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      “I can’t believe you’re asking this of me.”

      Nikolai Petrov stood facing the floor to ceiling windows of his home, gazing out over the London skyline, so he didn’t have to look at the vampire behind him. Before him stretched London’s Docklands, with the Canary Wharf tower rising into the night sky. The winding curve of the River Thames appeared black at this time of night, the only light reflected from the surrounding buildings. This place was nothing like his motherland, Russia, but, after almost fifty years, it was a place he’d come to think of as home.

      Nikolai shook his head then turned to his visitor. “You know I like to keep my business clean, Ivan.”

      The second vampire was dark compared to his own fair looks, and had been older when he’d been turned, too, in his early thirties rather than late twenties as Nikolai had been. Both men were smartly dressed, though Ivan appeared more ruffled than normal, his tie yanked to one side, the top button of his shirt open. Nikolai’s shirt was also open, and he didn’t wear a tie. The sleeves of his shirt were rolled up his forearms, but he’d done this deliberately. Ivan’s dishevelled appearance looked less intentional.

      The other vampire’s lips pursed. “You’re making a far bigger deal of this than it really is.”

      Nikolai cocked an eyebrow. “Investing three million pounds into my funds is a big deal.”

      “Bullshit. You deal with bigger funds every day.”

      “Yeah, and I know exactly where that money is coming from. Don’t try to tell me this money is going to be clean. We both know Deacon Thorn deals in some dodgy shit.”

      Ivan shrugged. “He used to have the occasional thing on the side, but he’s been moving away from all of that for a long time. His clubs are all legit now, and he wants to continue with everything being legal, which is why he asked me to come to you. I guess he thought you’d understand, what with your background.”

      Nikolai frowned at him. “And why should he ask you for anything, Ivan? What did you do? What is it you owe him? Is it just about the money? If it’s about money, I have plenty. I’ll just pay whatever you owe.”

      But Ivan shook his head. “No, it’s not. And he doesn’t only want the money. He wants an investment opportunity, and he likes how everyone knows you’re always above board. That’s why he asked me to come to you.”

      “I won’t be above board if I start to get involved with that son of a bitch.”

      Ivan’s dark eyes grew hard. “I’m asking one simple thing from you, Nikolai. Stop making such a big deal out of it.”

      “Investing millions into my funds is not a simple thing.”

      “All it would take you is the click of a key on a computer.” His shoulders slumped and his tone changed to pleading. “Just come and meet with him, Nikolai. He’s not as bad as the rumours make out. He’s a businessman, just like you and I.”

      “He’s a wolf.” Nikolai wrinkled his nose. “That’s never a good thing in my book.”

      “You should judge people on who they are, not what they are,” Ivan scolded. “People aren’t exactly fond of vampires either, you know.”

      Nikolai gave a cold laugh. “Well, he fails on both who and what he is.”

      He turned back to look out at the London skyline. Normally, the expanse of lights brought him some comfort, but tonight he found he could only focus on his reflection staring back at him. Nikolai’s eyes were a pale shade of blue, almost appearing silvery in some light. His dark blond hair was just a shade away from brown. The effect, together with his pale skin, made his reflection look like a ghost, and he found the thought unnerving.

      Ivan exhaled a frustrated lungful of air. “I hope you’re not saying no to me, Nikolai, not after everything I did for you.”

      “That was a long time ago.”

      “And I’ve never asked for a single thing in return. If it wasn’t for me, you’d be dead, and most of your family would have been wiped out.”

      “Most of them are gone now anyway,” he growled.

      “That tends to happen after fifty years walking the earth, but they have descendents, which they wouldn’t have if I’d not stepped in.”

      Everything Ivan said was the truth. Nikolai had moved to London not long after he’d turned him from human to vampire. He’d had to in order to escape the Bratva—the Russian mafia—with which his family had been deeply involved. He was killed by a rival family who had put out a hit on him because they hadn’t liked some of the contacts he was making. They’d shot him and left him for dead in the middle of a frozen alleyway. But a vampire had stumbled across him and had turned him then and there, feeding him from his own veins, and leaving fresh blood drops in the white snow.

      Ivan turning him meant Nikolai was able to kill the man who had ordered the hit, but knowing what he was, he worried it would come back on his family, so he left Moscow for London. He’d never been back, but that didn’t mean he didn’t miss the place with every fibre of his soul. He often wondered what the next generations were doing, if they’d managed to get out of the organised crime business, or if his family’s ancestors were still deeply involved. He hoped they’d made it out, but that was their business now. It wouldn’t do any of them any good for him to re-enter their lives. He’d cause them more trouble than anything else.

      A low growl of anger rumbled deep in Nikolai’s chest. If it had been anyone else asking this of him, he would have caught them up by the throat and thrown them from his penthouse by now, but this wasn’t anyone. Ivan Sokolov made him who he was today, and he owed him more than just his life.

      “If you won’t say yes right away, at least come and meet with Deacon. He’ll be able to convince you that he’s genuine about wanting to do business with you.”

      Nikolai scowled. “I don’t doubt that. It’s the kind of business he wants to do that’s the problem.”

      “He trusts you, Nikolai. He’s seen you have a head for the market, and he thinks you’re the one who can make his money grow.”

      “It’s where that money is coming from that concerns me.”

      Ivan’s lips thinned, his nostrils flaring. “One meeting, Nikolai. That’s all I ask. Surely you can’t refuse me that?”

      Nikolai clenched his jaw, his fists balled at his sides. Ivan had put him in an impossible place. His maker had never asked for a single thing from him as thanks and had helped him take down the man who’d arranged to end his human life—something that hadn’t been easy when he’d been a new vampire and not yet in control of his bloodlust. Ivan had taught him everything, and he wouldn’t have the life he had now if it hadn’t been for Ivan’s help. He was only asking for a meeting, and then Nikolai could tell the wolf to get lost face-to-face, if that was what he decided. He would be able to take the blame, rather than it falling on Ivan.

