still refuse.

      “Oh yeah?” Brecken smirks, crossing his arms over his chest. “How you gonna do that, Little Gem?”

      “One word, Brecken,” Izzy chimes in, smiling and looking at her nails as if she hasn’t a care in the world. “Celibacy.”

      Levi and Brecken gasp and pale at the same time. “You wouldn’t!” Levi accuses, staring at me with horror filled eyes.

      “Oh, I so would,” I grin back at him, challenging him to keep this prison sentence up. “Are you going to let us go to the spa now?”

      Levi glares hard at me for a long time, but when he realizes I’m not budging, he huffs and throws his hands in the air. “Please check in every hour. I don’t want to worry,” he grumbles, kissing me quickly then stomping off.

      “You are evil,” Brecken growls at Izzy, kissing her hard, then stomping after Levi.

      Izzy and I share a happy smile as we skip out to the car to enjoy our spa day. On our way there, I place my hand on my little bump and sigh. I could get used to living the rest of my life being this happy, but I wish my parents were here to witness it. I want them to meet their grandbaby and Levi and the rest of the family.
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      I’m so tired. All I want to do is sleep. The pain was so intense and exhausting, I don’t have any energy left in me. A loud cry breaks through my foggy mind and has me on high alert. I search the room and smile at the sight. Leviathan is holding our little girl, soothing her by rocking her back and forth gently.

      “You did amazing, love,” he murmurs, coming over to me and kissing my forehead. He hands our daughter to me so I can feed her.

      Izzy comes into the room, holding two-day old Rufus. Brecken and Izzy decided to name him after Rufus because he saved Brecken’s life at the Ashford estate. The Irvington family currently resides in England and they oversee the European area of our clan. Rufus has grown children who live in other countries and Abe and Mary are in talks with them. We need some eyes all over the world and Rufus and his family are good allies. We all get together every few months to catch up, it’s nice to see them often.

      “We still need a name for her,” Levi reminds me, running his hand over her small head. “Did you think more about it?”

      “I have a name in mind, but if you don’t like it, that’s all right,” I tell him, feeling a bit shy about it.

      Levi nods, encouraging me to continue. “Can we name her Emily?” I ask, looking down at our little bundle.

      “Where did that name come from? It’s cute.” Izzy smiles, rocking her son gently.

      “It was my mom’s name,” I murmur, kissing the baby’s head. “I want to have a piece of her here with me.”

      Levi smiles sadly at me. “It’s beautiful, and you’re beautiful. Thank you for giving me our Emily.”

      “Thank you for giving me my life back,” I reply, kissing him softly.

      “I wonder what these two will be like when they grow up,” Izzy muses, looking from her son to my daughter with a goofy grin. “I bet they will be best friends.”

      “They are going to grow up in the same house together, practically like siblings.” I grin, imagining all the fun we will have as a family. “I never had siblings so I can’t wait to see how it turns out.”

      “I have a feeling this little one is going to be a handful,” Levi tells me, smiling proudly down at our girl. “She is already stubborn as can be. She made us wait three days after you were due. She nearly refused to come out, and she wouldn’t kick when I asked her to. She is just like her mama.”

      I give Levi a playful glare and he just chuckles.

      “I say we get started on those siblings soon,” Levi insists, waggling his eyebrows at me.

      I roll my eyes and push him away. “Not a chance buddy. Give a girl a few weeks to recover!”

      “Okay, so in two weeks we will get to work,” he nods, his tone serious. Oh, if he only knew how long he is going to be deprived.

      Izzy and I share a knowing smile and shake our heads at him.

      I lay my head back to rest for a bit as Levi takes a full and happy Emily from me. A small smile forms on my face as I think of my family. Vivian and Joseph have gone to spend some time alone together in South America. They are going to be home soon. I can’t wait to hear about their long trip. I have a feeling they will be moving down there for a few years. Abe and Mary might even put them in charge of the clan down there.

      Abe and Mary aren’t my parents but they are just as amazing and loving. I couldn’t ask for better. Izzy and I grew impossibly close during our pregnancies and I’m so glad I had her there to experience it with me. Brecken and Levi grew much closer as well, both complaining about us lifting more than one finger for nine long months.

      Remus and Nikki decided to go to a modern college nearby. It was easy enough to fake the paperwork they needed and Remus wants to open his own private practice. His medical knowledge is outdated so he is going to brush up on it first. Nikki said she was going to be his “naughty nurse” which made us all chuckle. She is really going to be a nurse, and I couldn’t think of a better person for the role.

      Levi gave me a ring for my eighteenth birthday. He told me that when the baby is born and I’m feeling up for it, he wants me to plan my dream wedding. In my eyes, our bond is more than just a marriage, but it will be nice to have a wedding like I used to dream of as a girl.

      It’s crazy to think back on everything that happened in the last year and a half, and it all started with Brecken and Remus kidnapping me in the middle of the night. I will always be grateful for that night and the darkness that fell.
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