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Chapter One
 
    
 
    
 
   Light pressed upon my eyelids, coaxing them open.
 
   Resisting, I squeezed them even tighter shut. I knew what day it was, and I wasn’t ready. Despite my training having started exactly six years ago, I didn’t feel prepared. Even so, I couldn’t hide forever. They would be coming for me soon, and I needed to get dressed.
 
   I opened my eyes.
 
   Hazy sunshine filtered through the window of my third-floor room. The place was starkly decorated, with bare concrete floors. Even the view from the room showed me nothing more than an expanse of gray concrete walls. I had a desk and a dressing table with a mirror, but that was it. No trinkets or framed photographs adorned the space. Even my sheets were plain. There was nothing of beauty in the room, because we were supposed to be the things that added the beauty. 
 
   I wondered if any of the other girls were awake yet. Were they thinking of me, musing on how the six of us would soon become five? The reduced number wouldn’t be for long. They’d bring in a younger girl to replace me some time in the next few months. We all had the same look in our eyes when we first arrived—frightened and alone—but, as time passed, we grew used to our confines, and the other girls became family. Problem was, on our eighteenth birthday we were once again sent to a strange place to start over.
 
   Today was my birthday.
 
   A knock came at my door and I swung my legs out of the bed. “One minute!”
 
   “You should be up already, Dakota,” a stern voice came back. “It’s your passing out day, and we have people waiting.”
 
   “I know, Mother. I’ll only be two minutes!”
 
   She wasn’t my real mother, but that was the only name I and the other girls knew her by. I wouldn’t have dared call her anything else, even if other, not so nice names had passed through my mind on plenty of occasions.
 
   “Well, hurry,” she replied from behind the closed door, which I knew would also be locked, two guards most likely standing with the older woman. “We’ve got lots to do to get you ready.”
 
   Subconsciously, I reached to my neck and fingered the solid metal collar at my throat. I’d received the collar on my first day, and, other than for size adjustments, it had never been removed. The collar was about an inch wide, lightweight, and black in color. Each of the girls here wore an identical item. They were a symbol of our training, our throats covered to show no vampire had been allowed to touch us yet.
 
   I sighed and got to my feet to make my way to the adjoining bathroom. I relieved myself, and then dressed in a t-shirt and sweatpants, before raking my dark hair into a ponytail and scrubbing my teeth. It didn’t matter what I looked like. I’d be primped and primed to within an inch of my life before the day was done.
 
   I left the bathroom to go to my bedroom door. Lifting my hand, I rapped on the solid metal door with my knuckles. “I’m ready, Mother.”
 
   A number of clicks signaled the locks being unbolted, and then the door opened to reveal Mother, and two of the guards waiting on the other side. Mother was a tall, waifish woman in her forties, her dyed blonde hair swept up into a chignon and her face perfectly made up. When she’d been younger, she was the most highly paid of all blood courtesans. Rumors were that she knew exactly what a vampire wanted, and just a taste of her blood had sold for a fortune. I guessed that fortune hadn’t ever been enough for her, as she’d moved into the business of selling others instead of herself.
 
   She tutted at me as I emerged. “Oh, really, Dakota. You look like you’ve barely woken up. I thought you’d have made an effort, today of all days.”
 
   “Sorry. I did just wake up.”
 
   She swept me forward with her manicured hand. “Don’t you dare let me down, Dakota. I have a reputation to uphold, and if vampires think they’re buying a product that is anything less than first class, they’ll start looking elsewhere.”
 
   I’m more than just a product, I wanted to say, but didn’t. Truth was, I was a product. A thing to be bought and sold—and used. 
 
   I glanced back at the guards as I was ushered down the corridor. Warren, the older guard, who was in his thirties, at least, gave me a scowl, but the other guard, Aiden, offered me a sympathetic smile. My heart fluttered. Aiden couldn’t have been too much older than I was. With his short blond hair and blue eyes, most of the girls in the training center whispered about him. But I couldn’t help feeling like I was the one he connected with the most. Perhaps it was just an age thing—that he knew the other girls were younger, though my best friend Christa was only a matter of months younger than I was. Aiden had a kindness about him that no one else who worked here seemed to display. He’d slipped me candy bars in the past, even though he knew we weren’t allowed them—Mother was very particular about what we ate in order to control our weight—and never told on me if he caught me handing notes to Christa.
 
   We passed by the closed doors of the individual rooms where the other girls were being held. Were they in there, or had they been taken down for breakfast by now? My stomach grumbled hungrily. It felt like it had been days instead of hours since my dinner of fish and salad the previous evening.
 
   We caught the elevator down to ground floor level, and exited onto another corridor. We walked down the length of it, toward the big hall that served as the place where we ate.
 
   Mother pushed open the double doors to the dining room, and I smiled to see the other five girls sitting around the large rectangular table, waiting for me. Christa got to her feet as I entered. My friend was blonde, blue-eyed, and stunning, and she’d go for big money when her time came. Leaving her was going to be the most difficult part of today. I was going to miss her like crazy. It was especially hard as I knew she was picturing herself in my place in a few months. The next oldest girl was Scarlet. At sixteen, she thought she knew everything, and hated me for some reason. She also believed she would be the most sought after courtesan the vampire world would ever know, and often spoke of the sexual things she looked forward to doing, despite being as inexperienced in the actual act as the rest of us. Fifteen-year-old Rosa also got to her feet as I walked in, her fingers pressed to her mouth, but Kitty, who was two years younger, looked away, bored. Sweet Annie was the youngest of us all, and she appeared to be on the verge of tears, but then she’d been that way since she’d been brought here. The poor thing still remembered her parents and her life before the training.
 
   “Oh, Dakota,” Christa cried, running up to me and flinging her arms around my neck.
 
   I hugged her tight, holding back tears. I couldn’t believe I might never see her again. Mother told us we may come across each other at some point in the future—vampires enjoyed big, lavish parties and often brought their courtesans along as a display of wealth and generosity—but no one could promise the men we’d be sold to would even live in the same country, never mind know each other. 
 
   “Don’t,” I managed to croak. “Don’t say anything.”
 
   I knew if she told me how much she loved me and would miss me, I would lose any of the bravery I’d stored inside me for this day.
 
   Rosa was next to hug me, with Annie right behind her. The young girl broke down into sobs, but I didn’t have any words to comfort her right now. She had at least six years of relative security here at the training center. I had my whole life ahead of me outside, and the prospect was terrifying.
 
   The adjoining doors opened and one of the kitchen staff—a short, dumpy woman in her sixties—came out carrying a tray of croissants and fresh fruit.
 
   “Sit, eat,” said Mother. “It’s a special day and you need your strength.”
 
   I released Annie, and wiped the tears from her face with my thumb. We all took our seats and the food was dished out to us. I took a bite, forcing myself to chew and swallow, though the pastry lodged in my throat. To prevent choking, I took a long swig of the orange juice the staff had poured for me and looked around at the girls I was leaving behind.
 
   We had all been trained in every art of entertainment. We’d been taught to sing—though my voice was lackluster compared to some of the girls’. Scarlet, in particular, could sing like a lark. We’d been taught to play piano, to dance, to appreciate art, and be the perfect hostess. Most of the girls found one particular thing they excelled at, and Mother would use that talent to command more money for us, not that we’d see a cent of it. She was disappointed that I’d simply been proficient at most things, but had excelled at none. Sometimes, I wondered if perhaps I hadn’t yet found my talent, rather than that I was simply talentless as she liked to point out. We were expected to be graceful in long dresses and heels, and be beautifully held together at all times. We’d also been trained in the art of pleasure, though that had all been figurative until now. Being made to lick and suck a rubber penis was not the same as when you had to pleasure the real thing, I felt sure. The numerous giggles and silly jokes that normally accompanied our training sessions would definitely not be allowed.
 
   My heart beat harder at the thought. Would that be what I’d be doing by the end of the day? Would my owner expect me to touch him in such a way?
 
   Yes, of course he would. Male vampires could have regular courtesans if they wanted. They weren’t hard to come by, or so I’d been told. We were special, raised with only one task at hand—to be the perfect companion for vampires.
 
   Regular courtesans were employees, but we would belong to whoever bought us. We got no payment, and had no use for money. Our owners would supply us with everything we needed. We could not question what they asked of us, or ever expect to belong to anyone else, unless we were sold on, which was highly unlikely. Only those vampires with ridiculous amounts of money could ever afford to buy one of us, and there was a waiting list as well. I’m sure other places like this training center existed around the country, but we only came into maturity once. Our virginity was something rare and precious.
 
   Mother approached us and stood at the end of the table. “I hope you’ve finished, Dakota. We have a lot of work to do.”
 
   I put down my half-eaten pastry and nodded. Christa reached out to me beneath the table and gave my hand a squeeze. I’d see her briefly once more during my passing out ceremony, but after that I’d be alone.
 
   Well, except for the vampire I was being sold to.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Two
 
    
 
    
 
   Nauseated, I rose from the table and followed Mother out of the dining room and down the corridor to the dressing area. The two guards waited outside of the door. 
 
   Our stylist, Christophe, entered in a flamboyant display of brightly colored silks and flowing clothing. 
 
   “I am so excited for today,” he gushed, clapping his hands together. “Dakota, my dear, come here and let me look at you. Not too bloated from breakfast, I hope?”
 
   I shook my head, and he spun me around, looking me up and down.
 
   “Good. Now, remove those tatty clothes and get into the shower. You need to be clean, and I don’t want to see a single hair on that body of yours, is that understood?”
 
   I nodded. We girls were waxed from head to toe the moment we started to show any sign of body hair, so he didn’t need to worry about that side of things. I did need a wash, though, my body still clammy from sleep. I removed my clothes under the watchful eye of Christophe and Mother. My body was mine, but it also didn’t feel like fully my own. I’d been owned in one way or another since I was small. The moment I’d been snatched from my family, I no longer belonged to myself. Removing my clothes in front of other people was the least I had to worry about.
 
   The shower was filled with an assortment of bottles of fragranced soaps. I washed my hair, and then my face and body. I delayed getting out for as long as possible, knowing what lay ahead.
 
   I would be sold with a suitcase of expensive dresses and underwear, which I was expected to wear at all times. There was no room for yoga pants and t-shirts in my future. My underwear would all be tiny, lacy items, made for seduction, not comfort.
 
   “Hurry up, Dakota,” came Mother’s irritated voice. “Do I have to rush you along all day? Where’s your sense of urgency?”
 
   I grabbed a towel through the steam and stepped out. “Sorry, Mother.”
 
   “Anyone would think you didn’t want to meet your vampire,” she said in annoyance. “You have a great privilege, Dakota. Only a handful of you girls even exist. You should be proud to be one of them.”
 
   I nodded. “I am. I’m just a little… nervous.”
 
   “Well, don’t be. Your training is top-class. Anytime you find yourself starting to falter, look back on all you have been taught. There isn’t a single thing you don’t know about being with a vampire.”
 
   I did know. I knew about all the places they liked to bite. I knew how they liked to use both sex and pain to enhance the taste of a courtesan’s blood. I knew how they liked to show their courtesans off, and would pass us around to their fellow vampires at a party.
 
   I knew too much. That was what frightened me.
 
   Christophe appeared, holding a bag. It contained the dress I would wear to meet the vampire who had bought me. He unzipped it, and displayed a beautiful, silver, floor-length gown. The material appeared to be satin, which I knew would display my nipples. I didn’t expect to be allowed to wear a bra.
 
   “Well?” he said with pride. “What do you think?”
 
   “It’s gorgeous, thank you,” I said, forcing a smile, and remembering my training to always be polite and courteous.
 
   “It’ll look even better on with your curvaceous figure.”
 
   I knew I wouldn’t struggle to walk in the dress, even with the three inch, matching silver stilettos Christophe dangled from his other hand. We’d been taught how to walk in such outfits. To be seen as anything less than graceful was frowned upon. 
 
   My hair was brushed, and dried, then twisted up into a sleek knot to show off my neck and throat. Makeup was applied, but only on my lips and eyes. Vampires liked to be able to see the natural blush of a woman. Something about it was erotic to them, and no additional perfume was applied so my vampire would be able to inhale the real scent of me.
 
   “There,” he said, finally, beaming at me, his hands clasped together. “You look perfect. Absolutely ravishing. Your vampire will be thrilled with you, I’m sure.”
 
   I gave an awkward glance toward Mother, but she gave me an encouraging smile for once. “He’s right, Dakota. You really are a vision.”
 
   She took hold of my shoulders and maneuvered me around so I could look in a full length, free-standing mirror. I’d seen myself in such outfits before, but today I barely recognized my reflection. I looked older, as though tipping over that cusp into eighteen really had made me a woman.
 
   I was taken back to my room, to sit and wait while everything was prepared for my departure. Though the space was sparse, I couldn’t help but look around, mentally saying goodbye to the place that had been my home for the past six years. The time dragged painfully, and part of me wanted to lie down on my bed and go back to sleep. Only the knowledge that both Mother and Christophe would kill me if I wrinkled my dress or smudged my makeup stopped me from doing so. Were the other girls excited that I was moving on? There was always a strange atmosphere when one of us was leaving to go onto their new lives, each of us putting ourselves in the leaver’s place. Except now I didn’t need to imagine what it would be like. My time had come.
 
   Finally, a knock sounded at my door, and it opened to reveal Mother and the guards, just as it had that morning. But then Christophe stepped into view, and I couldn’t even pretend I was being taken for mealtimes or lessons as normal.
 
   “It’s time,” Mother said. “Everyone is waiting.”
 
   She swept away, leaving my room and almost gliding down the hall. I knew where she was going. I’d attended the passing out ceremonies of a number of older girls who had left before me. Some of the girls I hadn’t been too worried about not seeing again, but others I’d missed like a part of my heart had been chiseled out. Of course, with each girl who’d left, I’d found myself growing closer and closer to my own birthday and the day when I’d leave the relative safety of the training house. 
 
   Now that day had arrived.
 
   Christophe caught me by the elbow and gave me a smile. “Ready?”
 
   I nodded. “I guess.”
 
   We walked down the corridor to the stairwell, which led to the ground floor. Here was the great hall. The large metal door at the farthest end of the hall led into the real world. Normally, it was kept locked and bolted, with a closely guarded key code which none of the girls had ever managed to get hold of—not that we’d know what to do with it if we had. We had nowhere to go, our memories of our homes and families long faded. This time, the door was missing the massive bars which protected us all from the outside world. Only the keypad remained as a barrier.
 
   Mother stood at the far end of the hall, holding something in her hands and smiling at me like a groom might smile at a bride led in on her father’s arm. The other girls stood in a row for me to walk past them all. It would be the last time I would see any of them, and the thought blurred my vision with tears. This place had been my home for almost as long as I could remember, these other girls my family, and I didn’t want to have to leave.
 
   I wasn’t allowed to hug my friends goodbye this time—that’s what breakfast had been for—but I locked eyes with Christa as I walked. You look beautiful, she mouthed at me. Be strong.
 
   I pressed my lips together and nodded, holding back more tears. Mother would be angry if I ruined my makeup moments before meeting my new owner.
 
   I passed the girls and came to a halt in front of Mother. She beamed at me, as though this was the proudest moment she could think of. I guessed it was for her. This was what she’d dedicated her life to, and each time one of us left, she’d completed her job.
 
   Christophe moved behind me. Though I didn’t see the tiny key he produced, I knew it was held in his hand. The collar at my neck jiggled slightly and then it clicked open. I sucked in a deep breath, the feeling of not having the circle of metal around my throat both dizzying and terrifyingly freeing, but it wasn’t to last for long.
 
   Christophe removed the collar and Mother stepped forward, holding my new collar in her hands. Where the old one had been black, this one was a shiny red-gold. She stepped toward me and placed it around my throat, clicking the lock into place. The color of the metal was a symbol, just as my black collar had been. I was a fully-qualified owned courtesan now, not just a blood courtesan, but one who was raised with this sole purpose in life.
 
   To be a companion to a vampire.
 
   Mother adjusted the collar and then regarded me with pride. “You’re ready, Dakota. Make me proud.” Then she leaned in and kissed my cheek, her skin cool against my own. It was the first time she’d ever shown me any kind of affection.
 
   With a couple of long strides, she went to the big metal door which shut us off from the rest of the world. She pressed some buttons on the keypad, and the door buzzed and then slid open.
 
   “Someone is waiting for you, Dakota,” she said.
 
   I nodded and gave a final glance back at my friends, and then took a deep breath. Holding myself tall, I walked toward the exit and stepped out into the real world for the first time in years.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Three
 
    
 
    
 
   A man in a black suit stepped forward to meet me. 
 
   I stared at him, my heart in my throat. Was this the vampire who would own me?
 
   But I shook the thought from my head. Of course not. It was daylight. My vampire would still be sleeping.
 
   Behind me, the door slid shut and sealed, making me jump. A black limousine waited at the curbside, and I noticed another man, wearing an identical suit, waiting behind the wheel.
 
   “Miss Dakota,” the first man said to me, “I’m pleased to make your acquaintance. Please, follow me.”
 
   He stepped to the car to open the back door for me.
 
   I hesitated, and glanced back at the now closed door I’d just walked through. The next time it opened for one of us girls to leave, it would be for Christa. My heart clenched with longing for my friends, and even for Mother. Yes, she was selling girls to vampires, but she’d been the closest thing I’d had to a real mother that I could remember.
 
   A real mother wouldn’t sell her children.
 
   I pushed the thought away. The few memories I had of my own mother were less than flattering—her striking me as I tried to steal a piece of cheese from the kitchen counter. Me hiding behind the couch as she stormed around our tiny house, screaming my name. Her grabbing my arm and dragging me back out again when she found me.
 
   No, my real mother hadn’t been any better than Mother. Perhaps she’d saved me from a far worse existence.
 
   My hungry eyes took in my surroundings before I moved toward the car. We were in an alleyway, with no discernible features. I’d only seen the inside of the training center and its small garden for the past six years, and this was my first taste of the outside world. My heart sank with disappointment. I’d been hoping for far reaching views, and flowers, and flowing rivers. Instead, I had more gray concrete walls and an equally gray ground. The only thing of any color was a sign posted to the wall in front of me, on the opposite side of the road, advertising a band playing somewhere nearby.
 
   Trying to quell my disappointment, I slid onto the vast expanse of leather seat and the door slammed shut behind me. The man opened the passenger door and climbed inside.
 
   My brain whirred, remembering my training. Always make a man feel relaxed and comfortable, no matter the situation. I was to flirt with those with an ego, coax the personality from the shy, flatter the ones with low self-esteem. But this man was rigid and cold, and I had no idea what personality box he fit into. Besides, I’d discovered it was a very different thing to practice with Mother and the other girls compared to talking to a real life male.
 
   I leaned forward slightly, the material of my dress slipping around my thighs. “Please, forgive me,” I started. “I didn’t ask your name.”
 
   “You don’t need to know my name,” he said. “I am none of your concern. We’re just paid to get you where you need to be.”
 
   I hazarded another question. “And where exactly is that?”
 
   “New York.”
 
   “Is that far?”
 
   He gave a cold laugh. “You’re already here.”
 
   My mind boggled. New York? Had I been living in New York all this time? All we’d been told was America, no other detail. Asking too many questions was something Mother didn’t like, and we’d be punished for it by putting us in solitary confinement or making us miss meals. Not that it mattered. We weren’t allowed to leave the training center anyway. We could have been on a whole other planet and it wouldn’t have looked any different.
 