      “Fine,” he relented. “Arrange the meeting.”

      Ivan’s shoulders relaxed. “Thank you. I’ll set up a meeting for tomorrow night.”

      Nikolai lifted a finger. “First, one thing. What did you do to give a wolf something to hold over you?”

      Ivan pulled a face. “I slept with his daughter.”
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      She bumped shoulders with the man in the suit, only to receive a glare of annoyance, which quickly morphed into a curled lip of disgust as he saw who he’d bumped into.

      “Sorry!” Lauren said, though she wasn’t sorry in the slightest.

      Men just like him swarmed London’s streets like robots, all with their hipster beards, and haircuts, and expensive suits, acting as though there was always somewhere else they needed to be, and fast. Self-important, believing their time was more valuable than everyone else’s, and that money was the most precious thing in the world.

      Lauren Morgan slipped down a side alley and slid the wallet she’d just stolen from the man’s back pocket out of the waistband of her jeans. She pulled it open, and a grin crept across her face as she saw the nice wedge of notes folded inside. She wasn’t interested in the cards— she didn’t have time for credit card fraud—but the cash meant she’d be able to keep her room for another few nights. Living in London was expensive, and sometimes she wondered if she’d be better off leaving the city and going somewhere cheaper. But London was a big city, and she could be anonymous here. It was easy to slip into the crowds and not worry about being seen. Also, people here tended to carry more cash with them than other places. She didn’t know if all the city boys liked to dabble in some class A narcotics to keep pace with their work all day and party all night lifestyles, but they certainly carried around some serious money.

      She folded up the cash and tucked it down the side of her bra. It would be safe there. Checking the coast was clear, she stepped back out of the alleyway and joined the throng of suited people, marching down the street. No one blinked an eye at her. That was the thing about London. You could be a businessman earning a thousand pounds a day, a broke student, or a beggar on the street, and no one would ever think you were out of place.

      Lauren moved with the flow of people, though she kept an eye out for a familiar uniform. There were plenty of cops on the streets these days—everyone was in fear of a terrorist attack—so it didn’t take long. She spotted two of them standing on the street corner and headed over. As much as she knew it was bad of her to take the cash, she didn’t want the person’s credit cards or ID falling into the wrong hands.

      Lauren approached one of them with her most innocent smile. “Excuse me, but I found this on the ground. I didn’t know where else to leave it.”

      The police officer frowned, and then plastered a smile on his face. “Thank you. I’ll make sure it gets back to its owner.”

      “That’s very kind of you.” She batted her lashes at him.

      He gave her a nod. “Nice to meet an honest citizen.”

      She shrugged as though it were nothing then spun away, vanishing once more into the crowds.

      Lauren had been on the streets since the age of fifteen, when she’d finally made the decision to leave her drunk of a mother behind. For as long as she could remember, she’d been finding her mum passed out on the couch most mornings, and again when she got home from school. She’d never had anyone there to make her breakfast or welcome her home with a hug and kiss, and someone asking how her day was. When her mother was with it enough to get dressed and go out, it was usually to the bar. This was even worse for Lauren, as she knew her mother was unlikely to come home alone.

      The men she brought home would normally be as drunk as her mother, and would barely pay any attention to the small girl who would scurry across the corridor and hide behind her bedroom door. She was thankful when they ignored her and she could just sit with her skinny knees pulled into her chest and her hands over her ears, trying to block out the sound of them together. It was worse if the men noticed her, and, as she grew up, they noticed her more and more.

      This was something her mother noticed, too. It seemed crazy that a mother could be jealous of her own daughter, but that was exactly what happened. Lauren’s skinny legs gained curves, and her narrow chest grew breasts. With her silky dark hair and big brown eyes, she was a striking teenager, and this didn’t go missed by either her mother or the men she brought home.

      By the time she was fifteen, and had been forced to fight off a number of her mother’s drunken boyfriends, while her mother was passed out on the couch, she decided enough was enough. She’d stolen what money and valuables she’d been able to find, packed a bag, and got the hell out of there. She’d left the last man with a broken nose, and she wondered how he was going to explain that to her mother, if she ever woke up. She doubted her mother would even notice she was missing.

      She’d hitchhiked to London that same day. It was a city big enough to get lost in, and Lauren wanted to stay lost for as long as possible. She hadn’t been prepared for the huge volume of people, or how tall the buildings were, but she’d managed to find herself a hostel in Waterloo, and secured herself a bed there, together with numerous other young people. She said she was eighteen, and had had her ID stolen, and no one seemed to press her any further. She’d found herself surrounded by people from Australia, New Zealand, and South Africa, all of whom were perfectly friendly, though she always held herself back. She was frightened someone would ask too many questions and click onto the fact there was more to her back story than she let on.

      She managed to find work in a Chinese restaurant where they were happy to have someone wash dishes for far less than minimum wage, as long as it was cash in hand and didn’t go through the books. But after a few weeks at the hostel, people were starting to ask too many questions, and she’d known it was time to move on. And that had been her life for the last four years. Moving between places, taking the odd job where she could, and pinching the wallets of men who had more money than they knew what to do with anyway. It wasn’t a glamorous life, but it worked for her, day to day. She gave no thought to having a future.

      Lauren reached the hostel where she was currently staying. On the front step sat a man in his seventies. His gray beard touched his chest, his narrow shoulders stooped and hunched over. But he smiled at her as he saw her approach, revealing a few teeth still clinging to his gums like passengers hanging off the side of a sinking boat.

      “Hey, Arthur,” she said as she approached. “How are you doing today?”

      “Better for seeing you, Lauren. Hope you’re staying out of trouble.”

      She grinned. “When am I ever in trouble?”