   As the car started up and passed between the high walls of the alleyway, black screens rose up around the windows, blocking off my view once more. The only window still clear was the windshield, but as I leaned forward to try to get an idea of where we were going, another black screen rose between myself and the driver and his passenger. It was enough to let a little light in, but not for me to see through.
 
   “Sorry, Miss,” the man said over his shoulder. “We have our orders.”
 
   Encased in what felt like a black glass box, I let out a sigh and sat back in my seat. Sudden tears threatened to spill and I blinked them back. Was this to be my future, as closed off as my past had been? I’d been allowing myself to hope for extravagant parties and restaurants, but the truth was I could end up moving from one prison to another. No one else would care what my vampire wanted to do with me. He owned me now.
 
   It occurred to me that I should have asked my vampire’s name, rather than the man who had met me.
 
   Damn it. How many more mistakes would I make?
 
   I sat in silence, my head leaning back against the leather headrest, as the car took me to my destination. The traffic made progress slow-going and it felt as though an hour or more had passed before we eventually came to a stop, though it could have been more or less, I struggled to tell.
 
   I sat up straight, my heart pattering. Was this my final destination?
 
   I fingered the collar around my neck, a nervous habit. How much longer before my owner removed it for his first taste? Or perhaps he would leave it in place and decide to take his first feed from a different part of my body—my wrist, or breast, or groin. The collar, after all, was really only a symbol. It wouldn’t prevent a vampire from biting me if he wanted.
 
   The man in the passenger seat climbed out of the car and then opened my door for me. My dress swished around my legs as I swung them out of the car and planted my heels on the ground. On shaky limbs, I got to my feet and stood straight, allowing the dress to drape down my body. I caught the man’s gaze flicking down to my chest and back up again. He cleared his throat and then made his way to the trunk of the car. He popped it open and pulled out the suitcase containing my clothes—the only belongings I had in the world.
 
   “This way, please.”
 
   I looked up at the building we stood in front of. We were in a wide, busy street, traffic sweeping past in both directions, though no one appeared to be walking on our side. Everyone was avoiding us, and no one looked at me.
 
   A wave of shame swept over me, my cheeks heating. Did they know what I was?
 
   No, I wasn’t supposed to feel ashamed. Mother had said we were special, that there was only a handful of us in the world. My type of courtesan was like a rare jewel, expensive, and could only belong to those with the highest of tastes.
 
   So why did I suddenly feel like a cheap whore?
 
   It occurred to me that I could try to run. I could spin on my overly high heels and sprint, screaming to the other side of the road and beg the passersby to help me. I knew I’d been stolen as a child, but other than that, I could tell them no more. Would the police be able to take my fingerprints or a blood sample and figure out where I came from? Or would the cops think I was a complete lunatic and lock me up in a cell? Another thought occurred to me. Perhaps being locked up in a cell would be a good thing? If the vampire who’d bought me figured out that I had tried to run, he would surely kill me.
 
   “Come,” the man who wouldn’t tell me his name said. “It will be dark soon and you need to be ready.”
 
   A shiver tore through me. It would be dark, and then I would meet him.
 
   I was taken into the building and toward the bank of elevators at the back. A doorman sat behind a desk to our right, but he only nodded a greeting as we passed through and didn’t ask who we were there to see.
 
   I assumed we would be stepping into one of the elevators, but instead the man ushered me to the left, where a separate elevator was positioned.
 
   “It’s a private elevator,” he told me as he used a card with a barcode to call the car and then gestured me through. “It only goes to the penthouse.”
 
   “Of course,” I said, as though I knew about such things.
 
   The car swept us upward, and opened to reveal a huge apartment.
 
   The views from the floor to ceiling windows spread across the New York skyline. It was breathtaking. The sky turned a golden red behind the skyscrapers, the color so similar to that of the collar around my throat. The sight made me catch my breath, tears flooding my eyes. I’d never seen such a thing before, something I’d only ever dreamed of. My small life of gray concrete walls suddenly felt like a lifetime ago.
 
   Christa would love this.
 
   I tried not to think of my friend. She’d get her own life, too, in a couple of months… Except, it wasn’t our own life. Our lives were owned by someone else—someone I hadn’t even met yet.
 
   “The bathroom is through there,” my guard told me, as he set my suitcase down on the floor near the elevator. “Sir will be awake soon, and I expect you’ll want to freshen up.”
 
   I turned to him, away from the view. “What’s he like?”
 
   He shook his head and glanced away. “I couldn’t possibly say.”
 
   Butterflies made of lead felt like they were attempting to fly in my stomach. I wanted to be brave, but I was about to meet a vampire. Despite all of our training, we’d never actually met a real one. A real one who would bite.
 
   And fuck.
 
   The man who’d driven me bowed his head slightly. “I must leave you now. Please, make yourself comfortable. He won’t be long.”
 
   I glanced toward the sunset, to the faint bright line where the sun still peeped above the horizon. Any minute now, it would set and I would be alone to face him. The elevator doors slid shut and I realized the other man had left. A moment of madness gripped me and I hurried over to the elevator and hit the button forcefully enough to hurt my finger.
 
   “Is there someplace you need to be?”
 
   The deep voice sounded from behind me, and I froze. My heart felt like it stopped, pausing in my chest, before lurching into my throat. Tears of fear pricked the backs of my eyes.
 
   Slowly, I turned to face him.
 
   A man—no, not just a man—stood, regarding me with cold, serious dark eyes. His black hair was a couple of inches in length and swept from his face. He had a wide jaw and a full mouth. His skin had an olive tone, or at least would have been if not for the vampire paleness. 
 
   “Hello, Dakota,” he said, his gaze assessing me from head to foot. “My name is Roman Kramar, and I am your master.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Four
 
    
 
    
 
   Mother had told me that whatever situation I found myself in, I was to always think back to my training. After six years, it should be firmly embedded in every word I spoke, every move I made, but right at that moment all thoughts left me.
 
    Roman Kramar was the most beautiful man I’d ever seen. The mild attraction I’d had for Aiden back at the training center swept into pale significance. If I’d thought it possible for my heart to stop and for me to continue living, I’d have sworn it did so in that moment.
 
   “You understand why you’re here?” he said, his voice deep, an accent—something European—affecting it.
 
   Training, remember your training.
 
   I took a breath and stood up straighter and pushed back my shoulders. I smiled, though I worried a twitch in my face would give away my nerves. “Of course, sir. I’m here for your pleasure.”
 
   “Good. Now come here.”
 
   Taking step after trained step across the room, I sashayed up to him. His eyes were fixed on me, and I felt my nipples crinkle beneath my dress, knowing they’d be poking through it like two little bullets. Christophe had chosen this dress for a reason. He’d known exactly what he was doing.
 
   I stopped in front of the vampire and sucked in my stomach, resisting the urge to cover my hard nipples with my arm.
 
   “Turn around,” he growled. “Slowly.”
 
   I did as he asked, aware of his gaze taking in every curve of my body, and came to a halt facing him again.
 
   “You are beautiful, Dakota,” he said. “I think I got my money’s worth.”
 
   “Thank you. I hope you’ll be very satisfied with me.”
 
   He leaned in and brought his face close to my ear. The sensation of having him so near was overwhelming, making my head swim. “I know you’re nervous. I can hear it in your heartbeat. I can smell the fear on your skin.”
 
   “You’re my first real experience of a vampire,” I said, trying to keep the tremor from my voice. “Everything else has just been training.”
 
   He leaned back out and tilted his head to one side. Then he reached out and traced the back of his finger down the side of my face, making me shiver. “And I’m the first experience you’ve had of a man, too. Isn’t that right?”
 
   I nodded. “Yes, sir.” I remembered what Mother had told me. How our virginity was one of the things that made us so sought after. “No man has ever touched me… intimately.” Or even kissed me, I thought.
 
   “You cost me a lot of money, Dakota. I hope I’ll get exactly what I want from you.”
 
   He didn’t say what exactly that was, but I could use my imagination.
 
   “I’ll do everything I can to satisfy you,” I breathed. I wanted to get this over and done with—like ripping off a Band-Aid. Once I’d gotten over the initial trepidation of it all, it was bound to get easier. Unless it’s awful and he hurts you and you hate it, a warning voice spoke inside my head. No, I couldn’t let myself think like that. Mother had told us we would find pleasure in our masters if we allowed ourselves to give in to them. Only if we displeased them would we find the process of feeding and sex to be bad.
 
   Remembering how I’d been taught to be coy and sweet and flirtatious, I made myself step forward, closing the gap between me and the vampire. He watched me with curiosity, which unsettled me more than if he’d looked at me with lust in his eyes.
 
   “Where would you like the first taste from?” I asked, looking up at him from beneath my eyelashes. I tilted my head to one side, exposing the side of my neck, and then ran my fingers down the side of my throat to tug at my collar. “From here, perhaps?” Then I lifted my arm to him, holding out my wrist as though offering him to scent an expensive perfume. “Or here?” When he didn’t respond, I pulled back my hand and then pinched the material at the top of my dress, and lowered the front, exposing the rounded globe of my left breast. “Or even here.”
 
   His face turned pale and I saw a muscle in his jaw tick.
 
   Roman took a step back, breaking the moment. “Not now, Dakota,” he snapped. “You have just arrived. You must get settled in first.”
 
   I hadn’t been expecting him to reject me. I’d been preparing myself for my first bite, or kiss, perhaps even more. Why did I experience such disappointment?
 
   “Oh, of course.” I was flustered.
 
   He turned from me and strode through the apartment. I picked up my skirt around my ankles and hurried after him.
 
   “This is to be your room,” he said when I’d caught up.
 
   I looked around at the luxurious surroundings, the huge, four poster bed, the plush carpet, and thick drapes on the window. A three-door, ornate mahogany closet and a matching dresser were pushed up against the far wall. It was a world away from the plain room I’d grown up in.
 
   But I hadn’t been expecting this.
 
   “I have my own room?” I was surprised. I’d assumed he’d have wanted me to sleep with him. Wasn’t that what he’d paid so much money for?
 
   “Of course,” he said. “You’ll need somewhere to sleep when I have other… guests here.”
 
   “Oh!” I tried not to feel the little surge of jealousy that rose up inside me. “You’ll be bringing other blood courtesans here, then?”
 
   “And regular women as well.” His mouth twitched with amusement. “You didn’t expect me to eat the same meal every day for the next however many years, I assume. I thought you’d prefer not to be in the same room while I’m enjoying other women, but if it’s the type of thing you’d like to join in with, too, I would be more than happy to oblige.”
 
   My eyes widened with shock. Was he suggesting for me to have sex with women as well? I hadn’t even had sex with a man yet, and that wasn’t something I’d been trained in. “Oh, no! That’s fine, thank you. I can wait in my room.”
 
   He suppressed a smile. “Shame. Well, maybe you will change your mind once you become more… experienced.” Roman glanced around. “Ah, you’ll need your bags, too.”
 
   In a blur of movement, he was suddenly gone again, and I was left standing alone in the room. And then, just as quickly, and with another blur which left me blinking hard, he was back again, my heavy suitcase held easily in one hand. I knew vampires had the ability to move quickly, but I hadn’t been prepared for just how quickly.
 
   I wondered what else I wasn’t prepared for.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Five
 
    
 
    
 
   The vampire left me to change, gently shutting the bedroom door behind me. It made me wonder what the point had been of Mother and Christophe getting me all dressed up that morning when Roman Kramar didn’t seem to have any intention of tearing the dress off and feasting on my pampered skin.
 
   I’d been prepared to hand myself over to a vampire. I’d been trained to say the right words and make the right noises, to touch him in a certain way, and lie back and spread my thighs for him, or climb on top of him, if that was what he wanted. I’d prepared myself to grit my teeth as his fangs punctured my skin, and to groan in pleasure, even if inside I felt like I was dying.
 
   I hadn’t been prepared to be sent alone to a bedroom. I had one job in life, and that was to be used as a vampire’s plaything. I hadn’t considered the possibility the vampire in question wouldn’t want to play.
 
   He must, I corrected myself. He’d paid a crazy amount of money for me. Maybe he expects less clothing than the dress and wants you to be clean. 
 
   I had the horrifying thought that he had been able to smell me. Vampires had an extremely heightened sense of smell, and I’d been nervous all day. When I was nervous, I sweated. 
 
   Oh, God, perhaps he thought I stank and that was why he’d asked me to freshen up. The thought left me mortified.
 
   I had an adjoining bathroom, so I quickly removed the dress Christophe had chosen, together with the tiny slip of a thong I wore, and turned on the shower. Knowing he was waiting for me, I quickly stepped beneath the water, soaped my body, and rinsed off again. I towel dried off, and went to my bag to find fresh underwear and my makeup bag. While I knew I would never do as good a job as Christophe had, I repaired my makeup and then dressed in a clean pair of panties and chose a sheer chemise, with no bra. It was see-through enough to make out the darker buds of my nipples against the creamy color of my breasts. 
 
   I assessed myself in the mirror. My stomach appeared flat, my breasts round, while still retaining their perkiness. A quick twist to take in my rear end confirmed it looked good in the black lace panties. To finish off the outfit, I found a pair of peep-toe pumps with a three-inch heel and a strap around the ankle.
 
   This was what we’d been taught men and vampires alike enjoyed—sexy women in sexy underwear. 
 
   He wouldn’t be able to resist me.
 
   Pushing down my nerves, I held up my chin and straightened my shoulders. I felt sure he would be out there waiting for me, perhaps sitting on the couch, one leg crossed over the other, arm slung across the back, as he waited for his owned courtesan to come to him. This is my job, I reminded myself again. I was the seductress, the entertainer, the waiting staff, if I had to be. I was also the meal that was to be served.
 
   Standing tall in my heels, I opened the bedroom door and strutted back out into the apartment. I spotted the vampire instantly, wearing slacks and a black shirt which was rolled up at the sleeves. He held a glass of something red—either wine or blood, I couldn’t be sure. He was standing in front of the floor to ceiling windows, looking out over the lights of New York. The view was dizzyingly breathtaking, especially for someone like me, who had only ever looked out onto gray concrete walls. For a moment, I forgot my mission to seduce him and sucked in a breath of amazement.
 
   He must have already heard me enter, but at that breath, his head snapped around. His dark eyes widened as he took in my outfit.
 
   “What the hell are you wearing, Dakota?”
 
   My confidence crumbled. “I thought you wanted me to change, to make myself more comfortable.”
 
   “Yes,” he snapped. “In clothes.”
 
   “I only have the clothes I was sent with. They’re all kind of like this.”
 
   He rolled his eyes. “Did you check the closet?”
 
   “Umm, no, why?”
 
   “There are regular clothes in there for you. Jeans, some t-shirts.” His eyes flicked down to my footwear. “Some god-damned sneakers.”
 
   Why was he so angry with me? I’d only just met him and yet I already felt like everything I did was wrong. This wasn’t what I had been expecting at all. I experienced a sudden pang of longing for my home, for my friends, even for Mother. I hadn’t had anything to eat or drink since I’d left the place, and now I had some hot but mean vampire looking at me as though I’d just tipped his maker’s ashes all over the floor and then peed on them.
 
   “I’m sorry,” I said, holding back tears. “I thought you would like it.”
 
   His expression softened a fraction. “Because that’s what you were taught?”
 
   I nodded.
 
   He exhaled an angry sigh and turned away. “Go and change again, Dakota, and then go to bed. We’ll talk again tomorrow.”
 
   Talk? What was there to talk about?
 
   Understanding when I had been dismissed, I turned and hurried back to my new bedroom, feeling ridiculous in my outfit now instead of sexy. I managed to get the door shut before the tears I’d been holding back streamed down my face. I wrenched the pumps from my feet and threw them to the floor. For the briefest of moments, I considered going to the closet and checking out what sensible clothing he’d bought me, but then I changed my mind. I didn’t have to do everything he told me, and if my being in sexy lingerie made him uncomfortable, then screw him. He could be uncomfortable.
 
   Why wasn’t he interested in me?
 
   Was he gay?
 
   I didn’t think so. I had seen how he’d looked at me. Plus, why would he buy me if he didn’t want to use me? None of it made any sense.
 
   Feeling utterly alone, I crawled into the massive bed and cuddled up on my side, pulling the comforter up over my shoulders. The bed felt too big, the walls around me too far away. The space was overwhelming, and I felt vulnerable and lonely. I’d have given anything in that moment to have been back at the training center. I wondered if Christa and any of the girls were thinking about me, wondering what I was doing. I bet they all thought I’d be naked and bloodied by now, and definitely no longer a virgin, but instead I was the complete opposite.
 
   I missed my stark, plain bedroom and narrow, hard bed.
 
   As the tears continued to fall, dampening the pillow beneath my cheek, I realized I even missed Mother.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Six
 
    
 
    
 
   I woke late the next morning, filled with confusion about where I was. Other than today, I’d woken in the same bed every morning for the past six years.
 
   It took me a few seconds to recount the events of the previous day and remember that I was now owned by a vampire called Roman Kramar. A vampire who didn’t seem to want me.
 
   I was also famished.
 
   Only my hunger prevented me from hiding in bed for the rest of the day. Still dressed in the panties and cami the vampire had told me off about the previous night, I left the bedroom and went into the kitchen. The place was like a stage home, with no sign that anyone had ever even used the kitchen to cook in–the counter, oven, and refrigerator immaculate and in pristine condition.
 
   Of course, they’ve never been used. It’s not like a vampire was suddenly going to decide to whisk up some pancakes.
 
   The thought of pancakes made my stomach gurgle, and I went to the refrigerator. I swung open the door and stared at the interior.
 
   Empty.
 
   Completely empty.
 
   “Shit.”
 
   Moving more quickly, urgency pressing upon me, I threw open the cupboard doors, hoping to find something to eat. I’d have been happy with anything at that point—a slice of dry bread, some crackers, a tin of fruit in syrup—but there was literally not a single thing to eat.
 
   “You have got to be kidding me!”
 
   I stormed back to the bedroom and went straight to the dresser. As Roman had told me the previous night, the drawers were all filled with comfortable clothes—expensive jeans and cashmere sweaters, all in my size. In the bottom of the closet were several pairs of shoes, boots, and sneakers.
 
   I pulled on a pair of slim jeans, a V-neck t-shirt, and the boots, and then left the room to go to the elevator. I hit the button to call the car several times, but nothing happened, and then I noticed the fingerprint keypad needed to call it. I pressed my thumb against the pad, trying to activate the elevator, even though I knew it was futile. Unsurprisingly, the control pad flashed red. 
 
   “Oh, for God’s sake!”
 
   I spun around and scanned the apartment to give me some idea of what to do next.
 
   I stared at a telephone which sat on a side table beside the couch, but who would I call? I didn’t know a single phone number, and had never even used a telephone before. I knew there were restaurants that delivered food, but I didn’t know what any were called, never mind their phone numbers. Plus, I had no money to pay them, and didn’t even know my current address. I was starving and stuck in an apartment with no food. At least I could get water from the tap. 
 
   Back in the kitchen, I placed my mouth beneath the faucet and gulped some cold water down. It helped to quell my hunger a little, before the pangs returned with force. Would I be able to wake the vampire and at least get him to order me something in? He was supposed to be looking after me, that was part of the contract, and right now he was failing on every single piece of what it was supposed to mean to own me.
 
   There were only four doors which led off of the living space. I checked the closest one, to find an empty bedroom, and then the next was a bathroom. That only left one other door, which wasn’t my own, so I knew it must be Roman’s bedroom. I approached to stand in front of it. Was he asleep in there? I couldn’t get any sense of him being behind the wood, but he was undead, so it wasn’t as though I was ever going to hear him snoring.
 
   Cautiously, I turned the handle and pushed it open. It was pitch black in the room, the windows completely covered with blinds. A little of the light filtered in through the open doorway, and slowly my eyes adjusted.
 