      The old man rolled his eyes, and she held back a laugh. “Here, I’ve got something for you.” She angled her body away and reached into the side of her bra. She pulled out the money and peeled off one of the ten pound notes before replacing the cash. She pressed the bank note into Arthur’s wrinkled hand. “For you.”

      She wasn’t going to tell him to buy himself something to eat, or to not spend it on booze. At his age, and living on the streets, he should be allowed to buy whatever the hell he wanted if it helped him get by.

      He looked down at the money with rheumy blue eyes. “What did I just say about you not getting in trouble, Lauren? Where did you get this?”

      “You mind your own bees wax, Arthur. My business is my business.”

      He didn’t argue any further, but nodded and slipped the money into his pocket. “You’re a good girl. When are you going to meet a nice fella to take you away from all this?”

      She patted his shoulder. “I already found a nice fella, and I don’t need to go anyplace but right here.”

      He chuckled, knowing she was just teasing him. “Oh, go on with ya!”

      Lauren continued into the hostel, her encounter with Arthur leaving a smile on her face. It didn’t take much to make someone happy, and she always tried to if she could. It wasn’t always easy, especially when the very last thing she felt like doing was making someone else happy, but she’d discovered simple things like holding open a door, or helping to carry bags if someone was struggling, left her feeling a little lighter in her soul.

      The place where she was currently sleeping—she could never call any of the beds an actual home—was a dorm room with bunk beds that housed another five women. The window at the rear of the room had bars on it, and led onto a back alley. Something clattered from outside, the sound of movement. The alley was where the hostel kept all their bins, and should have been blocked off from people on the street. There shouldn’t have been anyone else out there.

      Frowning, she stood from her bed and made her way over to the window. She peered out, trying to see if there was anyone out there. Someone might be hurt, or more likely drunk or high. But she couldn’t ignore it. If something bad happened to them, and she’d known there was someone outside but had done nothing, she’d never forgive herself.

      Lauren left her bedroom and quietly navigated the corridor to the back of the building. She had to go through the communal kitchen to access the back door that led onto the rear alleyway. The kitchen was empty at this time in the evening. No one kept to regular meal times around here, anyway. It wasn’t as though they were all dining on filet steak every night. Boiling up a packet of cheap noodles was normally the closest they came to cooking.

      A key poked out of the inside lock, so she turned it and opened the door. Leaning out into the night, she wrinkled her nose at the stink of old rubbish from the bins. Another clatter came to her ears, and beneath that she heard a groan.

      “Hello?” she called out. “Is someone out there? Do you need help?”

      Her ears strained to hear anything beneath the usual chaos of London noise—the alarms, cars, people laughing or yelling. She didn’t hear anything else, yet a prickle of unease caused the hairs on her arms to stand to attention.

      She spent enough years living in this environment to both take care of herself and know when to watch her own back, and she turned away, planning to pull the door shut and lock it again. Maybe she could go and find one of the other residents to check things out with her.

      “Please, help ...”

      Lauren twisted back around, her eyes widening. The voice had been unmistakably female.

      “Hello?” She no longer felt she could leave whoever it was alone to go back inside and try to find help. What if the woman was badly hurt, or whoever had hurt her was still around? Chances were she was just drunk or high, but Lauren never wanted a woman to feel alone and defenceless. She knew how that felt, and didn’t want anyone else to feel the same way.

      Even so, she hesitated before she stepped out of the doorway and into the alley.

      “Hello?” she called again. “Where are you? I can’t see you.”

      “Over here,” came the tremulous voice.

      Lauren took a couple of cautious steps, her neck craning to try to spot the woman. She must be lying down for Lauren not to be able to see her.

      She took another step, leaving the safety of the hostel.

      Movement came behind her, and all of a sudden her head was covered by a coarse material, and she could no longer see. The bottom of the material tightened around her neck, holding her in place.

      Breathing hard, her heartrate rocketing in her chest, she swung her elbow back, hoping to catch whoever was behind her. But her elbow struck solid muscle, the person not even flinching, and that, more so than the bag over her head, terrified her.

      Someone struck her ankles and took them right out from under her. Lauren fell backwards, falling into the arms of the person behind her, while a second set of hands caught her legs.

      “Got you now,” a rough voice growled.
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      The thump of the music reverberated up through his feet. They hadn’t even stepped inside the club yet, and already Nikolai knew he was going to hate every minute he spent inside the place. He could smell the wolves on the air—dirty, wet dog. Not the sort of company he normally liked to keep.

      But he’d made a promise to Ivan, and his maker stood at his side, glancing over at him with anxious enthusiasm.

      Nikolai growled and looked away. He’d agreed to the meeting, but that didn’t mean he was going to act like he was happy to be here.

      Ivan signalled the doorman, and before he knew it, they were being ushered past the small queue waiting outside and through the doors of the club. The music immediately grew louder, and Nikolai cringed. With his vampire’s heightened sense of hearing, the music was at a point of being almost painful. He wondered how the wolves could bear it. It was one of the few things he knew about the other supes—that their sense of hearing and smell were almost better than a vampire’s. Sitting in this club, hour after hour, day after day, would drive him insane.

      People rushed to meet them—young women in skimpy outfits and a couple of men in suits. None of them was Deacon Thorn, the werewolf they’d come here to meet. They were ushered through the club. Girls were dancing on platforms, wearing little more than high heels and scraps of material as they gyrated their hips and bent over, exposing bottoms and breasts. Men sat at tables watching them, while more young women fawned over them.

      Nikolai rolled his eyes at the sight. How pathetic, to need to use money in order to get the attraction of women. Money was something he’d had most of his life—and his undead life, too—but if he ever got so much as a sniff that a woman was around because of his wealth, he got rid of her quicker than he could blink.