   Roman lay on the bed, on top of the covers. He was on his back, his hands rested on his naked chest. The only clothing he wore was a pair of loose workout pants. I tried not to pay too much attention to the lines of his abs and the squared muscle of his pectorals on which his hands rested. His dark hair was a contrast to the pale skin, which somehow appeared even paler in the dark. He looked like a mannequin or a statue lying there, and a shiver tingled down my spine.
 
   Even so, my hunger was greater than my fear of him.
 
   I crossed the room to come to stand beside his bed. Would he sense me there and wake? But there was no change from him, so I reached out and shoved his shoulder.
 
   “Hey,” I hissed. “You need to wake up.”
 
   I got no response. His eyelids didn’t as much as flutter.
 
   I shoved him, harder this time, and spoke louder. “There’s no food in this place. I’m starving. You need to wake up!”
 
   Still nothing. He didn’t even flinch.
 
   “Oh, for fuck’s sake.” I was exasperated, but what else could I do? I didn’t want to disturb him so badly that he woke up thinking he was being attacked and I ended up with my throat ripped out.
 
   Giving up, I left the bedroom and shut the door behind me again.
 
   With nothing else to do, I returned to my room and lay back on my bed. I dozed and waited for the hours to pass until the sunset arrived and Roman woke again.
 
   When he did, I was ready for him.
 
   I stood outside of his bedroom door, my arms folded over my chest, glaring at him as he emerged from the bedroom. I knew I was breaking my training by challenging him, but I was so hungry and angry by this point, I honestly didn’t care. 
 
   “So nice of you to finally get out of bed.”
 
   He jerked back in surprise, his smooth brow drawing down in a frown. “I always wake at sunset, Dakota. I’m a vampire. That’s what we do.”
 
   “I know that! What I meant is that you could have thought of me while you were busy sleeping.”
 
   “I’m not sure I understand what you mean.”
 
   “No? Well, you were obviously so focused on making sure your own meal was here that you forgot to consider mine.”
 
   His dark eyes narrowed slightly, and then realization must have dawned. “Ah, I forgot to get in any human food.”
 
   “Got it in one. I’ve been here starving all day, unable to leave, while you’ve been literally sleeping like the dead.”
 
   He frowned again. “You tried to wake me?”
 
   “You bet, and it was like trying to wake a rock.”
 
   “I apologize.” His eyes skimmed up and down my body. “As you’re suitably dressed, how about I take you out for breakfast?”
 
   “It’s dinner now, but you can buy me all three meals as I’ve been forced to skip every one of them.”
 
   He glanced down and appeared to be suppressing a smile. “As you wish.”
 
   “And by the way,” I continued, and then lifted a hand to motion to his naked top half. “You’re the one who needs to be thinking about who is suitably dressed.”
 
   He glanced down at his naked torso and laughed, a deep and throaty sound which sent shivers through me for all the wrong reasons. “Of course.”
 
   Roman disappeared back inside the bedroom to get dressed, while I stood awkwardly in the apartment. Was I really going to go out looking like this—in jeans and a t-shirt, my hair pulled into a ponytail and my face free from makeup? I’d been taught I should always be perfectly presentable, and right now I was far from perfect.
 
   In less than a minute, Roman reappeared, wearing another dark shirt and slacks. I wondered if he had any variation on his wardrobe.
 
   “Ready?” he asked, his head tilted to one side.
 
   “I can’t go out like this.”
 
   “Of course you can. You look beautiful.”
 
   I lifted my eyebrows in disbelief.
 
   “Natural,” he said. “Yesterday you looked like a whore.”
 
   Anger rose up inside me. “Gee, thanks. You really know how to compliment a girl.”
 
   “I tend to say what I think.”
 
   “I’ve noticed,” I snapped back.
 
   He exhaled a sigh. “Do you want to go and get something to eat or not?”
 
   I rolled my eyes, but I was too hungry to either worry about my attire, or argue with him any further. “Fine.” I was pretty sure none of this behavior had been in my training, but Roman Kramar seemed to bring out the worst in me.
 
   He called the elevator, as I had tried to do hours earlier, and we stepped inside and traveled down. Leaving the apartment building, I felt self-conscious in my casual clothes, with Roman walking beside me, his hand lightly touching the small of my back as he guided me. He took me to a quiet restaurant across the street and we found a table near the back. Once more, I was thrown. I’d been expecting lavish parties and glamorous clothes, not jeans and a low key restaurant. Had anyone else noticed the collar at my throat? I guessed in the red-gold, it looked more like a very expensive piece of jewelry than anything else, but it seriously didn’t go with the rest of my outfit.
 
   But I was too hungry to worry about that now.
 
   I ordered three dishes—waffles, a sandwich, and a steak and fries. 
 
   He watched me in amusement.
 
   “I missed three meals,” I said, “so I plan on eating them now.” My hunger was so bad, it felt like a hollow, sick feeling in the base of my throat. The scents from the restaurant weren’t helping matters, and I eyed other people’s meals as they were delivered to their tables.
 
   Roman only ordered a glass of red wine, which he sat, sipping slowly. He didn’t offer any to me. I was underage. The irony that I could be fed upon and screwed like a fully grown woman, but yet wasn’t able to have a glass of wine, wasn’t lost on me. I had tasted wine plenty of times—we were trained on the differences between the grapes in order for us to serve them with flourish during parties, but here in a restaurant was a different matter. 
 
   “Tell me about yourself,” he said, eventually.
 
   I blinked in surprise. “Me? Why do you want to know about me?”
 
   His dark, intense eyes didn’t waver from my face. “It’s called conversation, Dakota. Aren’t you supposed to be trained in the art?”
 
   “Well, yes, but to talk about music or books, not myself.”
 
   “I am your owner now, so I get to decide what we converse about. I want to know about you.”
 
   I stuttered, my cheeks flaming. “There really isn’t anything to tell. I’ve been in the training center and then I came here. That’s it.”
 
   I noticed he was staring at the color in my face, and I placed my palms to my cheeks, hoping to cool my skin with my hands.
 
   His hand shot out, cold fingers wrapping around my wrist and yanking my hand away. “Don’t cover your face. I want to be able to see your skin. You’re very beautiful when the blood rushes to the surface like that.”
 
   My blush deepened, but I allowed him to pull my hands down, not that I could have stopped him if I’d wanted.
 
   “So,” he said, more gently, releasing his hold on me, “you were telling me about yourself. What about your life before you went to the training center?”
 
   I shook my head, confused. “I don’t know what you mean.”
 
   “Where are you from, originally? Do you have any siblings? What do your parents do?”
 
   I continued to shake my head. “I’m… I’m not sure you understand. I was taken when I was small—a preschooler, at most. I don’t know the answer to any of those questions.”
 
   A frown marked his smooth brow. “I thought training only started at adolescence.”
 
   “Well, yes, it does, but most of us are taken before then. We’re raised by the people who took us, and when we hit twelve, we’re moved to the training center.” I wasn’t sure if I was supposed to be saying all these things. We’d been warned by Mother not to divulge any of the secrets of our training, but did what had happened to us before then count? 
 
   I thought back to my time before I’d been taken to the training camp. The memories were fuzzy—more like little glimpse of time or dreams that I wasn’t even completely sure belonged to me. I had the memories of my real mother, the shouting, and the hiding, the feeling of fear. Then, after that, I remembered being at a house in the middle of nowhere. The house was a wooden structure, half falling down. Two adults took care of me there, a man and a woman. They told me to call them Mom and Dad, but I didn’t want to. I wasn’t the only child there. There were two others, a boy and a girl, both a little older than I was. They called the man and woman Mom and Dad, but I had no idea if they actually were the adults’ children, or if they’d been stolen, like me. We didn’t talk about it. We just played, and did our chores, and ate and slept. If anything was mentioned about our earlier families, I couldn’t remember that now. Then, just before my twelfth birthday, Mother had arrived to take me to the training center. I remembered that part more clearly, how I’d cried and pulled back on her arm, saying I didn’t want to go. While the house and adults I’d mostly grown up with had never been particularly loving or affectionate toward me, I hadn’t wanted to go to a strange place with a strange woman. I’d been just like all the other girls when they first arrived—frightened and crying a lot. But, after time, the older girls who were already there, and sold on now, took me under their wing and made me feel better. Soon enough, the place had felt like home.
 
   For some reason, I didn’t want to tell any of this to Roman, not yet anyway. It felt too personal, and I didn’t want him to look at me and feel sorry for me.
 
   Roman’s words brought me back to the present. “What about the training center? Do you know where it is?”
 
   “New York,” I answered, my tone rising hopefully. At least I knew the answer to something.
 
   “Where in New York?”
 
   My shoulders deflated again. “I don’t know.” Then I thought of something. “You must know, though. You had your car come for me. One of your men met me there.”
 
   But Roman shook his head. “Those were the Madam’s men, and her car. She keeps the location of the training center a complete secret.”
 
   “The Madam?” I asked.
 
   “That’s what the woman who sold you to me is known as in the vampire world.”
 
   “Oh, I see.” The topic of conversation was making me uncomfortable. I didn’t want to think of her as ‘Madam.’ “What about you?” I asked him. “Tell me a bit about your past. Where are you from originally.”
 
   “Croatia,” he said. “I’ve been a vampire for more than a century.”
 
   I stared at him. I couldn’t even contemplate being alive for so long. “And what about your maker?” I asked. “Is he or she still around?”
 
   He shrugged. “My maker was a transient vampire. She didn’t like to stay in one place for too long. Soon after she turned me, she left, and I never bothered to try to seek her out. I have no idea if she’s still of this world or not.”
 
   It appeared we were both without the ones who had created us.
 
   My food arrived, the plates positioned around each other, and I forgot the questions in order to eat. Though I’d missed meals as a punishment back at the center, I’d never been more than twenty-four hours without eating. All of my training about being lady-like and composed went out of the window as I alternated bites of the sandwich with the steak and fries, and then moved onto the waffle for dessert. I was glad I was wearing comfortable clothes. I definitely looked like I was nurturing a food baby under my shirt.
 
   Roman’s eyebrows lifted. “Finished?”
 
   I nodded.
 
   “Good,” he replied. “Now I will take you back to the apartment. I need to go and feed myself.”
 
   I frowned. “Isn’t that what I’m here for?”
 
   “Don’t question me, Dakota. Just do as you’re told.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Seven
 
    
 
    
 
   After I’d eaten, Roman took me back to the apartment.
 
   “I have to go out,” he told me. “I’ll be back before it gets light.”
 
   “What am I supposed to do with myself until then?” I’d hoped we’d made some kind of connection over dinner, but it appeared I was wrong.
 
   “Sleep. You’re human, after all. That’s what you’re supposed to do during the night.”
 
   “I’ve been sleeping all day, thanks to your incarceration of me, and anyway, we’re trained to be companions for vampires, remember. I’ve always been more of a night owl. Can’t I come with you?”
 
   “No, you can’t,” he snapped. “Entertain yourself. I won’t be long.”
 
   I opened my mouth to protest again, but his body became a blur in front of my eyes, and the next thing I knew, the elevator doors were sliding shut.
 
   I might have had a full stomach, but I was bored and lonely. Was this to be my life now, wandering around this apartment alone, while the vampire who was supposed to be cherishing me ran around the city, feasting on others? I paced the apartment, trying to figure out what I’d done wrong with Roman. Mother must have shown him photographs of me before he’d purchased me, so he’d already known what I looked like. What was it about me in person that put him off so much?
 
   I tried not to think about what he was doing now. Was he in an expensive hotel, feasting on other blood courtesans, reveling in their blood, pushing them back on plush hotel beds and fucking them senseless?
 
   When I’d imagined my future as an owned blood courtesan, I’d never thought my own feelings of jealously would be attached to the vampire who owned me. But I was. Jealous, that was. So jealous it tore me up inside, and made me feel like I was going crazy. I wanted him, and I was sure he wanted me. He was just fighting it.
 
   But why?
 
   Restless, I poked around the apartment.
 
   I found one of the rooms at the back of the apartment to be a library, so I settled myself in there for a couple of hours, curled up on a cozy chair with a book on my knees. I wished Roman had taken the time to get some supplies in before he’d vanished again. I’d have happily nursed a mug of hot chocolate while I read, even though my stomach was still full. Mother had controlled every item of food we’d been allowed in the training center, and now I had the ability to eat what I wanted—when available—I wanted to enjoy it. I would become fat as a house at this rate, but as my vampire didn’t seem to care, what did it matter?
 
   I must have dozed, the book cradled in my lap, but I woke to the sound of feminine giggling.
 
   I stiffened and sat up straight in the chair. Who was that? The giggle was followed by a male voice, the low resonance vibrating through the rooms.
 
   Blind anger descended on me, and I flew from the library to go back to Roman’s bedroom.
 
   With a shove, I slammed open the bedroom door. A woman lay on the bed on her back. She resembled me, with her curvy build, dark hair and eyes. Roman held himself above her. He wasn’t wearing a shirt again, though the woman was fully clothed. I could smell a tang of metal in the room, and noticed a smear of something across Roman’s full lips, and on the woman’s throat.
 
   He was feeding on her.
 
   “You have got to be kidding me!”
 
   Roman sat up and looked over at me. His dark eyes were almost black in the dim light, and he somehow managed to appear both sexy and scary all at the same time. I should have been frightened of him, but I was more angry than anything else.
 
   “Dakota. Go back to your room.”
 
   I put my hands on my hips. “What? You think I’m just going to hide in my room while you make out with this… this… tramp right next door?”
 
   “Hey!” the woman objected.
 
   I flashed her a cold smile. “No offense.”
 
   “It’s none of your business what I do,” Roman said. “I need to feed.”
 
   “Yes, that’s what I’m here for, remember? I could be having the time of my life right now with some hot vampire who is taking me to the best parties in the city, and then screwing me senseless all night, and instead I’m stuck with you!”
 
   Roman exhaled a sigh, and climbed off the woman and the bed. “I think you’d better go,” he told the brunette.
 
   She gave an awkward glance between us and then scurried off the bed. She grabbed her shoes from the floor and hurried past me. There was a blur in front of my eyes, as Roman moved with his vampire’s speed and called the elevator for her.
 
   I waited, my fury simmering, until she was gone.
 
   He whisked across the room to come to a halt in front of me, his dark eyes burning. “What the hell was that little scene about?” he snapped.
 
   “I thought I made that quite clear.”
 
   “Why would you want me to feed on you, Dakota? You actually want me to fuck you? Do you have any idea what it’s like to fuck a vampire? I’m not a gentle creature. Don’t expect me to take things soft and gentle just because it’s your first time.”
 
   “I know that. I’ve been trained my whole life, remember? I’ve been told exactly what to expect.”
 
   But still he didn’t touch me, didn’t even take a step toward me. He just continued to stare.
 
   What was wrong with me? Did he not think I was attractive enough? Did he think he wouldn’t like my blood? Why bother paying so much money for me if he wasn’t going to use me for what I’d been trained for my whole life? But no, I felt sure he was attracted to me. I could see it in the smolder of his eyes, in the way his gaze hovered over my breasts, when he licked his lower lip and dug his fangs into the plump flesh. 
 
   Feeling reckless, which probably wasn’t the best way to be in the face of a vampire, I took a step forward, closing the gap between us. I reached out to touch his naked chest, marveling in the smooth, cool feel of his skin. Keeping my eyes on his to judge his reaction, I trailed my fingers down, lower and lower, across his abs and then past his navel to the crotch of his pants. He stared at me, as though daring me to continue. And so I did. Only half prepared for what I would find, I curled my palm around the area and squeezed. His cock was already hard when my hand found it, but as soon as my fingers tightened around him, it grew to twice its size, lengthening and becoming as hard as iron.
 
   “Oh,” I exclaimed, but didn’t let go.
 
   “Dakota,” he growled at me in a warning.
 
   “What? Isn’t this what you want? Isn’t this what you bought me for? You haven’t even tasted me yet.”
 
   “You’re playing a dangerous game,” he warned me, though he’d made no move to dislodge my hand from his cock, tilting his hips and pressing into my hold instead.
 
   “This isn’t a game,” I replied. “This is my life.”
 
   With a roar of frustration, he knocked my hand away and then spun away from me with such speed, he was like a smear on the light, only reappearing when he stopped beside the floor to ceiling windows which looked out over the New York skyline.
 
   To my surprise, I discovered tears of anger and confusion blurring my vision. “What is it?” I cried. “What’s wrong with me? Why don’t you want me?”
 
   He leveled his dark gaze to mine, though the whole apartment separated us. “I do want you, Dakota. Can’t you see that?”
 
   “So take me. I’m standing right here. You own me, so take me.”
 
   He shook his head. “I can’t. It’s not right.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “You’re eighteen years old, Dakota. I am one hundred and twenty-six. Do you have any idea how young eighteen seems to me? You’re barely more than a child, even if you do look like more of a woman.”
 
   I stared at him in confusion. “So? You knew exactly how old I would be when you bought me. All of us owned courtesans are eighteen years old when we’re sold. Isn’t it part of what makes us attractive to vampires—that we’re so young and fresh and… virginal?”
 
   I blushed hard at the word ‘virginal.’ I certainly hadn’t thought I’d still have my virginity at this point, and the strange thing was that I was so crazily attracted to Roman, I didn’t even want my virginity anymore. Perhaps this was part of the game he was playing, that he figured if he’d launched himself at me the first moment he saw me, I’d be crying and fighting him off. But if he took his time and refused me, then I’d be the one begging him to take me. As it was, he was doing a damn good job of that plan. When I’d thought about my future, I’d thought I would be the one being ravished by the vampire. I’d never considered that I’d be the one who’d want to do the ravishing.
 
   He turned away from me, his hand locked in his thick, black hair. “You don’t get it, do you, Dakota? You have no idea.”
 
   I stared at him. “Clearly, I don’t. So explain it to me, please, ’cause you’re driving me crazy, here.”
 
   He looked over his shoulder at me, drowning me with his intense gaze. “I can’t.”
 
   I wasn’t going to let him intimidate me, even if he was damn intimidating. “Why not?”
 
   “Because I don’t know if I can trust you yet.”
 
   I hadn’t thought it possible for my confusion to deepen any further, but it did. “Trust me about what?”
 
   A small smile quirked the corners of his sculpted lips. “Now, you can’t actually expect me to tell you, especially when I just said I didn’t know if I could trust you.”
 
   I put my hands on my hips and gave a frustrated sigh. “You’re the vampire. Think of something. Can’t you do something to learn how trustworthy I am? I mean, you own me, so why not do something to control me?”
 
   I couldn’t believe I had said that to him. Had I really just suggested that he blood bonded me in order to control me? I’d learned all about the act of blood bonding during my training sessions. A vampire will let a human taste their blood in order to create a kind of psychic connection. It would allow him to feel my emotions as his own, and to give me some idea of where and what he was doing in the world, and vice-versa.
 
   He was staring at me again, his face growing even paler. His eyes were like chunks of granite, his jaw a cut piece of glacial ice. When he spoke again, it was as though his throat had constricted. 
 
   “I can’t,” he managed eventually, and I caught the glint of fangs beneath his upper lip.
 
   “Why?” I replied, my own voice quieter now.
 
   “Because if I let you put your mouth on me, I don’t know where it will stop.”
 
   My breath caught, my heart pounding. I wanted that, didn’t I? I wanted the life I’d been raised for.
 
   I wanted him. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Eight
 
    
 
    
 
   With daylight not far away, Roman told me he was going to bed. 
 
   I couldn’t believe I was going to have to go through another day, basically alone here in Roman’s apartment. I’d lived for the past six years with barely a minute to myself, except for when I’d been locked in my room. The other girls and I had done everything together, from our meals to our training times. Even when we’d been allowed free time to read or practice our instruments or singing, we’d still hang out together. But it wasn’t as though I could argue with him about going to bed at daybreak—it was kind of in a vampire’s job description.
 
   I spent the day alternating between sleeping and reading. I couldn’t go on like this forever, though. I was used to being incarcerated in one place, but I’d at least had company. Even though I wasn’t physically alone—with Roman asleep in the adjoining room—I’d never felt so lonely in my life. 
 
   He still hadn’t given me free rein from the apartment and, despite taking me out to eat the previous evening, the place was still distinctly lacking in groceries. I wanted to feel better than I had on my first night, but instead the memory of Roman half naked and leaning over the woman on the bed kept playing through my mind. I knew very little about him, but yet I wanted to be that woman. I shouldn’t. I should be happy he was leaving me alone, but I wasn’t. I was ridiculously attracted to him—the dark hair, pale skin, and the perfect torso. He’d allowed me to touch him briefly, but I wanted more.
 
   I couldn’t help but wonder, what did he think of me? Did he think I was a little tramp for practically begging him to take my virginity and feed from me? I’d been told for years that this would be the thing I’d get most pleasure from in life, had been built up to it for so long. The reality was like having to wait six years for Christmas and then coming down on Christmas morning to find no presents under the tree.
 
   Eventually, I dozed.
 
   When I woke, I realized I’d slept through sunset, and Roman was already awake. Not only that, he was also no longer in the apartment.
 
   “Shit!”
 
   It was one thing being made to spend time alone while he was sleeping, but it was another to still have to be alone when he was awake. My anger boiled through me, and I clenched my teeth and stormed over to the windows. Looking out onto the city, my eyes scanned the millions of flickering multi-colored lights. He was out there, somewhere, perhaps even with someone else.
 
   Once again, the injustice of this whole thing tore through me. I’d made my peace a long time ago about the fact I was to be sold to a vampire. I knew I’d be owned, but I hadn’t thought I’d be imprisoned on my own, with none of the pleasure that had been promised to me.
 
   The elevator doors slid open and I spun around to find Roman walking through them as casually as though he’d just been out for a stroll.
 
   “Where the hell have you been?” 
 
   He lifted a paper bag I hadn’t yet noticed, and the fragrant scent of hot ginger and garlic wafted over to me. “I went out to get you some dinner. I figured you’d be hungry.”
 
   My shoulders dropped, my anger melting away. “Oh, right.”
 
   He walked to the coffee table and placed the bag down. “You know, I wasn’t warned about just how possessive you owned courtesans could be. I thought I was the one who owned you, not the other way around.”
 
   I wasn’t sure if he was joking or not.
 
   Turned out, he wasn’t.
 
   “This is going to have to stop if we’re going to get along here,” he continued. “I own you, Dakota, not the other way around. I’m free to do whatever I please, and I don’t expect you to challenge me on that.”
 
   I put my hands on my hips. “Tough. This is me challenging you, whether you expect it or not. I understand that you’d want to feed from other women—hell, even that you’d want to have sex with other women. What I don’t understand is why you don’t want to come anywhere near me!”
 
   “Isn’t this better?” he shot back. “You can’t actually have wanted to be used and abused by some vampire who bought you.”
 
   “Being a courtesan isn’t just my job. It’s part of who I am.”
 
   He shook his head. “It’s not a job, Dakota. You’re a slave. You know what that is, don’t you?”
 
   I blinked in surprise. Of course I did. I’d been taught about how English colonies living in America had brought Africans over to work in the sugar colonies or to work for them in their big homes. But I was nothing like that.
 
   “I’m not a slave,” I said, eventually.
 
   “Don’t be so blind. What else would you call this… situation?”
 
   “I’m a courtesan. I’ve been trained my whole life for this job.”
 
   “It’s not a job if you’re not being paid.”
 
   “I have been paid. My board and training for the last however many years were my payment.”
 
   He shook his head at me again, his eyes narrowing slightly. “You’ve been brainwashed. What happened to you is no better than when people are kidnapped and held in someone’s cellar for years, but still don’t run when they get the chance. Your wings have been clipped so closely, you don’t even know how to fly anymore.”
 
   My mind was spinning. Was this really how people viewed us, as slaves? “You’re wrong. I’m special. You paid a lot of money for me.”
 
   For the first time, I wondered just how much.
 
   “Exactly,” he replied. “Money you won’t see a cent of.”
 
   “I don’t need any money. You provide me with everything I need.”
 
   He gave a growl of frustration and stalked across the apartment. He slammed his finger on the button to call the elevator car. “I can’t do this anymore. I’ve had enough of this charade. You can leave. You’re free to go.”
 
   My confusion was deepening by the second. “You want me to just leave?”
 
   He stepped back, exposing the open car of the elevator behind him. “Yes. I rescind my ownership. You’re a free woman and you can go as you wish.”
 
   I hesitated. “But… but where would I go?”
 
   “Go back to your family.”
 
   “I already told you I have no idea who they are, and even if I did, I’m not sure I’d want to find them. The few memories I have from my childhood don’t exactly put my mom in a flattering light.”
 
   “Fine. Go to a hotel. I don’t care. Just get out of here.”
 
   I spread my hands out in front of me, palms upward. “But, as you just pointed out, I don’t even have any money.”
 
   He growled at me, actually growled like a dog, and pulled his wallet from the back pocket of his pants. He opened it and took out a thick wedge of notes. The next moment he was right in front of me, having moved with his vampire’s speed, stuffing money into my hand. 
 
   “Here, take it. They’re hundreds. It’ll be enough to keep you going, and when you need more, come back and see me.”
 
   I stared down at the money.
 
   “So,” I said, my mind in a mess, “if I took this and walked out of the door now, what exactly would I do with my time? Just sit in a strange hotel room on my own, staring at the walls, in a city I don’t even know. What would be the point? I’d rather be a courtesan. I don’t know how to be anything else. I’ll just find another vampire.” 
 
   I’d be a blood courtesan whether Roman owned me or not.
 
   His eyes darkened. “No, you won’t. I will not have you out there, allowing strange vampires to feed on you and have sex with you, whether they paid you or not.”
 
   “If you don’t own me anymore, you don’t get to tell me what to do.”
 
   He snarled at me, exposing his fangs. “Dakota, you are singularly the most frustrating person I have ever met.”
 
   I gave him a closed lipped smile. “Right back at you. But seriously, what do you think I’m supposed to do? It’s not as though I graduated high school.”
 
   “The Madam educates you, I know she does.”
 
   “Yes, in discussions of the arts, and music. In fact, I could even tell you the abbreviation of every element in the periodic table if you asked me to…”
 
   “See, I said you were smart.”
 
   “Maybe, but this isn’t exactly practical stuff. How the hell would I explain my training to a potential employer?”
 
   He shook his head. “I don’t know. The truth, I guess.”
 
   I rolled my eyes. “Sure, ’cause no one would judge me for that.”
 
   He gave a sigh of frustration and gestured to the now cooling bag of food. “Fine, so since we’ve concluded that there is no solution to this situation, are you going to eat your meal?”
 
   I suppressed a smile. I couldn’t help feeling I had won this little battle.
 
   As I shoved noodles into my mouth, and he watched me with the amusement he seemed to find at me eating, he asked, “So, what are we going to do for the rest of the night?”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Nine
 
    
 
    
 
   There was one thing I would have liked to suggest, my continuing virginity still clinging to me like a maiden aunt to a small child, but I thought perhaps I’d pushed him far enough for the moment.
 
   I swallowed my food, my hand over my mouth as I did so, before I spoke. “I’d like you to take me out.”
 
   His dark brows lifted. “Out? Where?”
 
   I shrugged. “How am I supposed to know? I’ve been locked up in a training center for the last six years. Take me somewhere that will take my breath away.”
 
   He seemed to be holding back a smile. “I’m not sure that’s the sort of thing you should say to a vampire.”
 
   “I guess not.”
 
   The thought that he could kill me in a second sent a shiver racing across my skin.
 
   “Okay, the hours are dwindling. Morning will be here before we know it. If you want me to show you somewhere, I need you to trust me.”
 
   “Sure,” I said, hoping that I could.
 
   “I’ll pick you up, so put your arms around my neck and hold on as tight as you can. We’ll move through the city faster than you’ve ever experienced, but don’t let go and don’t struggle.”
 
   I didn’t even get the chance to nod before I found myself scooped up in his arms in a cradle hold, my arms around his neck. He paused briefly at the elevator, and held me, with me looking into his face in surprised pleasure, until the doors opened again. If anyone had seen the private elevator doors opening, they wouldn’t have seen who exited. Roman moved so fast, I barely noticed the time between us exiting the car, and then us being out on the street. He ran, darting through traffic, leaping on top of the car roofs if he had to. He moved between alleyways and buildings, taking leaps to bolt over walls and fences. Around me, the world became a blur of light and color and sound. The wind caused by his motion tore against my face, ripping the air from my lungs, and the G-force of his movement pulled at my neck and the weight of my head. To protect myself from these forces, I buried my nose and mouth against the smooth, cool skin of his throat, hiding my face against him, my eyes squeezed shut.
 
   Finally, we stopped.
 
   The cool night air buffeted my face as he set me down and I dared to open my eyes.
 
   I gasped and wobbled slightly, but Roman caught me by the arm to steady me. It wasn’t just the lack of movement that had made my legs weak, but the view from where I stood.
 
   If I’d thought the view from Roman’s apartment was amazing, this was like a jolt to the heart. I couldn’t believe how high up we were, the lights of the city spread below us like a twinkling ocean.
 
   “Oh, my God. Where are we?”
 
   Roman glanced down at my face and smiled. “We’re on the Empire State Building’s observation deck.”
 
   “We are? How high up is that?”
 
   “It’s the one hundred and second floor.”
 
   “This is incredible. How did you get up here? Isn’t the place locked up at this time of night?”
 
   His eyebrows rose in the way he did when he’d found something I’d said to be amusing. “Yeah, but I have this whole vampire thing going on again—you know, speed and inhuman strength. Something as immaterial as a door and a lock doesn’t bother me.”
 
   My eyes widened. “You broke down the door to the Empire State Building?”
 
   He chuckled. “No, I didn’t. I’m just playing with you. This place stays open until two in the morning, so I sneaked us in. It’s just quiet this time of night.”
 
   Relaxing slightly, knowing the police weren’t arriving any second, I turned back to the view. The lights on the streets far below were laid out like a grid map, and the taller skyscrapers rose upward like space rockets.
 
   Roman stood directly behind me, his body only a hair’s breadth from my own. I wanted to lean back into him, to rest against his solid form, but I didn’t want to do anything that might spoil the moment. This was the kind of thing I’d been dreaming of for years, this breathtaking expanse of space, and I drank it in like a man gulping down water in a desert. 
 
   I didn’t know how long we stood there for, but eventually a security guard approached and told us they were closing.
 
   We glanced at each other and smiled.
 
   Roman caught my hand in his, and, as though we were a normal couple, we followed the security guard out of the top deck and caught the manually operated elevator back down.
 
   We left the building, still hand in hand, and walked through the city. I absorbed the sights, sounds, and smells of this busy place—still full of people and traffic, despite the early hour—my heart swelling with the sheer vastness of the city. How tiny my life had been before, shut up inside a concrete box. I struggled to imagine going back to that now, and my stomach twisted in anxiety for the girls still trapped within the training center. They saw it as a home, when really it was their prison.
 
   When Roman noticed I was growing tired, he lifted me back in his arms. Moving faster than humanly possible, he whisked me back to the apartment.
 
   “Thank you,” I told him. “That was amazing.”
 
   “Does that mean you’ll stop pushing me on the other things, then?”
 
   I looked at him from beneath my eyelashes. “You mean the blood and the sex?”
 
   His expression darkened hungrily. “I’m trying to behave, Dakota.”
 
   I reached out to touch the buttons of his shirt. “I thought I’d made it clear that I didn’t want you to behave.”
 
   A hint of a smile played on his perfect lips. “Are you saying you want me?”
 
   My cheeks heated. “Well, I am eighteen, and I’ve never even been kissed.” I returned the smile, only mine was filled with embarrassed sarcasm. “I guess you could say I’m a little bit desperate.”
 
   I surprised a laugh from him. “Desperate? You only want me because you’re desperate?”
 
   “I guess you’re not hideous to look at either. It doesn’t help that you like to sleep half naked.”
 
   His gaze smoldered. “My naked chest increases your desperation for me?”
 
   My breathing suddenly grew shallow. “It doesn’t help,” I managed to say, though it was barely more than a whisper.
 
   He stepped in closer
 
   “Please, Roman,” I breathed. “It’s okay if you want to taste me. I don’t understand why you don’t want me.”
 
   “I do want you, Dakota. I want you so badly, no other woman is satisfying me right now. That’s what makes this whole thing so fucking hard.”
 
   “Hard for you? I’m the one who’s left alone here, hour after hour. I’d rather go back to the training center than have to live the rest of my life on my own.”
 
   He frowned. “You can’t mean what you say.”
 
   “Well, I do. At least I had my friends there. At least Mother fed me.”
 
   His expression softened. “You’re right. I’ve been treating you badly. I’ll have your fingerprint added to the keypad first thing tomorrow, so you can come and go as you please.”
 
   That was something, at least. “Thank you. But what about the other thing?”
 
   “My feeding on you?”
 
   I nodded and touched the collar at my throat. “I thought you’d have taken this off by now. I don’t think you understand how important being an owned courtesan is to me.”
 
   “No, you’re right, Dakota. I don’t understand it at all. Weren’t you frightened about who you’d be sold to? What if you were sold to some heartless vampire who only wanted to torture you?”
 
   I narrowed my eyes. “Why would someone do that? We’re supposed to be cherished.”
 
   “There are sick people around. There’s nothing stopping one of them from buying you.”
 
   “Mother assures us she vets each and every vampire who applies to be considered. She tells us they are only ever gentlemen.”
 
   He laughed, the sound cold. “We’re still vampires, Dakota. We still drink blood. We still kill, if we have to.”
 
   I shivered at the idea of Roman feeding on someone until their heart stopped beating. He was over a hundred years old. The possibility that he’d never fed until someone died verged on the impossible. Many vampires struggled to control their urges when they were first turned. I wondered who his maker was, and if they were walking this world.
 
   It dawned on me that I knew nothing whatsoever about Roman Kramar. I knew his name, where he was originally from, and that he had bought himself a courtesan without wanting to use her, for some unknown reason, but that was all.
 
   “Please, Roman.” It seemed I wasn’t averse to begging. “Just feed from me.”
 
   A muscle below his right eye ticked. “I can’t.”
 
   “Why not?” I still didn’t have an answer.
 
   “It’s almost morning,” he replied, coolly, stepping away from me. “And anyway…” His eyes narrowed again. “I’ve already fed.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Ten
 
    
 
    
 
   After Roman left me to go to his bedroom once more, I took to my own room again.
 
    I slept away most of the day, waking to use the bathroom, and then going back to sleep again. There wasn’t much point in me being awake while Roman was literally like the dead. 
 
   When I woke for the second time, I realized it was already dark. I felt groggy, my muscles stiff from having spent too long in bed.
 
   Then a male voice filtered through to me from the apartment, and it wasn’t Roman’s.
 
   I sat up. Someone else was here.              
 
   My heart thumped with excitement. It was rare I ever got to meet someone new. Back at the training center, we had new girls brought in, but that was only every year or so, sometimes even longer. We occasionally had new guards working there, but even then, they had little interaction with us. I was excited to meet someone different.
 
   Was he a vampire, or could he be human?
 
   Hurrying in my excitement, I quickly cleaned the sleep from my eyes and used the bathroom. I wanted to get out there, but not looking like I’d just woken up. I ignored the clothes Roman had provided me with, and grabbed a simple black dress and some heels from my suitcase, which I should probably look at unpacking sooner rather than later. A final sweep of mascara to my lashes, and some gloss to my lips, and I was ready.
 
   Pushing back my shoulders and lifting my chin, I left the bedroom to meet Roman’s visitor.
 
   Another vampire, I could tell instantly by the pallor of his skin and the way his eyes alighted on me. He had long, light brown, wavy hair, which fell past his shoulders, and blue eyes that were supernaturally light in color. My heart stuttered as soon as I saw him. His build was even broader than Roman’s, and the way he dressed was more casual. Both vampires had been sitting when I entered, but instantly sprang to their feet.
 
   Roman glanced between me and his visitor, and I felt a stab of satisfaction at the wariness I saw in his eyes.
 
   If he thought I was some sweet, innocent princess, he was very much mistaken.
 
   I swept across the floor in my heels, my training coming back to me. I held out my hand to the new arrival, and he took it and bent to kiss the back, his lips cool against my skin.
 
   “Roman didn’t tell me we were having visitors,” I said, playing my part. “I’m so sorry I wasn’t here to greet you when you arrived.”
 
   “That’s fine,” he said. “Roman didn’t even mention you were here.”
 
   He glanced toward my owner, who glared at me.
 
   “Roman, don’t be so rude,” I continued. “You have to introduce us.”
 
   “This is Dakota,” he said begrudgingly. “Dakota, this is a friend of mine, Lucas.”
 
   “It’s lovely to meet you, Dakota,” the other vampire said, his tone as smooth as chocolate. His eyes drifted down to my throat, and the red-gold collar still firmly around my neck. “An owned courtesan, I see.” He turned back toward Roman. “You didn’t mention you were planning to purchase one of these fine specimens.”
 
   I could feel the tension radiating from Roman. What was he getting so strung out about? According to Mother, vampires were supposed to enjoy showing us off to their comrades, and even displaying their wealth and generosity by allowing others to take a taste of us.
 
   Roman smiled, flashing his fangs, the expression not reaching his eyes. “I wasn’t aware I had to tell you every detail of my business.”
 
   Lucas laughed, as though he hadn’t noticed Roman’s mood at all, and sat back down. They both had a glass of either wine or blood on the coffee table in front of them, and Lucas lifted his to his lips and took a sip.
 
   “So,” he said to Roman, “how much has she told you about where she’s from? I hear the woman who trains them keeps it all very hush-hush.”
 
   Roman frowned. “Very little.”
 
   “What about you, Dakota? How much do you know about Roman’s past?”
 
   I didn’t like that it was currently nothing, so all I could do was give a dismissive shrug.
 
   Lucas’s questions were doing nothing for the tension in the room.
 
   “Are you sharing her?” Lucas asked Roman. “Even from here, I can tell the scent of her blood is tantalizing.”
 
   “No, I certainly am not,” Roman snapped. He turned to me. “Dakota, go back to your room. Now.”
 
   I stood my ground, and Lucas laughed. “She has her own room? Is your bed too good for her, Roman? I find that hard to believe.”
 
   “Roman likes to bring other women back,” I stepped in. “Don’t you, Roman?”
 
   He scowled at me. “You’re pushing your luck, Dakota.”
 
   I tilted my head to one side and pouted. “Are you going to punish me?”
 
   “You’re acting like a brat. Stop it.”
 
   I arched my shoulder down, lengthening my throat on one side, and tugged at the collar to lower it. “Don’t you think it would be rude not to let your guest have a taste? After all, it’s not as though you want me, is it?”
 
   Roman hit me like a solid wall of muscle, and my feet lifted from the ground. Then I was flying backward, completely against my will, the movement so fast it whipped the hair from my face and tore the air from my lungs. I was thrown, unceremoniously, and landed on the soft cushion of the mattress of my four poster bed.
 