      They stepped out of the main bar and into a private room. The door swung shut behind them, and Nikolai’s shoulders relaxed as the thump of the music dulled. The stink of wolf instantly grew stronger, and only his manners prevented him from raising his hand to his nose to try to block out the smell. He didn’t know how others put up with it.

      Ivan shot him a warning glance. He must have scented it, too, but then if he said he had a thing going with the wolf’s daughter, perhaps it didn’t bother him so much. Nikolai had always had a thing about a person’s scent, and he couldn’t imagine ever wanting to get up close and personal with someone who had werewolf blood running through their veins.

      Sitting at the back of the room on a leather couch, with two young women on either side of him, was Deacon Thorn. He was a big man, with a full beard and long, wavy brown hair down to his shoulders. In a certain light, his eyes appeared yellow. Even if Nikolai hadn’t been able to smell him, there was no doubt what this man was.

      Deacon smiled and got to his feet as they entered. He put out his hand, and Nikolai noted how it was his hand Deacon went to shake before Ivan’s. Wow, Ivan truly was on shaky ground with this guy. No wonder he’d asked him for a favour, though currently Nikolai had no intention of granting it.

      “Thank you for meeting with me, Mr Petrov. I’ve only heard good things about you.”

      The smile that came to Nikolai’s face contained no warmth. “I wish I could extend the same greeting.”

      The expression on the wolf’s face didn’t even flinch. “Please, sit down. Let me get some drinks. Champagne? Or would you prefer something a little stronger?”

      “Whiskey,” Nikolai said, taking a seat. “Irish, if you have it.”

      “Of course.” He signalled for one of the men who’d showed them through to fetch them drinks. The man left the room for a moment, and then reappeared with a bottle of Midleton Very Rare, and three cut crystal glasses, into which he poured equal measures.

      The wolf leaned forward, clasping his hands together over his knees. “I’m sure Ivan has filled you in on my reason for wanting to meet.”

      Nikolai nodded. “Yes, that you’re using your own daughter as collateral to try to bribe a business deal.”

      His eyes narrowed. “That’s not quite how it is. My thinking is if Ivan here wants to get involved with my family so badly, he can pull his weight.”

      Nikolai lifted his eyebrows. “By using his connection to me, you mean?”

      “He’s your maker, is he not? Doesn’t that make you family, in a vampire’s eyes? I understand that you vampires don’t have the same kind of connection and loyalty that werewolves do, but surely it still counts for something.”

      Nikolai scowled. “Of course. Why else would I be here?”

      He could feel Ivan watching him, but he refused to look over and meet the other vampire’s eye. He hadn’t changed his mind about not wanting to do business with the wolf, and he knew Ivan wasn’t going to be happy.

      Deacon signalled to one of his men, and an expensive, slim line laptop was slid onto the table between them. “I understand you’re concerned about where the money is coming from, but I wanted to assure you it’s all above board.”

      Nikolai lifted an eyebrow. “Really? You’re going to try to tell me that when we’re sitting in a place like this? Where do all the girls come from who work out there? Some of them barely looked old enough to be drinking.”

      The wolf visibly bristled, his shoulders tensing. His men moved in around him. “I assure you, they’re all completely legal, and they’re paid far more than most of the people who work for you.”

      He snorted laughter. “I doubt that. I also noticed I didn’t hear many English accents. Are you bringing the girls over from Europe?”

      “And giving them a better way of life while I do it,” he said. “Some might thank me for it. It’s not as though you’re from this country yourself.”

      “That’s completely different. I chose to come here, and I wasn’t a desperate, young girl ...”

      Nikolai trailed off.

      For no reason he could ascertain, his pulse started to race. His heartbeat grew louder in his ears. Movement around him became more defined, yet strangely distant, as though he’d drawn into himself without even realizing it. Then he realized the thud of his heartbeat, which he could hear in his head, wasn’t his heartbeat at all. It was the combined sound of several hundred heartbeats, all the human people currently frequenting the club—the patrons and the dancers.

      Without warning, his fangs descended.

      Shocked, he clamped his hand to his mouth and rose, knocking his chair over backwards.

      “Nikolai?” Ivan glared a warning at him, silently telling him to behave, but he was no longer concerned about playing his maker’s game. His throat had grown so dry, it hurt to swallow.

      He took a couple of steps, but neither knew where he was going, or what he was going towards. He was being pulled in a hundred different directions. He took another couple of staggered steps and sensed Deacon’s men closing in around him. The stench of wolf was even stronger than ever, but beneath that he smelled something else.

      The scent of human blood.

      It had been a long time since he’d last fed directly from a human. Getting bags from blood banks had served him well enough for the past fifty years or so. Things had been different when he’d first turned, and he’d had no control over his urges, but that had been a long time ago. His fangs ached in his gums, and he knew the only thing that would sate the ache was sinking them into some young, plump flesh. Though he’d been talking about the girls only moments before, thinking how they were too young to be working here, now he was thinking about them in a whole different way.

      Using his vampire’s speed, without allowing the wolves to take another step closer, he darted for the door that led into the bar. His movements would have appeared to be no more than a blur to those he’d left in the room, and his sharp ears picked up on Ivan calling out, “Nikolai!” behind him.

      He knew he didn’t have much time. They would be coming after him soon. He didn’t know how much the humans here knew of the supes who watched over this place, but he doubted the wolves would shift and burst into the club to chase after him. They wouldn’t want to be reported and find The Directive—the secret taskforce who made sure all of the supes behaved themselves—coming down on their heads. No one knew exactly where The Directive was based. They had a British department, too, and Nikolai knew it wasn’t unheard of for one of the main guys from the US Directive—Clarence Collins or Magno Zara—to catch a flight over here if it looked like something big was going down. A vampire on the rampage, followed by werewolves in their lupine form, all fighting in the middle of a club, would definitely get The Directive’s ears twitching.