   “What the hell!” I managed to gasp when I’d caught my breath.
 
   Roman stood over me, thunder in his eyes.
 
   He turned his head to speak over his shoulder. “Lucas, please see yourself out. The elevator is unlocked and free for you to use.”
 
   I didn’t hear anything, but I assumed the other vampire had left. I figured Roman would have known if he hadn’t.
 
   Roman turned back to me. “What the hell is wrong with you?”
 
   “Me?” I pushed myself to sitting. “What the hell is wrong with you? You’re the vampire who doesn’t want to touch the courtesan he bought. You’re the one acting abnormally in this situation. If you don’t want me, let someone like Lucas have me instead.”
 
   His eyes darkened with fury. “Is that what you really want? To be handed over to someone else?”
 
   My anger died away. “No, I just want you to want me.”
 
   “I’m trying to protect you. Why can’t you see that?”
 
   “I don’t want to be protected. I’ve spent my whole life locked away from freedom and pleasure. I’d thought coming to you would be the end of it, but it’s even worse than if I were back in the center.”
 
   “I don’t want you to feel that way,” he said. 
 
   I looked into his eyes. “So make me feel good instead.”
 
   Roman stared at me for a moment, as though considering something, and my heart stepped up its pace. “Stand up,” he ordered.
 
   My breath grew shallow as I did what he told me, getting to my feet in my heels. We were face to face, only a matter of inches between us.
 
   He reached out and swept my hair from my throat, pulling it into a ponytail at my nape with his fist and then knotting it in his hand. “I want this away from your neck at all times, do you understand?”
 
   I nodded, as best I could with the hold he had on my hair.
 
   His full bottom lip was slack, and his tongue flicked out and wet it as he kept his eyes on me.
 
   I swallowed hard. This was what I’d been asking for the whole time, and now that he was going to give it to me, I was terrified.
 
   I was also ridiculously turned on, tingling heat gathering between my thighs, and my nipples hardening.
 
   Roman leaned in and brushed his nose up the side of my neck, inhaling as he did so, as though taking in the scent of a fine wine. “I haven’t even tasted you yet, but I know you were worth every penny.”
 
   With his free hand, he took hold of my dress and tore it right down the front, exposing my bare breasts. I gave a little squeak of shock, and he smiled wickedly. 
 
   “I warned you I wouldn’t be gentle, Dakota.”
 
   My legs grew weak, but he held me upright. With a quick flick of his wrist, he tugged the dress from my shoulders, and then yanked my underwear down my thighs.
 
   “Step out of them,” he growled.
 
   I did as he instructed, kicking the panties away. I was naked, a vampire holding me in place by my hair. Sudden fear and panic set in. He was going to fuck me, and bite me. It was really going to happen. I’d been begging for it, but now I was frightened it would hurt.
 
   “Roman…” I said, not sure how I was going to end the sentence.
 
   “Hush. You said you wanted this.”
 
   And then his hand pushed between my thighs, touching me in a place no one had ever touched before. His hold on my hair tightened, as he slipped his fingers along my smooth, wet skin, and then pushed inside me. I yelped in shock at the invasion, but then his finger began to move inside me, cold against my heat, and I found my body start to react to him. My hips began to move of their own accord, rocking against his hand.
 
   “Good,” he growled. “I can feel you getting wetter.” With that, he pushed another finger inside me, and I moaned, automatically reaching out to grip his shoulders. His mouth captured mine, his lips cool and firm. I parted my lips, my tongue eagerly seeking his, and we did a slow dance, learning each other’s mouths. My excitement built and I pressed my body harder against his, sinking down on his hand.
 
   Roman broke the kiss and pressed his lips against my ear.
 
   “I’m going to fuck you and bite you at the same time,” he warned.
 
   I could only nod.
 
   He released my hair and pushed me over the bed, though his fingers remained inside me. My naked backside hit the sheets, and I fell onto my back, waves of pleasure sweeping through me at the way his digits slipped effortlessly in and out of me. Roman leaned over me and ducked his head, his cool mouth enclosing over my nipple as his fingers still worked me. His tongue laved the hardened peak, sending sparks of excitement racing down and gathering directly between my thighs. Then his fingers pulled from me, and his head lifted from my breast as he stood up straight. I tried not to wilt in disappointment at the lack of contact, but the sight of him standing there was enough to distract me.
 
   Standing in front of me, Roman slowly undid the buttons of his shirt, exposing his naked chest. He shucked the shirt from his shoulders and then his hands moved down to the button and zipper of his pants. Instead of moving slowly this time, he acted with his vampire’s speed, shedding himself of his pants in a blur of flesh.
 
   I stared at him, utterly naked, and devastatingly beautiful. My eyes trailed down his abs and navel, down to the area I’d only briefly gotten a feel of before, and that had been over the top of clothing. His erection stood out from the thatch of dark curls, proud and thick. My fingers itched to touch him, my tongue longing to taste, my nose wanting to inhale the musky scent of him. This was the first time I’d seen a man of any kind completely naked, and I wasn’t disappointed.
 
   He reached out and spread my legs wider, his hips settling between them. We had no worries about pregnancy or diseases. After all, he was a vampire.
 
   Roman leaned over me again, his mouth finding mine, kissing me deep and firm, asserting his ownership. Then his lips left mine and traveled down my throat and back to my breast, his mouth covering my nipple once more.
 
   His erection pushed against my entrance, feeling too big, and a stab of panic made my heart race. But my body wanted him, and my hips lifted to meet his. As he breached me, pushing inside me, hard and firm, his fangs sank into the skin around my nipple. Pain speared through me, both through my breast, and deep inside me, and I cried out, my hands gripping his shoulders.
 
   But then he began to suck, drawing my nipple and my blood into his mouth, and I heard his gentle swallows. His hips thrust, pushing his cock so deep inside me, I thought I might split open. He was so big, and I’d never been filled in such a way before. He pulled out and thrust again, bringing a fresh stab of pain, but also a heady rush of pleasure. A building heat and tension coiled through my body, and I squeezed my eyes shut, pleasure and pain swirling together, making my head spin.  How long would he feed? Would he drain me dry?
 
   Roman’s movements grew faster, more aggressive. I hoped he’d be able to hold back enough to remember I was human. He could shatter my pelvis with one thrust if he wasn’t careful. But he seemed to know how to use exactly the right amount of force to capture my body in pleasure. My breathing grew faster, every one of my muscles a wound spring. 
 
   I was climbing toward my orgasm, grasping for it. I was so close now. I was hovering on the precipice, dying to tumble off the edge.
 
   Roman reached between my thighs and made contact with the swollen little bundle of nerves that was my clitoris. My back arched from the mattress and I cried out. Wave after wave of bliss shattered through my body, making my toes curl, as Roman gave a cry of his own and exploded inside me.
 
   I lay there, panting, my eyes flickering open.
 
   Was I lightheaded from my orgasm, or was it the loss of blood?
 
   Roman pulled himself from my body and then licked my nipple, healing my wounds with his saliva, and sending a fresh jolt of lust through me. I touched the back of his head, lacing my fingers through his soft hair as he finished his administrations. 
 
   I exhaled a sigh of contentment.
 
   Roman pulled himself up to lie beside me, propped up on one elbow as he looked down into my face, a knowing expression on his. “So was that more what you had in mind when you thought about your life as a courtesan?”
 
   I pushed my hair away from my face. “Abso-freaking-lutely.”
 
   He laughed. “I’m glad to have finally met your expectations, Dakota.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
    
 
   We lay, curled up on the bed together, still naked. My head rested on his chest, my fingertips tracing the lines of his abdominals. A warm glow filled me, and I wanted to hug myself tight at my happiness that Roman had both taken my virginity and fed from me, all in the same moment.
 
   I was thrilled that he’d given in to me, but I still didn’t understand why he’d been so cautious in the first place. Yes, he’d said it was because of my age, but I didn’t believe that was the full story—after all, he’d known exactly how old I was before he’d bought me. 
 
   I lifted my head from his chest and looked at him. His dark eyes met mine, and a smile touched his lips.
 
   “What?” he said, perhaps sensing I had something to say.
 
   I took a breath and then dived in. “Explain to me what all of this is about, Roman. Why did you buy me in the first place? Despite what we just did, I’m pretty sure it wasn’t to use me as a courtesan.”
 
   He paused, glancing away, and then looked back at me. He reached out and laced his fingers with my own.
 
   “I’m trying to find the woman you call Mother.”
 
   I frowned. “You are?”
 
   He nodded. “Yes, and I figured purchasing one of her girls would be the way to do so. I had hoped you’d have known more about where she kept you all than you do.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” I said. “Everything was kept secret.” Then I thought of something. “But why didn’t you just ask one of your men who brought me here where they collected me from?”
 
   “Those weren’t my men who brought you here, remember, they were hers.”
 
   “Oh, of course.” He’d already told me this piece of information, but I hadn’t considered the importance of it before. 
 
   He nodded. “I could have taken them captive and tortured them to find the location, but not only would that have made her suspicious when they’d not returned, they also make sure they’re only around in the daylight, which makes things a little… difficult for me. I assume that’s the reason she arranges delivery while we’re still sleeping.”
 
   He’d finally started answering some of my questions, but I still didn’t feel any the wiser. “But why do you want to find Mother?”
 
   His expression grew hard. “She took someone from me, my daughter.” 
 
   My heart stopped. I hadn’t been expecting that answer at all. I saw the pain in his eyes, caused by an event that had happened so long ago, but that still felt so fresh. 
 
   “I’ve been searching for her for years—the Madam, that is, not my daughter. I’d looked for my daughter for several decades, but eventually I was forced to give up. Assuming she wasn’t turned into a vampire, old age would have claimed her by now.”
 
   I frowned, my mind trying to piece things together. I understood now why he’d struggled so hard to touch me when I’d first come here. Had he been thinking of his daughter in my place? No wonder he’d rejected me so harshly all those times. I was thankful he’d finally come to see that I wasn’t his daughter and never would be. 
 
   “But, if your child was taken from you, it must have happened when you were human, and that’s over a hundred years ago. How could Mother possibly be responsible?”
 
   He twisted to face me fully. “She’s a vampire.”
 
   I gaped at him. “No, she isn’t. She’s just a woman.”
 
   “Are you sure about that?”
 
   Could he be right? Surely I’d have known.
 
   I thought back. Had I ever seen her eat? Walk in the daylight? We’d been kept inside most of our lives, but there was a small garden we’d been allowed to walk in. I’d definitely seen her outside during the daytime, and I said so to Roman.
 
   He nodded. “That’s what makes her especially dangerous. Her ability to walk in the light.”
 
   “I didn’t know vampires could.”
 
   “Most of us can’t, but there are always exceptions to the rule. She is one of them.”
 
   My head was reeling. Mother was a vampire. She’d just been an older woman to me. Had I seen her age at all? It wasn’t something you noticed when you were young, especially not when I’d seen her every day since I was twelve years old. Perhaps I’d have noticed the lack of change if I hadn’t seen her for several years, but that hadn’t been the case. 
 
   “Tell…” I started, stuttering over my words from the shock. “Tell me about her. I mean, the woman—vampire—I’ve been calling Mother. Tell me about how she came to be what she is.”
 
   Roman sat up in the bed, and I pulled myself up to sit beside him, our backs rested against the headboard, the sheets pulled up around us.
 
   “She was a courtesan in the early nineteen hundreds. Her vampire was ancient and very powerful, but he was also madly in love with her. Rumor is that he saw her aging and couldn’t bear it, so he turned her. Problem was, she hated the control he had over her. When vampires are created, their maker will always be stronger than them in order to maintain control. Plus, there is a blood bond between them so the original vampire can look into their child’s head and influence them.
 
   “But the woman you know as Mother was different. She was able to walk in the light, and when her maker was sleeping, she could do as she liked. He had no power over her. She got to liking that side of her life, so much so that she grew to resent and eventually hate him. After several decades, she decided she couldn’t take it anymore, and decapitated him in his sleep.”
 
   I clutched my hand to my mouth in shock. Mother had never been the most warm and loving of people, but the idea of her ripping off a vampire’s head while he slept seemed insane, almost as insane as the idea she was a vampire as well.
 
   The possibility Roman might be lying popped into my head. But what would be the point? What would he be trying to achieve? Besides, I’d come to trust Roman and he’d given me no reason not to—with the exception of the other woman he’d brought back here, but he hadn’t even fed from me at that point.
 
   “How did she come to cross paths with you and your family?” I asked.
 
   He continued with the story. “After her maker was dead, she’d lost her main source of income. She had plenty of money from what he’d left behind, but she was a greedy woman and always wanted more. I guess she saw a business opportunity in taking young girls, training them to be blood courtesans, like she was, and then selling them on to vampires.”
 
   My mind began to put all the parts of the story together. “And you think she took your daughter to be a blood courtesan like she was?”
 
   He nodded.
 
   “And like I am,” I said, thoughtfully. How strange to think I was in some way connected to Roman’s long dead daughter, that we had essentially lived the same lives. “So,” I continued, “you’re trying to find her to take revenge on her stealing your daughter?”
 
   He nodded. “Yes, and to stop her from doing to anyone else what she’s done to both of us.”
 
   I knew what he meant. Him losing his child. Me losing my childhood and my freedom.
 
   Something occurred to me. “But, if you had a child, you must have been human when she was taken. How is it that your child was taken by a vampire, and now you’re a vampire, too?”
 
   “It was intentional, Dakota. Back in the days when I was human, it was a lot easier to believe in the supernatural. It was rumored that a vampire—a woman—was taking children. I didn’t know the reason back then. I guess a part of me hoped she was just unable to shake whatever natural maternal instinct she’d had as a human.” He gave a cold laugh. “Of course, now I know differently. Anyway, I knew I’d never be able to track down a vampire as a human, so I set on my own mission to find a vampire to turn me.”
 
   “What about your wife? How did she cope with all of this?”
 
   Roman glanced away, his lips pressed together. “She couldn’t cope after our daughter was taken. A year passed by and she wasted away. Eventually, she couldn’t take the heartbreak any longer and she killed herself.”
 
   “Oh, Roman. I’m so sorry.”
 
   He nodded. “Yes, me, too. It was after that I decided to go down the route of becoming a vampire in order to find a vampire.”
 
   “But that was what? A hundred years ago?”
 
   “Yes, that’s right.”
 
   “And you’re only just narrowing down on her now?”
 
   “As I explained, she has the advantage of walking in the light, which makes her appear human. Most don’t even know she’s a vampire, and so she’s been almost impossible to find. You, yourself, after spending so much time in her company, didn’t even know she’s a vampire.”
 
   I couldn’t imagine spending a hundred years searching for something. “All this time, and you’ve never given up.”
 
   “And I never will. That bitch needs to be stopped, before she ruins any more lives.”
 
   “Stopped, how?” I asked, though I already knew the answer.
 
   “The same way she stopped her maker.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
    
 
   I was still struggling to align my thoughts of Mother with the story Roman had told me. The woman had never had much affection for me, or any of us, for that matter, and she sold us to vampires and kept us prisoner our whole childhoods. I knew she was wicked, and had to be stopped, but, at the same time, the idea of Roman ripping off her head made my stomach turn.
 
   With a sense of mission behind us, we both dressed. I picked out a sleeveless t-shirt and skirt, while Roman wore his usual dark shirt and pants. 
 
   Together, we left the bedroom and went into the kitchen. Roman poured me a glass of water, and himself a glass of red wine. 
 
   I was still full of questions. “What happens to the other girls once you kill Mother?”
 
   “I will free them, of course. Find their families and reunite them.”
 
   “What if they don’t want to see their families again?”
 
   “Then I guess that’s their choice.”
 
   I thought of Christa, and little Annie. How I would love to see them, to pull them into a hug and tell them the future they’d thought belonged to someone else, was now their own again. Perhaps some, like Scarlet, would go on to become blood courtesans anyway, but at least they would be paid, and it would be their choice to do so.
 
   “So, what now?” I asked.
 
   He captured me in his gaze again, so dark and intense, making me feel like no one existed in the world except for us. “Are you willing to help me?”
 
   I nodded. “Yes.”
 
   He paused for a moment, his eyes searching my face, as though trying to decide if I was serious, or making the right choice, and then he continued. “We need to figure out where you were being kept.”
 
   “I told you. It’s somewhere in New York, but I’ve no idea where.”
 
   “We can narrow it down more than that. There must have been something you’d seen on the way here that would give you an idea, signposts or landmarks.”
 
   “Roman, I’ve been kept locked away my whole life. It’s not as though I’m going to recognize anything. Besides, the men who brought me here put black screens up around the car windows, and another screen between us. I didn’t see anything. All I did was sit in the back until they pulled up outside your building.”
 
   “Okay.” Roman crossed to a desk in the corner where he pulled out a map. “So you were in the car for how long?”
 
   I shrugged. “I don’t know. An hour, maybe two. The traffic was pretty slow in some places.”
 
   He spread the map out across the dining room table. “Let’s say you were traveling an average of thirty miles an hour, which, to be honest, is probably faster than you actually were.” He stabbed a pen in the map. “This is our apartment.” I buzzed at the fact he’d said ‘our,’ not ‘my.’ “So you must have been kept within sixty miles of this point. He picked up a pen and a piece of string from his desk and tied one end of the string to the pen. Then he placed the other end of the string to the position of the apartment on the map, and measured out the scale of what I assume was sixty miles. He pulled the string in a circle, using the pen to draw a line and map out a perimeter.
 
   “So this narrows it down,” he said, putting down the pen to look at the map again. “You’re also going to have been kept in an industrial area, not a suburb. If you’d been in a suburb, someone would have noticed the strange goings-on and reported the place by now.”
 
   I frowned, remembering. “It was gray,” I said. “All concrete. The window in my bedroom looked out onto concrete walls, and when I stepped out of the door—which wasn’t like a door here, but more like the metal of a garage door—I was faced with walls again. I remember being disappointed that was the first thing I’d seen upon being freed from there.”
 
   Roman nodded, a line between his brow as he stared down at the map in concentration. “Good. That’s good, Dakota.” He took the pen and began to cross out large areas. “These are all the suburbs. You weren’t held here.”
 
   I nodded. He was right. I definitely wasn’t kept anywhere with green lawns and a Neighborhood Watch.
 
   “Try to think, Dakota. Is there anything else?”
 
   I screwed up my face in concentration and shook my head. “I really don’t think so. I wish I could help more, but I don’t know what else to say. I wasn’t really thinking about my location when I left. I was more focused on where I was going than where I’d been.”
 
   Roman sat back and folded his arms across his chest. He bit his lower lip, the fangs pressing dangerously against the pink flesh as he watched me, deep in thought.
 
   “What is it?” I asked, knowing he was thinking something.
 
   “I have an idea.”
 
   “Go on…”
 
   “How would you feel about having a taste of my blood and allowing me to see inside your head?”
 
   I blushed at the idea. What would he see about me? All the filthy thoughts I’d had about him? About my burgeoning feelings for him? I didn’t want him to know about any of that, not yet. He’d think I was just a silly little girl, falling for him so soon after we’d met.
 
   But I owed it to the other girls to let him try. If it meant I’d get to see Christa again, and help Annie find her family, it was worth a little embarrassment on my part.
 
   Roman leaned forward to lock me with his eyes. “It’s okay if you don’t want to. I will understand.”
 
   I pressed my lips together and shook my head. “It’s not that. I want to do everything I can to help. I guess I just don’t want you to judge me for what you might find in there.”
 
   He suppressed a smile. “Do you have some deep dark secret you don’t want me to know about?”
 
   Yes, that I’m starting to wonder if I’d want a life where you’re not in it…
 
   I forced a bright smile. “No, of course not. Just stupid stuff, really.”
 
   “I promise not to probe too hard.”
 
   I took a breath.
 
   What would his blood taste like? Would it be awful? What if I couldn’t swallow it? What if it made me sick?
 
   His hand touching mine made me look up, and he gave me a smile. “Dakota, relax. It will be fine, I promise.”
 
   “Sorry,” I managed, though my voice wasn’t much more than a whisper. Why, after everything, was this the thing that had thrown me the most?
 
   A blood bond meant I’d be connected to another person. Able to feel their emotions, maybe even pick up on their thoughts. I’d never had anyone I’d been close to my whole life. Christa was probably the closest, and, crazily, then probably Mother, but I’d never had the opportunity to have anyone get close to me before. Never had someone I’d been able to think of as my own.
 
   He’s not yours, I warned myself. He just needs to do this to find Mother, the vampire he knows as the Madam. My emotions warred within me. I didn’t want to think about what would happen when he found her. I knew what she’d done, and what she continued to do, was bad and I wanted her to stop—she couldn’t keep stealing young girls and selling them off to vampires when they were grown—but at the same time I didn’t want Roman to hurt her. I didn’t want Roman to get hurt either. Mother was older than he was, and so most likely stronger. Plus, she had the added advantage of being able to walk in the light. What if she just hid until it was daylight and Roman was asleep, and then walked up to him and rip off his head, just like she’d done to her maker?
 
   “Dakota,” Roman said again, pulling me out of my thoughts. “It’s only a drop of blood.”
 
   I shook my head slightly. “Sorry, it wasn’t that. I was just worrying about people getting hurt.”
 
   “They’re being hurt every day if the Madam is allowed to continue. Think of all the families left, mourning their lost daughters.”
 
   “You’re right. I’m just trying to get my head around it.”
 
   “I understand.”
 
   I’d been lucky with Roman. Yes, he was a vampire, but he wasn’t vicious and cold-hearted, like I imagined some vampires could be. Despite our bumpy start, I figured I could have done a lot worse, and the other girls didn’t even know who they’d be sold to yet. What if they were sold to vampires who were brutal and hurt them? Mother had always said she vetted our potential owners, but I knew she lied on a lot of fronts now, so why should I believe her about that particular morsel?
 
   “So what do I need to do?”
 
   He locked eyes with me. “Just kiss me.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “It’ll be the least disturbing way for you to ingest my blood. I’ll nick my tongue with my fangs. You will barely even notice it.”
 
   I was never going to turn down an offer to kiss Roman, the man kissed as though he earned a six figure salary for doing so. Not knowing what else to say, I nodded.
 
   He moved toward me and took my face in his hands.
 
   My breath caught, my heart pounding.
 
   Roman leaned in toward me and his mouth pressed against mine, firm and cool. Eager for him, I parted my lips, my tongue searching for his. I should be tentative, but being in his proximity woke something in me, and though the thought of what was about to happen made me nervous, it didn’t stop me from wanting to kiss him. 
 
   We moved closer, and Roman sat down on one of the dining room chairs we’d been standing beside, pulling me onto his lap. My arms wound around the back of his neck and we deepened the kiss. I wriggled on his lap, his hardness pressing against my thigh. Wanting more, I twisted around and swung my leg over his hip so I straddled him.
 
   Our tongues touched, but I couldn’t taste any blood, not yet. I had the feeling he was just getting me warmed up.
 
   His hands were on my body, one slipping up my torso to crush my breast and pinch my nipple, the other moving down to grab my ass and pull me hard against him. Crazily turned on, I ground myself against the ridge in his pants, wanting more.
 
   He stopped kissing me for a fraction of second, a flash of movement in his mouth, and that was the only thing that clued me to the fact he’d done it. I had to do my part now.
 
   When he kissed me again, I sucked his tongue into my mouth. A rush of copper flooded my tongue, but, instead of balking, I tried to concentrate on the feel of Roman’s body beneath mine. I just needed to keep my mind away from the idea that I was tasting blood, to stop my body’s natural reaction to reject it. I swallowed, and then swallowed again, and a strange feeling swarmed through my veins. I could feel him, his cock hard beneath my pussy, his tongue in my mouth, but at the same time, I could feel myself as well. It was the strangest thing I’d ever experienced, like watching myself from the outside in a dream, but being able to feel what was happening as well.
 
   “Oh!”
 
   Surprise made me pull away, breaking our contact. I caught a glimpse of red on Roman’s lips.
 
   “It’s okay,” he said, drawing me back to him. “It’s supposed to feel like this. I don’t want you to stop.”
 
   “Me either.”
 
   I wanted to explore this new territory. I allowed him to pull me back in and he kissed me again. Then he pulled my shirt over my head, and I did the same to him. I drew his tongue back into my mouth, sucking, our bodies pressed together, my naked breasts against his naked chest.
 
   I wanted more.
 
   I reached between us, popping the button on his pants and frantically working at his zipper. I lifted myself slightly, giving us room to maneuver, and Roman raised his hips from the chair, allowing me to yank down his pants. He was going commando and utterly naked once he’d kicked the pants away. I wore a skirt, so he didn’t even bother to rid me of my clothing. Instead, he tore away my panties, leaving me naked under the short skirt, and then pulled me back onto his lap. With my thighs straddling his hips, the position opened me up to him. I was still a little sore and swollen from earlier, but from our connection I could sense that Roman was taking it slowly with me this time. In this position, I was the one controlling our movements, something that turned me on even more.
 
   With our mouths crushed together, our tongues dancing in a wicked battle, I reached between us and took hold of his cock. It was rock hard in my hand, the skin a silken glove over the top. I lifted myself slightly again, positioning him at my entrance, and then slowly sank down, impaling myself on him.
 
   I gave a gasp against his mouth, my eyes squeezing shut as he filled me so perfectly. I clutched tight to his shoulders as I rocked my hips, giving myself time to accommodate his length and girth. Because of our connection, I could feel how I felt to him—how hot my body was against his, how my inner muscles held him so tightly. It was an intense sensation, the feeling of both having someone inside me, while being inside myself as well. My mind went hazy at the edges momentarily, as though all of this was just too much to comprehend, but then my body took over and I stopped over-thinking it all. 
 
   Roman’s hands clutched my bottom, using his strength to lift me up, so I slid off his whole length, almost to the head, and then pushed back down. The friction the movement was creating drove me wild, and now that my body had warmed up, my natural lubricant slicking the way, my hips began to buck against his, wanting more. I wanted it harder and faster. I wanted him to bite me and claim me for his own.
 
   I still wore the collar Mother had given me, but Roman placed his mouth against the point where my neck met my shoulder and sank in his fangs. I cried out, the feeling of his teeth penetrating me, while his cock rode deep, was enough to make me lose my mind. He let go of my ass with one hand and reached between us. His fingers made contact with the little bud of nerves at the apex of my thighs and he strummed it, making my back arch, and dragging a second cry from my throat. My body was so tightly wound now, every muscle tensed to break for the orgasm that hit me like a tsunami.
 
   “Oh, God,” I cried out, as my body was hit with jolt after jolt of eye-rolling, toe-curling pleasure.
 
   “Ah, fuck,” Roman groaned, crushing me to him as he came inside me, his hips thrust one last time, holding himself deep as his own orgasm rode through him.
 
   We were left panting, clinging to one another, as we both came down from the highest of highs.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
    
 
   “So did it work?” I asked, as we lay together on the couch. I lifted myself up onto my elbow so I could see into his face. The effects of the blood were still working on me, though I knew he’d only given me a couple of drops. I didn’t know how long the effect would last, and perhaps it wasn’t real, but I was also enjoying both the physical and mental bond that currently existed between us. “Tell me what you saw.”
 
   “I saw much as you’d described. Lots of gray concrete walls, the car you were put in when you came out, the men who’d brought you here. I felt how you did then, too, the nervous excitement combined with fear.”
 
   I nodded, that was exactly how I’d felt. 
 
   He took my hand. “I understand now why you were so upset with me for rejecting you. I’d never considered that you would actually be excited to meet me. I thought you’d have hated me.”
 
   His words surprised me. “Why?”
 
   “Because I’d bought you. Because essentially you were forced into this situation against your will.”
 
   I sighed. “I know that now, and I guess I knew it at the time, but like you said, we were kind of brainwashed at the center. I didn’t know any differently.”
 
   “Conditioned,” he said. “The Madam conditioned you to feel as you did about me. Perhaps, when all this is over, and you go and create a life for yourself, you’ll feel as you’re supposed to.”
 
   I squeezed his hand. “I could never hate you.”
 
   He gave a smile that was tinged with sadness. “I’d like to think that, but like I said, you might have a very different opinion of me if you’d been raised in a normal household.”
 
   “I’d still have feelings for you,” I said, and then clamped my mouth shut. I didn’t want him to know how I felt. He would dismiss my feelings as being part of my training—and who knew, maybe they were. But to me, my feelings were real. I didn’t want to go off and start a new life when this was over. I wanted to stay here, and create a life with him.
 
   Of course, I said none of these things. 
 
   “But what else did you see?” I continued, changing the subject. “Anything that might help narrow down the search?”
 
   He nodded. “I think so. You saw a poster when you came out of the center—for a band that is playing on Saturday. Do you remember?”
 
   I narrowed my eyes in concentration, and then nodded. “Yes, I do! It was on the wall right in front of me.”
 
   “The band are called The Crazed, and they’re playing in a bar called Ader’s Tavern. My bet is the training center isn’t too far from there. No one is going to bother putting up posters for a band playing in a completely different part of the city. Plus, we know the building you were kept in was at least three stories, and that it was industrial, and the entrance is a big metal, sliding shutter.”
 
   My heart lifted with hope. Would I really see Christa again? Would we be able to find little twelve-year-old Annie’s family and reunite them? Annie was young enough to be able to remember where she’d come from. I imagined a couple of the girls wouldn’t be so happy about being released—both Scarlet and Kitty came to mind—but the others would be able to go on to live normal lives, I hoped. 
 
   I was still worried, though. I didn’t want Roman to get hurt, and I wasn’t sure what I would say or how I would feel when faced with Mother… or the Madam… again.
 
   “So when do we leave?” I asked.
 
   “We don’t leave at any time. You’re staying right here.”
 
   I sat up. “No, you need me. I’m the only person who will be able to say for sure whether or not you’re in the right place. Plus, I know my way around better than you ever will.”
 
   “I don’t care. It’s too dangerous. I’ve seen enough to be able to figure it out.”
 
   I shook my head. “No, you don’t. Also, what do you think the other girls are going to do when they see you—especially if you have to kill Mother?”
 
   “I will kill her,” he interrupted, his dark eyes blazing.
 
   “Okay, think about how that will look to them. You’re sure as hell not going to look like the good guy. Mother might not be the sweet and nurturing type, but she’s the only grown woman we’ve ever had in our lives. Plus, though the girls have been taught about vampires, they’ve never come face to face with one before.”
 
   “Yes, they have. The woman you call Mother.”
 
   “Well, no vampire they’ve known is an actual vampire. You go in there and slaughter the only woman they’ve known, and they’re going to see you as the enemy. There’s no way they will go with you.”
 
   He looked at me, his head tilted slightly to one side. “And so what do you suggest?” he asked, as though resigned to the fact he already knew my answer. 
 
   “I go with you, and while you’re dealing with Mother—the Madam—I’ll take care of the girls. Unless we catch them during a meal time or teaching time, which will be highly unlikely considering it will be night when we break in there, the girls are all going to be locked up in their rooms. There are guards as well, a minimum of two, though there may be more.”
 
   “Are they human or vampire?”
 
   “Human, I think.”
 
   “But you can’t be sure?”
 
   I bit my lip. “I believed Mother was human for six years. I can’t be sure of anything.”
 
   He exhaled a sigh through his nose. “There’s no point in attempting anything tonight. It’ll be daylight in an hour. There simply isn’t time. We’ll rest until tomorrow night and try to find the place you were kept.”
 
   “Should I go back to my room and let you sleep?”
 
   He smiled and shook his head. “No, Dakota. I wouldn’t be able to sleep properly without you.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
    
 
   We slept most of the day away. 
 
   I woke for an hour or so, while it was still light, enough time to use the bathroom and eat some of the groceries he must have had ordered in when I’d been sleeping the previous night, before the other vampire had arrived. I was nervous about what we were going to do when the sun went down, and I didn’t think I’d be able to sleep again, but then I curled up beside Roman’s immobile form. There was something comforting about his solid body in the bed. I appreciated being able to take in the sight of him without him knowing—the straight nose, and full lips, and square jaw. His skin was pale and perfect, not a blemish to be seen. I lifted my hand and lightly ran it along the line of his cheekbone, and down to his lips where I traced the outline.
 
   The spot between my thighs pulsed with pleasure at the memory of what we’d done. I was so thankful Roman had been the one who had bought me, though I doubted Mother would be quite so thankful in the next twelve hours, assuming we were able to locate the training center.
 
   I pressed my nose and mouth against Roman’s cool, hard bicep and closed my eyes.
 
   When I opened them again, it was to Roman stirring beside me. Night must have fallen.
 
   “Hey,” he said, brushing the hair from my face. “Sleep okay?”
 
   I nodded. “Yeah, I did, actually.”
 
   “I can’t remember how it felt to sleep as a human,” he said, with a wistful tone.
 
   “I don’t know how it feels to sleep as a vampire,” I replied.
 
   He laughed. “No, I guess not. Have you changed your mind about coming with me?”
 
   I shook my head. “Of course not.”
 
   “When we see her—if we see her—remember all the bad stuff she’s done. She’s had children stolen from their families for over a hundred years. She sells you girls and lines her own pockets with the money. I know you have some affection for her, but she lied to you about what she is. She’s a vampire, Dakota. She’s no one’s mother.”
 
   I sniffed. “I know that. And I’ll try to hang onto all the times we were locked in our rooms, and kept in solitary confinement and not allowed to eat. I want my friends to be freed, honestly, I do, Roman. And I understand your need to stop her. You deal with her, and I’ll take care of my friends.”
 
   He nodded. “Deal.”
 
   I wondered how a couple of the girls would react to the idea of me taking care of them. I was pretty sure Scarlet would tell me to get lost, and had an inkling that Kitty might follow in Scarlet’s footsteps. I couldn’t control them, or it would make me no different than Mother. I would offer them their freedom, if I could. It was up to them if they took it or not.
 
   Of course, there was also the possibility Mother would just kill both of us.
 
   I tried not to think about it. The idea of Roman being dead, and our brief romance being cut short, made my heart freeze.
 
   Roman touched my arm. “Are you okay?”
 
   I took a shaky breath. “Yeah, just trying not to think too hard.”
 
   “You can always stay here. You don’t have to come.”
 
   “Then I’d be more afraid, because I wouldn’t know if you were safe or not.”
 
   He pulled me to him and kissed me, long and slow, and deep. In that moment, I’d have happily stayed in bed with him for the rest of the night instead of deliberately putting ourselves in danger.
 
   He must have read my thoughts, because he broke the kiss. “As much as I would love to spend the rest of the night in bed with you, time is running out.”
 
   I nodded. “I know.” 
 
   I dressed in jeans, sneakers and a t-shirt. Roman donned his usual slacks and shirt. I figured I needed to be able to move quickly. I was standing, looking at my reflection in the mirror as I pulled my long hair up into a ponytail to keep it out of my face, when Roman came up behind me.
 
   “I have something else for you.”
 
   I twisted to look over my shoulder toward him. He held something out to me, black and shiny, and lethal.
 
   My eyes sprang wide and I spun to face him. “Roman! I have no idea how to shoot a gun.”
 
   He frowned. “She didn’t teach you?”
 
   “No. I don’t think she wanted us to try to kill the vampires we were sold to.”
 
   “A gun wouldn’t have helped with that anyway.”
 
   “So why give me one?”
 
   “You won’t need to kill any vampires, Dakota. I was thinking it might be needed more for the guards. I assume they’re armed.”
 
   I nodded, but my thoughts went to Aiden, the blond guard who had always treated me well. I didn’t think I had it in me to shoot him, even if he was trying to stop us.
 
   Whether it was my expression, or if a little of the blood bond remained and Roman was able to pick up on my feelings, I didn’t know, but he said, “You don’t think you’d be able to kill them.”
 
   “Only one of them. He was kind to me and the other girls.”
 
   A corner of Roman’s mouth quirked. “Do I need to be jealous?”
 
   I couldn’t help but smile back. “Only a little.”
 
   “Okay, no gun, but you need something to defend yourself with.”
 
   He left me again and returned with a knife—the kind with a long thin blade used for gutting fish. “How’s this?”
 
   “Better, I think,” I said, still eyeing it doubtfully. 
 
   “Good. I have an ankle sheath you can use, so it will strap around your lower leg.”
 
   “Right.” I tried to sound as though I had a knife strapped to my leg every day of the week.
 
   “That’s not all.” He went to the fireplace and took an item down that was hung above it. I hadn’t paid much attention to it before, but now I thought perhaps I should have.
 
   “Here,” he said, handing me the biggest knife I’d ever seen. “It’s a machete. Even if you can’t bring yourself to use it on someone, just the threat should make someone think twice about approaching you.”
 
   “Thanks, I think.”
 
   The machete had a sheath of its own. Roman leaned around me as he slid it in through the loop of my belt so it hung from my waist.
 
   He stepped back to assess me. “Practice taking it out.”
 
   “This is crazy.”
 
   “So are some vampires. Just do it.”
 
   “A knife won’t kill a vampire.”
 
   “No, but it will slow them down, and a knife that size will definitely kill one of those guards.”
 
   I shivered at the idea of actually having to hurt someone. What if I froze at the crucial moment and someone got hurt?
 
   I pushed the thoughts from my head. I needed to be brave. Focusing on the chance I would see my friends again, and usher them into a whole new life, I thrust away my nerves.
 
   I’d do whatever I had to.
 
   Gripping my hand around the hilt of the knife, using my right hand, so it hung from my left hip, I practiced whisking the blade in and out.
 
   “Wait here a moment,” Roman said. He vanished from in front of me, and then reappeared seconds later holding a long trench coat. “This will keep the knife hidden from any prying eyes.”
 
   “Thanks,” I said, taking it from him and slipping it over my shoulders.
 
   “We’ll travel like we did before,” Roman said, “when I took you to the Empire State Building. No point in wasting any more time using a vehicle. We’ll leave the building as though we’re a normal young couple, but then prepare yourself. I’ll pick you up, so put your arms around my neck and hold on as tight as you can. I’ll take us to the neighborhood where I believe the training center is located.”
 
   “You’ve narrowed it down that far?”
 
   He nodded. “Yes. I think so. I memorized the map and I’ve been running though it in my head. Though anything you might remember when we’re nearby will also help.”
 
   We left the apartment together, side by side, catching the elevator down to ground level. The machete felt huge beneath my long jacket, but I hoped no one would notice, or would stop me to ask why I was carrying such a huge weapon in public. In the current day and age, I would probably be arrested.
 
   The doorman smiled and nodded slightly as we passed. We stepped out onto the street. People were around, cars passed by with their headlights on, but no one paid us any attention.
 
   “Okay, Dakota,” Roman said, turning to me. “I’m going to pick—”
 
   His words were cut off as something flew between us, colliding with Roman and sending him soaring backward. A scream lodged in my throat, and I stared around to try to see what had happened. Roman had vanished from in front of me.
 
   “Roman?” I called, not caring if I caught the attention of the pedestrians around me. “Roman!”
 