      But Nikolai didn’t care about that right then. Surrounding him were over a dozen scantily dressed, nubile bodies. Long thighs, taut stomachs, tits in every shape and size, all rotating their hips and undulating their bodies. As well as his fangs growing longer, his cock also responded, blood flowing, his balls tightening into his body.

      Fuck. The urge to sink his teeth into the throat of one of these young creatures, drag off her panties, and fuck her until she screamed surged through him.

      Without waiting any longer, he spotted one—a blonde wearing too much makeup. He didn’t even care that she wasn’t his normal type, only that he could smell her blood, and the thump of her heartbeat pounded in his ears.

      With a snarl, he leapt. The young woman didn’t even see him coming. He was on her before she could as much as scream. He only caught the terror in her eyes as he whipped his head back then darted forward again, fangs out. The sharp points met her delicate, soft skin, and then punctured with a little pop that was like music to his soul. Had he forgotten how exquisite that moment was, the very point where teeth met blood? Then, even sweeter, was the taste of that delicious nectar slipping over his tongue and down his throat, and the ache that had taken over his body finally subsided. The chaos of his mind calmed, and the noise and stink of the club vanished from around him. All he was aware of was the trippy beat of this girl’s heartbeat and the taste of her blood, and the way his cock pressed up against the inside of his trousers, begging to be freed and plunged into something wet and hot.

      Suddenly, a strong hand on his shoulder grabbed him and yanked him away. Nikolai let out a yelp of longing as his fangs pulled from the girl’s throat. The same hand spun him around.

      He came face to face with Ivan.

      “What the fuck, Nikolai?” his maker demanded. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

      His mind spun. “I ... I ...?”

      He didn’t know. The chaos of the club was all around him, and he knew he had to get out of there. Hell, if he didn’t get out of there, he was going to have some angry wolves throwing him out. He cast a glance back to the woman he’d attacked.

      “I’m sorry,” he told her, still bewildered about what had happened. She was clutching her neck and staring up at him with wide, frightened eyes. “I’m so sorry,” he repeated before putting his head down and whisking through the club and into the relatively fresh London night air.

      Ivan wasn’t going to give him time to figure things out.

      He grabbed him, dragging him back towards the car. “We need to get out of here before one of the wolves decides to bring The Directive down on your head. What the fuck were you thinking?”

      “I wasn’t thinking. It just—”

      His thoughts vanished once more as another scent came to him. This one was different, though. It wasn’t human blood, or even the stink of wolves. No, this was vanilla, and cut grass, and clean skin. It was all the wonderful, emotive smells in the world rolled into one. He couldn’t explain it, but the scent sent his heart racing in a whole different way than what he’d just experienced. He needed to follow that scent and find out who it belonged to.

      But Ivan was older than he was, and frustratingly stronger. Nikolai wasn’t the kind of man who liked anyone to be stronger, but he didn’t have much choice when it came to his maker.

      “No, wait a minute! I smelled something!”

      “No chance! You think I’m going to allow a repeat performance of what just happened? You’ve got to be kidding me. Not only did you probably just completely screw up my chance of getting in with Deacon, you’re lucky if you don’t have The Directive called on you.”

      Ivan shoved Nikolai into the car, and then using his speed, shot behind the wheel. They sped away, leaving that tantalising scent behind them.
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      Lauren had no idea where she was.

      After the bag had been thrown over her head, and she was carried out of the alley—one person holding her feet, and another with their hands wedged under her armpits—she was thrown into the boot of a car. Before she was able to try to fight her way out again, there’d been the distinctive rip of tape, and then her arms had been taped together behind her back, the strong material wrapping around her wrists, drawing them together enough that it hurt. She’d heard the engine start up around her, and had heard the clunk of metal on metal as it was slammed down, encasing her within.

      She went crazy, kicking her feet against the side of the boot, screaming until her throat burned, wriggling and bucking until she thought every inch of her body would be bruised. Still she didn’t cry, holding on to her fury to keep her strength. Giving in to tears felt like a weakness, and after all her years living from one place to the next, often never knowing where her next bed, or meal, or job would be, she’d learned that showing weakness was never a good thing. Right now, she was too fucking angry to cry.

      Her screams for help hadn’t attracted any attention. London was a noisy place, and the wail of sirens of police cars and ambulances filled the night air, drowning her out.

      The car stopped. They hadn’t gone far, though it had been difficult for her to keep track of the time when she was locked in pitch black with a bag over her head. Who the hell had done this to her? What did they want? Had it been a case of her being in the wrong place at the wrong time, or had someone deliberately chosen her? She had no idea why someone would choose her. She was a nobody.

      The car boot opened, and the cool of the night air touched her skin. She became aware of space around her where there hadn’t been before. Rough hands grabbed her arms again and hauled her up.

      “Let go of me, you fucking bastard,” she yelled from beneath the scratchy bag she wore over her head, but her words were muffled.

      The hands tightened, fingers digging into flesh, undoubtedly bruises of their own.

      Her ears sharpened, trying to pick up clues about what was around her, in case it might help her figure way out of this. The distinctive thud of music, loud, but still muffled, as though behind a closed door. She’d heard this sound many times before. She’d been brought to a club of some kind.

      Instead of any more clues, a voice sounded, but it was as though someone was in her head, speaking directly into her mind.

      What is that? I need to follow it. I need to be with it.

      Alarmed, Lauren automatically replied in her head. Who are you? What the hell?

      Was she going crazy? Yet it was a male voice, she was certain. And somehow, she recognised it, just as she instinctively knew he recognised her, too. No, she was losing her mind. She was going to end up like one of those people with a split personality, who thought they were an eight year old boy called David half the time. Except this voice in her head wasn’t a boy’s. No, he was all man.