   I heard a scuffling from down the street and, with my hand on the hilt of the machete, I chased after the sound.
 
   Down a narrow alleyway, only the faintest of light coming from a streetlight overhead, I saw two figures fighting. They moved quickly, and then almost vanished from one spot, only to appear in another.
 
   Roman was fighting someone, another vampire. 
 
   What the hell?
 
   Not caring what the public thought, I ran down the alleyway toward them, pulling the machete from the holster. I realized who the vampire Roman was fighting was—the long haired vampire from the other night. Why would they be fighting? I’d thought they were friends.
 
   Then I became aware of someone moving behind me, and I froze, all muscles tensed. My breath caught in my lungs, my shoulders stiffened. I needed to hurry move before something bad happened.
 
   Moving as quickly as I could, I spun, swinging the massive knife as I did so. But the person was ready for me. Something hit the hand holding the knife, and out of sheer reflex, my fingers sprang open and the knife clattered to the ground.
 
   “Don’t even think about it, princess,” a male voice growled at me.
 
   Realization about the person’s identity sank in—Warren, the older guard from the training center.
 
   Shit. That must mean Mother knew what we were planning. She must have sent him here. Of course she’d have people keeping an eye on us girls. She’d always been about control. There was no reason for that to end once we’d left the place.
 
   I heard Roman’s yell of, “Dakota!”
 
   I must have distracted Roman. I turned just in time to see the other vampire dart up behind him. Lucas caught his head in both hands, and with a single crack that sounded like a gunshot through the night, he broke Roman’s neck.
 
   “No!” I screamed.
 
   “Don’t worry, sweetheart,” Warren chuckled. “I doubt you’ll be alive long enough to mourn him for too long.”
 
   And with that, a blow struck me on the back of my head, and all the lights went out.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
    
 
   The pain in my head throbbed as if a living, breathing creature had taken over my brain.
 
   I groaned and tried to peel open my eyes. For a moment, I couldn’t remember what had happened, and had no idea where I was, but then the events all came flooding back to me.
 
   Oh, God. Roman.
 
   Was he dead?
 
   I couldn’t bear the idea of such a thing. My life had finally started to mean something over the last few days with him, and the thought of going on without him broke my heart. 
 
   I needed to get an idea about what was happening. If he wasn’t dead, I had to know so I could continue to fight myself. Otherwise, what was the point?
 
   Opening my eyes, I realized the place I was in was more than familiar. Gray concrete walls and floor, no natural light. This place was like a prison cell, because that was exactly what it was. 
 
   I was back in the training center.
 
   “Well, well, well,” a familiar female voice suddenly spoke up, making me jump and causing fresh pain to spear through my head. “The little bitch is finally awake.”
 
   I opened my eyes to find a pair of women’s boots not too far from my face. Moving slowly to protect my aching head, I looked up to see a pair of legs, which led to a body, her hands on her hips as she stared down at me.
 
   “Mother,” I rasped.
 
   “You lost the privilege of calling me that when you betrayed me,” she snapped. “How many girls have I raised, and not a single one has plotted against me.”
 
   That you know of…
 
    I pushed myself to sitting and cautiously looked around. It was as I had feared. I was back in one of the holding cells, one currently unused and therefore unfurnished. I knew there would be a lock on the door. 
 
   I opened my mouth to speak, my voice hoarse against my dry throat. “You had the perfect combination of fear and love. None of them wanted to because nobody knew the truth about what you are.”
 
   “Ah, I see Roman Kramar has filled you in on that little detail. That man has been the bane of my life for some years now, always asking questions. I knew he was getting closer to me, so it was up to me to do something about it. Selling you to him was the only way I’d know for sure if he was plotting something against me. I didn’t know who else was involved, if there even was anyone else. Luckily, it was only you. I couldn’t really have asked for this to have gone any better.”
 
   I coughed, and my head thumped. “You only sold me to Roman because you wanted to use me?”
 
   She laughed. “Of course. I’ve always told you girls that I vet the vampires I sell you to extremely thoroughly. I wouldn’t have sold you to Roman if it wasn’t for the fact that I needed to know what he was up to. How he thought I wouldn’t recognize his name the moment he applied to buy one of you girls, I have no idea. I make it my business to know everything about everyone.” She stopped and crouched down to bring herself to eye level with me. “I stole his daughter from him, many years ago, when he was still human. Did he tell you that?”
 
   I nodded.
 
   “She was a pretty little thing—all dark ringlet curls and big brown eyes. Compliant as well. She earned me a lot of money before she died. If it hadn’t been for me taking her, Roman would never have become a vampire.”
 
   “I know. He told me everything.” I glanced around at the empty room. “Where is he? Is he still alive?”
 
   She laughed, and I gritted my teeth in response. “As alive as a vampire can be. Don’t worry, killing him right away would be too good for him. I’m going to keep him alive for… oh, I don’t know… maybe a couple of hundred years, locked up and starving, and slowly driving himself mad.”
 
   I stared at her in horror. “You can’t do that!”
 
   “Why not? I can do whatever the hell I want. There are no laws important enough for me to have to abide by them. Why do you think I’ve been selling people for a hundred years and Roman is the first to have ever challenged me? And look where that has gotten him.”
 
   “What about me?” I asked through gritted teeth.
 
   She gave a heavy sigh. “Well, I did consider killing you, too. In fact, I even considered doing so in front of the other girls as a warning of what happens when people betray me, but then I figured they would lose their love for me rather quickly, and this whole place would end up in mutiny. So, instead, I think I’ll make some calls and sell you all over again.” She ran a finger down the side of my face. “I have some vampires on my books who are looking for a very special kind of girl. The kind of girl who likes to be hit, and humiliated, and raped.”
 
   My blood ran cold. “I don’t like any of those things!”
 
   “Of course you don’t, dear. There are very few who do. They’ll want you to cry and beg, and tell them ‘no’ and ‘stop.’ That kind of thing gets them even more excited. You will go for a pretty sum, too. And then when they’re done with you, when you stop reacting because you’re too physically or mentally broken, well, then they will kill you, and my job will be done.”
 
   Tears filled my eyes. Could she really do such a thing?
 
   Yes, I knew she would. Roman had told me she was heartless and that I’d been brainwashed. Now I could see he was completely right.
 
   I closed my eyes, shutting out the sight of the hateful vampire. 
 
   Roman, I called out, inside my head. Please, Roman.
 
   Did any of the blood bond still exist? I needed him to know I was still alive. God only knew what Mother—I mean, Madam—had told him about me. If he’d thought he’d lost me, would he care? Was I just another courtesan to him? I wished I’d been brave enough to talk to him about how I felt. I wouldn’t make that same mistake. 
 
   Roman… I called again.
 
   This time, I felt a stirring in the back of my brain, as though a part of it had awakened.
 
   My heart lifted with hope. That was him, I was sure. Did that mean he was close? Mother—Madam—said she had him locked away somewhere, but he must be somewhere here in the center.
 
   I suddenly realized something. Though the guard had taken my very obvious machete away, he hadn’t bothered to search me for any other weapons. Pressed against the inside of my calf, I could feel the solid presence of the sheath and metal. 
 
   I still had the knife!
 
   A knock came at the door and Madam turned at the sound. “Yes?”
 
   I heard the click of a lock and then a familiar blond head appeared around the opening. 
 
   Aiden!
 
   His blue eyes widened slightly at the sight of me. Had they not told him who they were holding captive? I guessed not.
 
   “The vampire is awake,” he said. “Warren is asking what you want to do with him.”
 
   “Is he still in the irons?”
 
   “Yes.” Aiden’s gaze flicked nervously to me. “He’s not going anywhere.”
 
   “Good. You stay here and keep an eye on this one.”
 
   “Yes, ma’am.”
 
   Giving me a final glare, she swept from my prison cell, leaving me sitting on the floor, while Aiden hovered over me, uncertainly.
 
   “Aiden…” I started.
 
   “Don’t say anything,” he replied, and turned to the door and locked it behind the Madam.
 
   I ignored his instructions. “You have to get me out of here, and help the vampire she’s got locked up in the other room. She’s going to sell me on to be raped and tortured.”
 
   I saw a muscle beneath his eye twitch. “Don’t exaggerate.”
 
   I held back a laugh. “Are you serious? You know she takes girls and holds us captive until she can sell us to rich vampires. She’s a vampire herself, you know.”
 
   His face twisted in disbelief. “You’re being ridiculous.”
 
   “I’m not. She’s a vampire who can walk in the light. That’s why she’s been able to trick us all for so long.”
 
   “No, she’s taken you girls from bad backgrounds and given you something else to live for.”
 
   I actually laughed this time. “Is that what she’s told you?”
 
   “Of course. It’s the truth, isn’t it? She said that your mom used to drink until she had no idea what she was doing, and then hit you.”
 
   I flinched at the memory. “Yes, that’s true, from what I can remember, but not all of the girls have my background. Can’t you tell by the way the younger girls are crying when they come in here?”
 
   “They’re bound to be frightened at first, but you all turn out okay, don’t you? You go on to have good lives.”
 
   “Seriously, Aiden, you can’t believe all this bullshit. We’re sold to vampires!”
 
   “Well, you all seem to believe you’ll go on to be happy. I’ve seen you leaving here, all dressed up and excited to be going on to the next part of your lives.”
 
   “The girls here are children. As soon as we become adults and are able to start asking questions, we’re sold on. How old are you, Aiden?”
 
   “Twenty-six,” he mumbled.
 
   “Plenty old enough to know better. Why do you do it, huh? Why do you help her?”
 
   He was growing defensive, his arms folded across his chest. “I earn good money here, better than any money I could earn in a different security position.”
 
   “So you sold out,” I stated. “And the lives of a few girls don’t even matter. I don’t matter. Christa and even Annie don’t matter.”
 
   A muscle beside his eye twitched. “I didn’t say that.”
 
   “So help me now.”
 
   “Dakota…” His words held a warning, and he glanced toward the locked door.
 
   I had to remind myself that Aiden wasn’t a good person either. Perhaps he’d shown me the occasional kindness, which I’d read too much into, but he was also keeping us prisoner here, and had for several years now. We girls couldn’t be blamed. We were utterly naïve, not understanding how the rest of the world worked, but he wasn’t. He left to go into that normal world every time he finished a shift, and yet he’d done nothing to help any of us. I had no reason to think that would change now.
 
   “You’re worried she will hear us?” I asked.
 
   He only nodded as a reply.
 
   “So you do believe she’s a vampire.” He wouldn’t be worried about her overhearing us if he completely believed she was human. There was no way she would be able to hear us through closed and locked metal doors.
 
   “I suspected,” he said, his voice lower. “But if I help you, she’ll kill me.”
 
   An idea sprung to mind, and I reached for the knife at my calf.
 
   Aiden immediately drew his gun. “Dakota!” he warned.
 
   “Hear me out. I have a knife. Pretend you don’t know, and I’ll stab you—somewhere you won’t die—and steal your gun and the keys. You can tell her I caught you by surprise, and escaped.”
 
   “She’ll still kill me.”
 
   “Not if she’s already dead, she won’t. I just need to set Roman free and he’ll kill her.”
 
   “He hasn’t done such a great job of it so far.”
 
   “No, but he will. Roman has a better reason than anyone for wanting to see her dead. She stole Roman’s daughter when he was human, which was ultimately the cause of him becoming a vampire in his attempt to find her again.”
 
   Aiden frowned. “When did this happen?”
 
   “Over a hundred years ago.”
 
   His mouth dropped. “Are you serious? She’s been doing this for a hundred years?”
 
   I nodded. “That’s why you have to help me stop her. She can’t continue to do this. We need to let the other girls go, too. They might even be able to find their families again.”
 
   “And what about you?”
 
   “If I make it out of this alive, I hope I’ll have found my new family with Roman.”
 
   His blue gaze fell on me. “You care about the vampire?”
 
   I nodded again. “More than anyone. That’s why I can’t just sit here and do nothing. I’ll fight, Aiden, even if it means I end up dead.”
 
   He ran his hands through his hair and gave a growl of frustration and indecision. I knew he was torn, and I took hope in that fact.
 
   Finally, he turned back to face me. “Okay, do it. Stab me in the shoulder, so it looks like you got me from behind. I’ll say I heard a noise from outside, and went to investigate. You’d pulled the knife and jumped me before I got the chance to pull my gun.”
 
   “Thank you, Aiden.”
 
   He gave me a grim smile. “You can thank me when we all get out of this alive.”
 
   I hoped I would get the chance.
 
   Reaching down to the knife hidden against my leg, I tugged up the leg of my jeans and pulled the blade from the ankle sheath. It wasn’t a big knife, but it was big enough to do some damage. I’d never hurt anyone before, never mind stabbed another person. I couldn’t think about it too much or I would end up backing out.
 
   I gripped the handle of the knife. “Okay, turn around.”
 
   He took a breath and turned his back on me, before taking a couple of steps closer to the door. “Quickly, before she comes back, and before I change my mind.”
 
   I stepped toward him, but he lifted his hand to halt me. “Not too deep, okay? But deep enough to look real.”
 
   I gave a huff of exasperation. “Just let me do this.”
 
   Not allowing myself to think any more, I rushed toward him like a crazy person, my arm lifted in a swinging arch. I couldn’t help but cry out as the knife came down, and I felt Aiden subconsciously duck beneath me, unable to help himself from reacting when he knew what was coming. But the knife found purchase and easily stabbed through the jacket and shirt he wore, penetrating the skin and flesh beneath. He gave a cry of pain, but dropped to the floor, not trying to fight me.
 
   The sight of the blood spreading from the knife wound made my stomach turn in a lazy flip flop. Heat rushed into my cheeks, followed by a flash of cold, and I swallowed hard against my nausea. I couldn’t allow myself to be affected by the sight of blood. I was sleeping with a vampire; it simply wouldn’t work out.
 
   “I’m sorry,” I hissed at Aiden.
 
   He was crouched on the floor, his body curled over, his fingers instinctively reaching to his shoulder for the knife.
 
   Working quickly, I unhooked the set of keys from his belt, and then popped the holster and removed the gun. As I’d mentioned to Roman, I had no idea how to use a gun—had never held or fired one in my life. The weapon felt cold and heavy, and I didn’t even know if the safety was on. I hoped I wouldn’t have to use it, but considering our circumstances, I figured it was likely. Hopefully, I’d at least be able to work out which direction to point it so I didn’t just shoot myself in the head.
 
   “You want the master key,” Aiden croaked. “The big one. It’ll get you in and out of most of the rooms here.”
 
   “Thank you,” I whispered back. “I’ll send help as soon as I can.”
 
   Leaving him on the floor, I ran to the door and used the key Aiden had pointed out. I tried to turn it quietly in the lock, knowing the Madam’s keen vampire’s hearing would pick up any sound soon enough. Hopefully, she’d assume Aiden was checking things out, but I had to be careful.
 
   If she saw me trying to escape, she’d kill me in an instant.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
    
 
   I opened the door and stepped out into the corridor. I knew where I was—on a floor of the property that was currently unused. Perhaps, in earlier days when it had been far easier to lose people off the face of the earth than it was now, Mother—Madam—was able to take more girls and so used this part of the building to keep them in as well. Now, there were only six of us, or perhaps five, assuming she hadn’t already brought someone new in to replace me, so she didn’t need to use all of the property.
 
   Aiden had said she was keeping Roman down the hall.
 
   Moving on my tiptoes in my sneakers, I edged down the corridor, keeping my back to the wall. Were there cameras in this part of the building? Was someone watching me? I couldn’t see anything, but I wouldn’t have put it past her.
 
   I was also alert for other guards, and even the vampire who had attacked Roman in the alleyway. I’d never seen any vampires here, or so I’d thought, so there was a chance she’d just had Lucas do her bidding and then sent him on his way. I had a gun, but I didn’t know how much good it would do if I was faced with a full vampire attack. Considering my lack of experience, I figured it probably wouldn’t be of much use at all.
 
   I continued to take slow, cautious steps. Which room was Roman being held in? There were several along this corridor, all identical, and all with the doors closed.
 
   Pausing for a moment, I let my eyes slip shut.
 
   I called inwardly again. Roman!
 
   This time I felt his immediate response, like lightning bursting in the back of my brain. 
 
   Here!
 
   I didn’t hear the word as much as feel him telling me. Perhaps he came through so much clearer because he was physically closer, or perhaps, I allowed myself to hope, he was growing stronger.
 
   I stopped outside of the room I had sensed him calling from. My heartbeat sounded too loud, the blood thumping around my ears. The vampires would surely be able to hear me. 
 
   And where was Warren?
 
   The click of a gun safety right behind my head soon answered that question.
 
   Shit.
 
   “Turn around, slowly,” Warren said from close behind me.
 
   He didn’t know I had the gun. I held it against my body. I didn’t think he would shoot me—Mother would be furious if she had thousands of dollars’ worth of her goods splattered against the wall. It was a gamble I had to take. If Warren recaptured me now, I’d have missed my chance.
 
   Keeping my finger on the trigger, the butt of the weapon pressed hard against my stomach, the barrel pointing slightly downward, I slowly turned.
 
   The moment his torso came into view, I fired.
 
   The gunshot was incredibly loud in the confined space, my ears ringing. The butt bucked against my stomach, causing my whole body to jerk. Warren fell backward, his own weapon going off in a return shot. But my shot had caused him to lose his aim and the bullet flew past my head, lodging into the wall behind.
 
   In an instant, the door beside us flew open and Mother sprang out. Her normally perfectly made-up face was contorted in anger, her eyes blazing, her skin utterly white in her fury.
 
   She took in the sight of Warren lying on the floor, clutching his thigh where the bullet had hit, blood spreading thorough the material of his pants and smearing on the floor beneath.
 
   “Useless!” she raged. “God-damned useless. I knew I should never have trusted humans.”
 
   Though the sight of Mother as a furious vampire was terrifying, just beyond where she stood I noticed she’d left the door open. Through the gap I saw Roman. He was sitting in a metal chair fixed to the floor—one that reminded me of the sort of chair used during the death penalty. His wrists were bolted down to the armrests by metal cuffs, and his ankles were cuffed to the legs of the chair.
 
   But he was awake and alert, and his eyes locked with mine. The anger I’d seen in Mother’s eyes was nothing compared to Roman’s. The whole of his eyes were black, no white remaining, and his skin was china white, ridges appearing down his cheekbones and forehead. I’d never seen a vampire look such a way, or even known they had the ability to look anything less than beautiful.
 
   But he was beautiful, in a terrifying, demonic way.
 
   I didn’t get to focus on him any longer.
 
   A cold, long fingered hand wrapped around my throat, choking my breath, and then my feet left the floor, so I was dangling in midair. My back slammed up against the wall, winding me again, pain shrieking through my spine. The gun I’d forgotten I was holding dropped to the floor with a clatter.
 
   Damn. That was a stupid mistake. Mother had moved too fast for me to be able to even think about shooting her. I’d still been recovering from the shock of shooting Warren.
 
   Her fingers tightened and I gasped a strangled whistle of air into my lungs.
 
   “I don’t like to kill one of my products,” she snarled, “but really, Dakota, you’re seriously testing my limits.”
 
    My eyes felt like they were bulging from the sockets. I managed to throw a sideways glance toward the gap in the doorway. If I was going to see anything in my final moments, I wanted it to be Roman’s face, not the woman who had made me call her ‘Mother’ for the past six years of my life.
 
   Roman was staring back at me, his vampire’s face still furious, but that wasn’t all. With a roar, he pulled his arms upward, his muscles bunching for all the effort and strength he put into the action. His biceps bulged, the cords in his neck straining. I didn’t think he would do it, but then I heard the creaking bend of metal and something in the cuffs popped, metal pieces pinging to the floor. 
 