      If she hadn’t already been tied up with a bag over her head, she would have run for the voice, pushing between people, trying to locate whoever it belonged to. Because she somehow knew it did belong to someone. She hadn’t imagined it. Though the voice had sounded in her head, she knew she picked up on it from someone who was very real, and, as every second passed, that person was getting further and further away. The distance made her want to weep. It felt as though she’d had a lifeline dangled in front of her and someone had snatched it away.

      Right now, however, there was nothing she could do to find the person the voice belonged to. She prayed it wouldn’t be the last time she heard it. If it was, she thought she might end up spending the rest of her life searching for it. Of course, the way things were currently going, she wasn’t sure the rest of her life would amount to much anyway. She might end up dead within the next hour.

      As well as the dull thud of a bass, she caught the whiff of old rubbish, and the ground appeared to be damp underfoot—she could catch sight of it from beneath the bottom of the bag. The stale stink of old beer—something she recognised from one of her jobs working in a bar, where she had to empty out the drip trays from beneath the beer taps. Yes, she’d definitely been brought to a bar or a club of some sort, though she had no idea why. What did these people want from her? She hated feeling so goddamned helpless.

      Rough hands pushed her forward, and Lauren staggered on. With her hands tied behind her back and her face covered, she was terrified she was going to trip and fall. She wouldn’t be able to put her hands out to protect herself if she did.

      Ahead of her, a door opened with a click, and the thump of the music immediately grew louder. It wasn’t loud enough to make her think she was being ushered into the main part of the club, however. The music was still muffled, though not as much as before. The observation only gave her a little comfort. She didn’t want to think what sort of club she’d be going into if they thought it was okay to push someone who was bound and with a bag over her head right into the middle of it. No, they must have brought her through the back way.

      Lauren tried to take in everything as best she could, constantly alert for the first opportunity to try to escape. Her feet hadn’t been tied, so she considered trying to make a run for it, but she knew she wouldn’t get far. She couldn’t see where she was going, and her hands were bound. They’d catch her in an instant.

      The hands on her arms roughly pulled her to a halt. She sensed a second door opening and was pushed though. It grew quieter again, only her heavy breathing, and the footsteps around her. They stopped once more, and she heard the sharp knock of knuckles on wood. Then a male voice with a deep timbre called, “Come,” and she was pushed through the door and into whatever fate held for her.

      “Everything went smoothly?” the same deep voice asked of her captors.

      “As smoothly as it could have gone.”

      “No one saw you?”

      “No. Not a soul.”

      The deep voice again. “Good.”

      “This one will go for a good price. Can you smell it?”

      Alarm shot through her. Price? Smell it? What the hell were they talking about? Was this some kind of weird kink? Oh, God. Was she about to be sold into the sex industry? She’d heard of people trafficking but had always assumed it happened to young, foreign women somewhere remote. Not in the middle of London.

      In front of her, the man with the deep voice inhaled, long and deep. “Ah, yes, you’re right. I can. Good job.”

      She heard the smirk in the other man’s voice. “You know I have a good nose for these things. She’s going to get us a pretty penny. Considering the ... special circumstances ... I think I should be able to renegotiate my cut?”

      “No. You’ll be paid the same as before.”

      “I want forty percent this time, not thirty.”

      “You’ll get the thirty, just like every time before.”

      “You won’t be seeing any more like this one from me, then.”

      A cold laugh. “There are hardly any more like this one even alive. And if they are, they’re certainly a lot better protected.”

      Lauren’s mind swam. What the hell were they talking about? It didn’t feel as though the men were discussing her, though she knew they were. Special? She wasn’t special—far from it. Her own mother certainly hadn’t thought so, so she couldn’t see why anyone else would. But now wasn’t the time to start reminiscing about her lack of parentage. The only thing she could think was that they had the wrong person. Maybe they’d been expecting one of the other girls at the hostel to make an appearance, and she’d been taken by mistake?

      “Please,” she managed, hating the begging tone of her voice. She also hated that she wasn’t able to see the people she was addressing, as though, by having her eyes covered, she existed in a different realm than the men who’d taken her. “This is all a big mistake. I think you’ve got the wrong person. If you just let me go, I won’t say anything about what happened here. We can all go on our way. No harm done.”

      Men like these didn’t just let people go. Deep down, she knew that. They’d be more likely to kill her and be done with it than take the risk of putting her back on the streets, only for her to report what had happened. Still, her survival instincts meant she had to try. She’d been through a lot in her life, and she’d never given up, whatever had happened. She was a fighter, and she’d continue to be a fighter right through to the bitter end.

      The men ignored her.

      “Take off that bag,” the one with the deep voice instructed. “I want to make sure the face matches that tight little body, and the scent of the blood running through it.”

      His words made her want to weep. The idea of sex was bad enough, but why was he talking about her blood?

      But to her relief, the hood was pulled off her face. Lauren blinked against the sudden glare of light, her eyes watering, unable to see anything clearly for a few moments. But then her vision cleared and she was able to look around. She was in an office—well decorated, all leather and chrome, with a large desk and a couple of expensive looking couches. She was standing in the middle of the room, two men at her shoulders, and a third standing at the front of his desk, leaning back in a casual stance that went well against her own situation.

      Her eyes widened at the sight of him. She knew this man, recognised him from earlier in the day.

      The man whose wallet she’d stolen.

      Lauren knew this was no accident. She hadn’t just been unlucky or at the wrong place at the wrong time. She’d been taken deliberately. They’d known what sort of person she’d steal from, what time and place she’d be.

      Someone had planned for this.

      The question was—why?
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      Nikolai couldn’t keep still. He paced the floors of his penthouse, feeling the tug of need deep within him.

      “What the fuck is wrong with you?” Ivan demanded. “I haven’t seen you acting like this since I first turned you.”

      He shook his head. “Honestly, I have no idea. One minute, I was just sitting there, thinking how the last person in the world I’d ever want to do business with was Deacon Thorn, and the next, all I could think about was blood.”

      Ivan frowned. “It hit you that fast?”

      He nodded. “I don’t know how else to explain it. It was as though something took over me, and I couldn’t control it. All I could think about was the thump of the pulses of all the humans in the club, and I knew the only thing that would quench my thirst was sinking my fangs into a sweet, young neck.”

      Just the thought caused his fangs to lengthen again, and he clamped his hand over his mouth. Shit, what the hell was going on with him?

      But Ivan had stopped and was staring at him. “What did you just say?”

      “Sorry? I said that I wanted to bite a young neck.”

      He wound his finger through the air in a rewind motion. “No, before that. You said the only thing that would quench your thirst ...”

      Nikolai threw both hands up in the air. “So?”

      “I think I know what happened to you. Have you ever heard of The Thirst?”

      He frowned, thinking. “I don’t think so.”

      “There have been a number of cases in American recently. I hadn’t heard of it reaching the UK yet, but I’m starting to think it might have.”

      Nikolai stared at him. “Would you tell me what the fuck you are talking about?”

      “The Thirst makes the vampire it’s affected lose control of their normally in-check desires to feed and fuck humans. All humans. But especially those young, beautiful ones.”

      What Ivan was describing was exactly how he’d felt at the club—like he no longer was able to control what made him a vampire. But there was one thing Ivan hadn’t mentioned yet.

      He lifted a finger in the air. “But what about the smell?”

      Ivan frowned. “What smell?”

      “The magnificent nectar I caught a hint of as you were dragging me out of there. It was like nothing I’d ever smelled before. All I wanted was to be near it.”

      Ivan’s fingers went to his mouth, rubbing his lips. His gaze was on Nikolai’s face, examining him as though he were a new species he’d recently discovered. “I haven’t heard any reports of a scent like that being linked to The Thirst. Having a heightened sense of smell for the location of fresh blood, yes, but not like what you’ve described.”

      “It was as though it was calling to me, pulling me in. I recognised it like you might recognise the smell of your own home, or a blanket from childhood, or your mother’s skin.” It had been a long time since Nikolai had smelled any of those things, but he still remembered how it had been.

      His maker pursed his lips. “I can’t help wondering if the two things are actually unconnected.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “That it’s just coincidence you caught that scent at the same time The Thirst hit.”

      Nikolai’s tone grew hard. “What’s the scent, Ivan?”

      “It sounds to me like you picked up the scent of your Bloodmate.”

      “My Bloodmate?” He sought his mind for what that meant. “You mean the one person who is destined to be my mate?” He almost laughed at the idea. “That’s preposterous!”

      “Is it? Why?”

      “Because a vampire having a Bloodmate is a fable. A fairytale. It’s like a human claiming they met their one true love, and knew it the moment they laid eyes on each other.”

      “Love at first sight, you mean?”

      “Yes, exactly!” Nikolai stared at him, and then burst out with laughter. “So this is love at first smell?”

      Ivan’s lips twitched with amusement, but then tightened again. “This isn’t a laughing matter, Nikolai. If The Thirst really has taken hold of you, it will only get worse. This Bloodmate may be your answer, however. If you find her, she’ll be able to help you.”

      The laughter died from his lips. “How?”

      “She’ll be able to quell the rage inside you. You’ll find peace in her arms. I’m afraid, if you don’t find her, there may only be one future for you.”

      “Which is?” he prompted.

      “You will eventually lose control, and then you’ll be too dangerous to be allowed to live. You’ll massacre any and every human you come across, so The Directive will eventually be forced to step in and end your life.”

      Nikolai could barely believe what he was hearing. “This is insane.”

      He started to pace, walking the breadth of his apartment, the windows overlooking the London skyline, which normally brought peace to his soul, tonight failing to do so. But even though only an hour or so had passed since he’d fed off that poor girl—the first human he’d fed from directly in decades—already he could feel the tightening of his throat, and the fizz of the blood in his veins as the need to feed struck him again.

      But morning was coming, and even if he wanted to feed again, he was unable to. He was also unable to go back to the club right away and try to track down whoever the scent belonged to. Even if she wasn’t his Bloodmate, he still wanted to know.

      “I need to go back to the club,” he growled.

      Ivan lifted his eyebrows. “You think they’ll let you anywhere near that place after the performance you gave? If it wasn’t so obvious you were out of your mind, I’d be pretty fucking furious with you myself right now. You’ve totally screwed things up for me and Kira.”

      “The wolf’s daughter? I don’t know how you can stand to be around a wolf in the first place, never mind fuck one.” He wrinkled his nose at the thought.

      “Kira is only half wolf, and to me she smells great.” His tone lowered to a growl. “Not that her father is going to let me anywhere near her now.”

      “She’s a grown woman, isn’t she? Can’t she make up her own mind about who she dates?”

      “You know what these wolves are like. It’s all family, family, family. They care so much about the pecking order, I wonder if they even have minds of their own.”

      Nikolai lifted an eyebrow. “And yet you want to get involved with one of them?”

      “I already am involved with one of them. And it wasn’t a choice. Sometimes, we don’t get to choose who we fall for. Maybe you’ll understand that more after you find your Bloodmate.”

      Nikolai’s lips twisted. “Hmm, I’m not so sure about that. But I do want to find whoever’s scent I picked up on. I don’t totally understand what’s happening yet, but I know I feel different, and I know the vampire back in that club, who attacked that girl, wasn’t the same vampire I normally am. If I have to go and try to find this ... Bloodmate ... then that’s exactly what I’ll do, whether Deacon Thorn likes it or not.”

      But for now he had no choice but to sleep. Morning was almost here, and, unlike ancient vampires, he was unable to walk in the light. The sun drove him to his coffin-like bedroom for the day.