   His arms were free.
 
   Still intent on either torturing or killing me, I hadn’t quite figured out which, Mother—no, Madam, I refused to think of her as a mother any longer—hadn’t noticed. My vision was starting to gray at the edges as Roman bent to release his legs.
 
   A sudden blur of movement happened around me, and Madam’s hands released from around my throat. I fell to the floor, coughing and clawing at my neck. Only the collar I still wore had prevented Madam from completely crushing my windpipe. I didn’t think I’d be alive now if I wasn’t still wearing it.
 
   Where I had fallen, the gun I’d taken from Aiden lay only a foot away.
 
   In front of me, Roman and Madam fought. Streaks of motion, the sound of snarls bouncing off the walls, the whites of canines flashing. I was terrified for Roman’s safety. 
 
   I looked to the gun again, lying discarded on the floor. It was a risk. My aim was horrific, they could move before my mind had even registered it, and I’d shoot the wrong one. But I had to do something.
 
   Madam had Roman pinned up against the wall by his shoulders, and he had hold of hers with both hands. They were lunging at each other with their mouths, as though both trying to tear the other’s throat out. Warren lay unconscious a couple of feet away, and I knew he wasn’t going to prove a problem for the moment.
 
   Trying to hold my nerve, moving quietly though she was distracted, I reached out and my fingers wrapped around the butt of the gun. I got to my feet and slowly walked up behind Madam, then lifted the gun and aimed it right at the back of her head. She noticed at the final moment, turning toward me, as though unable to believe one of her girls would dare do such a thing as shoot her, but the movement happened just as I pulled the trigger, so instead of putting a bullet in the back of her head, as intended, the bullet smacked a hole right in the center of her forehead.
 
   Taking the moment of advantage, Roman threw her through the open doorway and into the room where he’d been held. She crumpled to the floor, blood spreading across the cold concrete floor.
 
   Footsteps were pounding toward us from down the corridor. More guards, or possibly even more vampires, were coming.
 
   “Here!” I threw the keys at Roman. He slammed the door shut and locked it on her.
 
   “I’ll be back for you later!” he growled through the locked door.
 
   His face was starting to look normal again. “Quick, we need to get you out of here.”
 
   I shook my head. 
 
   “I’m not going anywhere without the other girls.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
    
 
   Roman glanced down the corridor, his eyes wild. “We don’t have time to save the girls. I don’t know how many people she might have lined up in case of an emergency.”
 
   “I don’t care. I’m not going.”
 
   His lips pressed together as he turned back to me. “I could just pick you up and whisk you out of here.”
 
   I stared at him. “You really want to try that on me? I’m still holding the gun.”
 
   He growled. “Okay, fine. Where are they?”
 
   “Next level up. We’ll need to take the stairs.”
 
   The sound of feet grew closer, men appearing from around the corner.
 
   In a split second, Roman had darted to me and lifted me into his arms. “Hold on.” 
 
   I barely had the chance to clasp his broad shoulders before we were moving. I’d not caught my breath properly since being strangled, and this new movement caused the air to whip past my face and drag the remaining air from my lungs.
 
   The footsteps didn’t follow, no yells of alarm chasing us up the stairs. The guards must have been human, something I didn’t doubt as I’d never seen other vampires here.
 
   Would they think to check in the rooms, to open the door and release Madam? How long would it take for her to recover from a gunshot wound to the brain? If she’d recover at all.
 
   Roman deposited me on the third floor, the same floor where my own room had been for the previous six years. Numerous locked doors ran along both sides of the corridor, and I knew exactly which room belonged to each girl. I took back the master key from Roman, needing it to open the doors.
 
   Not even thinking about whose room I’d go to first, I automatically ran to the closest door.
 
   Quickly, I worked the key into the lock and opened it.
 
   “Annie?” I called out.
 
   A small form cautiously climbed off the bed, her golden brown hair mussed from sleep, her hand rubbing across her eyes. She saw me standing in the open doorway and frowned. “Dakota?”
 
   I ran to her. “Yeah, it’s me. I’ve come to get you out of here.”
 
   Her frown deepened. “Out of here? Where are we going?”
 
   “I haven’t quite figured it out yet, but we’re leaving this place, okay?”
 
   I grabbed her pants and some sneakers, and hurriedly helped her dress.
 
   Roman appeared in the doorway. “We don’t have much time, Dakota. Give me the key to open the other doors.”
 
   I glanced between him and Annie. Her eyes widened at the sight of him. “Is that… is that…”
 
   “He’s the vampire I was sold to. Don’t worry, he’s one of the good guys.”
 
   Roman gave me a smile, our eyes locking, and my heart flipped in my chest.
 
   “The key, Dakota.”
 
   I threw it to him and he snagged the key out of mid-air. 
 
   “Just open the doors,” I warned. “Don’t go in the rooms. You’ll freak the girls out if you do. I’m right behind you.”
 
   “The guards are going to be here any minute,” he said.
 
   “I know. You’ll have to deal with them.”
 
   He nodded and vanished from view.
 
   “Okay,” I said to Annie. “You have to be really brave now. Can you do that?”
 
   “Yeah, I can do that.”
 
   I smiled and rubbed her back. “Good girl.”
 
   Taking her hand, I pulled her from the room and back out into the corridor. Roman had used his vampire’s speed to move from door to door, unlocking each one in turn. A couple began to open, curiosity getting the better of some of the older girls. A familiar blonde head appeared from the doorway at the end of the corridor and my heart lifted.
 
   “Christa!”
 
   Her eyes sprang open at the sight of me and she stepped fully into the corridor.
 
   “Dakota? Is that seriously you? Am I dreaming?”
 
   I pressed my lips together, my eyes filling with tears at seeing my friend. There had been times when I thought we might never cross paths again. I managed to shake my head, squeaking out, “No, you’re not dreaming.”
 
   Christa clamped her hand to her mouth, and then set off at a run toward me. I stood, rooted to the spot as she flew at me and jumped, her arms around my neck, almost throwing me off balance. I was laughing and crying, and so was she, and we stopped to look at one another and then hugged again.
 
   The noise and movement had caused the others to emerge from the rooms.
 
   Fifteen-year-old Rosa crept out like a frightened animal, staying half in and half out of the doorway.
 
   Scarlet stood, staring at me in disbelief. She exchanged a glance with Kitty, who had also come out of her room. 
 
   “What the hell is going on?” said Scarlet. And then she caught sight of Roman. “And who is this?”
 
   I knew Roman would have snagged Scarlet’s attention.
 
   “This is Roman,” I said. “He’s here to help. We’re all getting out of here.”
 
   “Like hell you are.”
 
   I turned at the furious voice to see Madam standing at the top of the stairs where we’d exited. She was terrifying to look at. She still had a bullet wound in her forehead, though it was obviously healing now, but she also had blood smeared all across her face and her clothes, so her eyes stared out from what looked like a blood mask. She snarled, flashing her canines, and the girls all screamed.
 
   Annie huddled in against me, and Christa caught my hand. Rosa darted back into her room. Kitty and Scarlet grabbed each other.
 
   They didn’t know the woman they’d been calling Mother was a vampire; they had just thought she was the woman who’d been taking care of them. This was a massive shock to each of them and I wished I’d had the chance to warn them before she’d made another appearance. We should have killed her downstairs when we’d had the chance.
 
   “Roman,” I said, hoping he’d hear more in my words than I’d said. Mentally, I pushed the thought toward him…
 
   Kill the bitch, and I’ll get the girls to safety.
 
   I didn’t know if he’d heard me or not, but his dark eyes darted to mine, and he gave an almost imperceptible nod. 
 
   The guards behind Madam lifted their weapons and pointed the barrels at us. I remembered my own gun, stolen from Warren, and yanked it out from where I’d stuffed it down the back of my pants. I aimed it toward them, trying not to show how my hands were shaking.
 
   “Don’t start shooting, you idiots,” Madam snarled. “They’ll all end up dead. Do you have any idea how much money I have invested in these girls?”
 
   The two male guards looked at each other uncertainly. I kept my gun lifted, and looked toward Roman. He was staring at Madam, his face having taken on that frightening mask again, the ridges showing across his forehead and cheekbones. This was the woman who had taken his child and sold her into a life she’d never asked for. I didn’t blame him for wanting her dead.
 
   The two vampires faced off, the tension in the space thick enough to cut. I reached out with my free hand to maneuver Annie behind me. I didn’t want her to get hurt if a shooting was about to start. I wished Christa would get behind me, too, but she remained stoically at my side. 
 
   Roman spoke. “I won’t let you walk out of this place in one piece,” he told Madam. “I refuse to allow you to continue using young girls like this.”
 
   She barked a laugh. “Don’t be such a hypocrite, Roman. You can’t tell me you haven’t enjoyed using our lovely Dakota over here.”
 
   “I haven’t used her,” he snapped. “We’re together now.”
 
   I glanced over at him. His words warmed me. We are? I wanted to ask, but couldn’t.
 
   Madam wrinkled her nose beneath the blood. “She used to be one of my favorites, though since she betrayed me and then shot me in the head, she’s quickly losing that status.”
 
   “Dakota is special. She’s got more guts than you ever gave her credit for.”
 
   “That’s where you’re wrong. I knew if anyone was going to draw you out of hiding and make you face me, it would be her.”
 
   Roman snarled. “I was always going to face you, bitch. You’re the one who’s been hiding.”
 
   Madam gave a smile that was closer to a snarl. “Well, I’m not anymore.”
 
   As though an invisible starter gun had fired, the two vampires flew at each other, a smear of color in front of our eyes, and collided. 
 
   “Roman!” I cried.
 
   The girls around me screamed. 
 
   “Go, go,” I told them, hustling them down the hallway, in the opposite direction of the guards. “Get out of here. I’ll catch up to you.”
 
   Christa paused. “What about you?”
 
   “I’m not leaving yet. I can’t. But, please, go and take the other girls to safety.”
 
   She shook her head, though her gaze flicked wildly over her shoulder toward the warring vamps. “No, I’m not going without you.”
 
   “Yes, you are. I won’t leave Roman.”
 
   “And I won’t leave you.”
 
   The guards had lifted their weapons toward the fleeing captives. “Freeze, all of you!” the older one yelled.
 
   A couple of the younger girls skidded to a halt. 
 
   “No, keep going!” I shouted.
 
   Roman slammed Madam up against the wall, but she fought back, throwing him away. I was frightened for Roman. Madam was older and therefore stronger, though she had been hurt when I’d shot her and would be weakened from that.
 
   I wanted to help, but what could I do between two vampires? Besides, I remembered my promise to Roman—that I would look after the girls while he took care of Madam. Plus, we now had men pointing guns at us all.
 
   I was frozen in my indecision.
 
   Then a figure with long hair and broad shoulders appeared behind the armed men, and my heart stopped.
 
   Lucas.
 
   Unbidden tears filled my eyes and I opened my mouth to shout my warning to Roman. There was no way he would win with two vampires against one.
 
   But as I stepped forward, I remembered I still had the gun. I had to help Roman, even if it meant being shot myself. The guards caught sight of the weapon as I lifted it once more.
 
   “Drop the weapon,” one of the men shouted.
 
   I ignored him, swinging the gun toward Lucas and Madam, trying to figure out who to shoot first.
 
   A gun fired, but I hadn’t pulled the trigger.
 
   In a knee-jerk reaction, I let off a return shot, though it was completely un-aimed.
 
   Everything seemed to happen at once. The space suddenly filled with shots being fired, girls screaming, and people diving through the air to find safety. Instinctively, I dropped to the floor, just waiting for a bullet to hit me. I didn’t want to watch, but I had to know what was happening to Roman. Amidst the chaos, Lucas walked calmly up to Madam and tapped her on the shoulder. She took her attention away from Roman long enough to twist to see Lucas behind her.
 
   “What the hell are you doing, Lucas?” she spat.
 
   “Helping the friend you lied to me about.”
 
   The distraction was enough.
 
   Roman caught her by the back of her skull, and with a wet, ripping, bone-snapping crunch, he tore off her head. 
 
   With a roar of fury, he threw it to the floor. It bounced a couple of times, before coming to a stop, her eyes staring up sightlessly at the ceiling. Her legs gave way and the rest of her body thumped ungainly to the floor.
 
   I clasped my hand to my mouth, and tried not to throw up.
 
   The guards had realized they were on the losing side, and turned to flee back down the stairs the same way they had arrived. I exhaled a sigh. Thank God, we were going to be all right. 
 
   I turned to tell Christa, and a scream burst from my chest.
 
   My best friend was crumpled like a puppet whose strings had just been cut. Red bloomed from a circle in the middle of her chest.
 
   “Christa!” My yell was louder than any gunfire.
 
   The two vampires were by my side in an instant.
 
   “My blood,” said Roman. “Let me feed her my blood. It will heal her.”
 
   But Lucas’s hand on his arm stopped him. “No, let me do it. Things could get complicated if she has your blood as well.”
 
   I knew he was implying that a blood bond between Roman and my best friend might make things a little awkward for us, but, right at that moment, I didn’t care. 
 
   “Just someone do it!” I cried. “She’s going to die if you don’t!”
 
   I cradled her head on my lap, her blue eyes staring up at me in fear and pain. From somewhere behind me, I was aware of Annie, and possibly a couple of the other girls, crying. 
 
   Tears filled my eyes, and I wiped them away. “It’s going to be all right, Christa. You’re going to be all right.”
 
   “I love you, Dakota,” she managed to croak.
 
   “I love you, too, but you can tell me again later. You’re going to be fine.”
 
   Lucas bit his wrist and held the blood over Christa’s lips. She turned her face at first, but I guided her jaw back around. 
 
   “You have to take it,” I told her. “You’ll die otherwise.”
 
   I didn’t know if I could trust this vampire. He’d betrayed Roman once already, but we’d be dead now if it wasn’t for him, so I figured we didn’t have much choice.
 
   Her lips parted, the droplets spattering her pale skin.
 
   She took a gasp, and healed, the gunshot wound knitting together, and color returning to her cheeks.
 
   I hugged my friend, hard, tying not to cry with relief. I’d been so sure I was going to lose her.
 
   Feeling wobbly, we both got to our feet.
 
   I looked to Roman. “Let’s get out of here,” I said.
 
   He nodded, but replied. “One moment.” Then, to my surprise, he reached out and took the collar around my throat in both hands. He gave a wrench, and the collar popped open.
 
   Roman threw it to one side, and it skidded across the bloodied floor.
 
   “You don’t need that anymore,” he said. “You’re free.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Eighteen
 
    
 
    
 
   A week had passed since we’d saved the girls from the training center, and killed the woman I’d called Mother for the past six years.
 
   Roman and I lay in bed, both of us naked. We’d been spending a lot of time this way recently. I curled up against his body, my head on his chest. The first couple of days after the rescue had been a whirlwind of police interviews and statements, and it felt good to be getting back into what felt like a relatively normal routine.
 
   Because all of the girls the Madam had taken were underage, Roman and I had taken them straight to the police. 
 
   Christa would be turning eighteen in a few weeks, so would only be under child protective services for a little longer. Roman had promised to help set her up somewhere close by once she was free to do as she liked. She, like me, had few memories of her real family, though the police said they were doing everything they could to track them all down. Annie had been reunited with her parents, as had Rosa, whose mom was on her own, we discovered, after her dad had left. When they were reunited, her mom had broken down and fallen to the floor, pulling Rosa down with her, so they cried together. 
 
   Scarlet had slipped out of police custody and vanished. I hoped she was all right. She was a strong character, but she was now alone in a world she didn’t even know, and I couldn’t help but worry about her.
 
   I’d helped the police with their enquiries, and trying to figure out just how many girls the Madam had taken over the past one hundred years. An estimate was one every year, but I felt sure it had been more in the early days, so I’d guessed around the two hundred mark. I’d also not wanted to leave the younger girls alone, so I accompanied them to the hospital where they were kept for a couple of days to make sure they were physically and mentally all right. 
 
   Lucas had made himself scarce, though I wondered about the blood bond he now had with Christa. When I asked her about it, she said she hadn’t really felt anything, but I struggled to believe that was true, having experienced it myself. Maybe the fact she’d been dying at the time had weakened the effect, but part of me felt like she’d been thinking about the long-haired, broad-shouldered vampire just a little too much, but didn’t want to admit it.
 
   Before he’d vanished, Lucas had apologized to Roman for betraying him. He’d said he came to the apartment that night because the Madam had asked him to, claiming Roman was plotting some big conspiracy.  
 
   “I’m sorry, Roman,” the other vampire had said. “She lied to me. She said you were plotting against vampires because you blamed vamps for making you one of us. She said you were going to use blood courtesans to lure us in and kill us one by one. When I saw the two of you together, and you’d been so secretive about Dakota, I thought she was telling the truth.”
 
   We couldn’t blame Lucas for his part in it. The Madam had fooled plenty of people over the years, and he was just one of them. Only when he’d come across Aiden in one of the rooms and had used his blood to heal him from the stab wound I’d given him, did he learn the truth.
 
   I reached out to trace lazy lines across Roman’s chest. “I hope you’re ready to go again soon,” I said playfully. I couldn’t get enough of him at the moment.
 
   He eyed me. “Are you using me for sex, Dakota? Because, you know I would be really hurt if you were just using me for my body.”
 
   I suppressed a smile. “I thought you were the one who was supposed to be using me. And anyway, I didn’t think vampires had feelings.”
 
   He caught my hand and pressed it against his chest, right above his heart. “Ah, there, my beautiful girl, is where you’re wrong. When we want to feel, we feel stronger than any human could ever possibly comprehend.”
 
   “You do?” I didn’t want to press him, terrified I wouldn’t like the answer, but I couldn’t keep my mouth shut. “And what do you feel about me?”
 
   “You are my everything, Dakota. I thought you knew that.”
 
   I gave a small shrug. “I don’t know anything. You bought me, remember? I’m still yours to own.”
 
   Roman shook his head. “I don’t want to own you anymore. I want us to be together.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   He laughed. “Are you going to make me say it?”
 
   I thumped him on the chest, though I knew it wouldn’t hurt him. “Yes, I am!”
 
   He propped himself up so he could look at me directly. “I want us to be a couple because I’m in love with you, Dakota. You’re fierce, and brave, and sexy. You’re also frustratingly stubborn sometimes, but somehow that adds to your charm. I love that you won’t let me push you around. It’s not often a vampire meets his match in a human.”
 
   I was staring at him, having barely heard past the first line. “You love me?”
 
   He nodded. “With every inch of my being.”
 
   I grabbed him and kissed him, practically climbing on top of him in my happiness. “I love you, too, Roman. I know it sounds crazy, but I do.”
 
   “Then we love each other, and everything is good.”
 
   I thought of something. “But what about the whole vampire thing? I’m going to age while you stay the same.”
 
   He studied my face. “Do you want to become a vampire? I’m not going to pretend I don’t love having you warm and soft, and being able to feed from you turns me on more than anything else in the world, but if it’s what you really want, I can turn you.”
 
   I chewed my lower lip. “I don’t know what I want yet. So much has happened in the last couple of weeks, I feel like I can barely think straight.”
 
   He laced his fingers with mine. “You don’t have to decide tonight, Dakota. You don’t have to decide for years to come. I’m a vampire, and you can be, too, if that’s what you want, and then we’ll have forever.”
 
   “Forever.” I smiled, placing my lips to his.
 
   Forever with Roman Kramar sounded damn good to me.
 
    
 
   THE END
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