      He just hoped whoever the scent belonged to would still be at the club once the sun had gone down again.
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      Lauren was locked up in a cellar beneath the club.

      It was cold and dank, with that same stink of stale beer that she hated. The men had left her hands tied, but at least they hadn’t put the bag back over her head. It was a small thing to be thankful for, but right now it was all Lauren had.

      From their conversation, she got the gist of things. She’d been taken because she was going to be sold. Her life was no longer her own. The men seemed to think there was something special about her, though she had no idea what.

      No amount of screaming or yelling had made any difference. She looked around the cellar, trying to spot something she might be able to use as a weapon, but there was nothing. It was just a cold, dark hole, locked from the outside world by a metal barred gate.

      She sat with her knees pulled up to her chest, trying not to get lost in the void of despair that faced her as she pictured what her future might hold. She didn’t want to think about it, but at the same time, she knew she had to. If she was going to get out of this alive, she needed to face up to what might be about to happen in order for her to see a way out of it.

      Her thoughts went to the voice she’d heard in her head as she’d been brought here. Had she been imagining things? Had the amount of stress she was under pushed her towards some kind of psychotic break? And yet it had felt so real, as though someone had been calling to her, pulling her in. She’d taken comfort in it, even though deep down she knew it couldn’t have been real.

      Lauren didn’t want to cry but could feel the need burning at the backs of her eyes.

      How long had she been sitting down here? It felt like hours. Her backside ached from sitting on the cold, hard floor, and she hurt all over from where she’d thrown herself around in the boot of the car. She’d passed the time by pacing, and, when she grew too tired, she sat back down again. Her head dropped to her chin, and she jerked it back up, not wanting to fall asleep. Sleeping would make her vulnerable, and she didn’t like that, but she was also exhausted. Night must have passed by now, which meant she was into the next day, and still no one had come for her. Was that because they needed to move her, and knew they’d be better off doing so under the cover of night? Yes, that must be it. She didn’t want to think about where she’d be going next. Would they try to get her out of the country, or would she at least be sold to someone who lived in England?

      She hoped so. It was a small thing to hope for, but at least then she might stand some chance of escape. She had her wits about her and knew how everything worked in the UK. All she’d need to do was make a run for it at the first opportunity, or just get to a phone or computer and call the police. If she ended up somewhere strange and unknown, and not being able to speak the language, she didn’t know what she’d do. That thought terrified her more than anything.

      From somewhere down the long, low-ceilinged corridor, she heard footsteps and the clang of metal.

      Lauren jumped to her feet.

      The footsteps got louder as they came towards her, loud and hollow in the confined space. A bright light flicked on in the corridor outside, and two shapes came to a halt outside the bars of her prison. Her eyes took a moment to adjust, but then she saw it was the same two men who’d taken her. No, that wasn’t right. Lurking behind them was the bearded third man, staying in the shadows as though he didn’t want to be seen.

      “We brought you something,” the first man said. He held up what looked to be a dry cleaning bag.

      What the fuck?

      “I don’t want anything you have to give me,” she snarled.

      The man unzipped the front, revealing a ball gown style dress in the deepest red. It would look amazing against her dark hair and golden skin, though she wasn’t about to tell them that. Besides, she didn’t do dresses. She couldn’t even remember the last time she’d worn one—it must have been when she was a child. Certainly not since she’d run away from home. Living on the streets and pretty dresses didn’t exactly go hand in hand.

      “I’m not wearing that.”

      The bigger man with the beard and long hair who’d been lurking behind them stepped forward. When he spoke, she recognised his deep voice from when she’d first been brought here. “I’m afraid you don’t have much choice.”

      She snorted. “I think I do. I just won’t put it on.”

      “In which case, we’ll have to come in there with you, take off all your clothes, and do it for you.”

      The idea of the men holding her down while they stripped her to her underwear made her shrink with horror.

      “That’s not all.” He held out a second bag and pushed it between the bars towards her, holding it open so she could see inside.

      Lauren darted forward. She dared to peer inside, hoping to find a bottle of water or maybe even something to eat, but she was to be disappointed.

      The man pushed his hand through the bars and reached in and pulled out the items.

      “You have got to be kidding me.”

      Pinched between his fingertips was a lacy, black, strapless bra and matching thong. Together with the underwear, there was also a set of three inch, strappy heels she knew she’d never be able to walk in.

      “I’m not wearing that,” she muttered again.

      But he heard her. “Would you prefer to wear no underwear? That can be arranged, you know.”

      The idea of being naked beneath the dress made her stomach curdle.

      What the hell was this? Were they getting her dressed up so they could sell her for a higher price? Yes, that must be what they were doing. Her bladder was uncomfortably full, and she was tempted to relieve herself all over the damned dress, but only her own pride held her back. Knowing her luck, they’d probably force her to wear it anyway.

      “I need the bathroom,” she muttered, her cheeks flaring with heat. “Take me to the bathroom, and I’ll get changed in there.”

      He pursed his lips. “You’ll need to let go of whatever modesty you think you have,” he said. “Your body is no longer your own. You don’t yet know it, but you already belong to someone else, someone who has paid a great deal of money for you. You’re an unusual specimen. Blood like yours goes for a high price.”

      Goosebumps rose on her arms. “Blood like mine?”

      “Yes, with your ancestry.” He looked at her, his eyes narrowed as he assessed her. “You don’t know, do you?”

      She shook her head. “Clearly not.”

      “You have fae blood running through your veins. One of the oldest bloodlines of fae.”

      Her mouth dropped open. “Fae? You mean fairy? You’re saying I have fairy blood?” The whole idea was ridiculous. Her mother was as far from being anything special or paranormal as it was possible to get. Of course, she knew such things existed, but she certainly didn’t have anything like that in her family line. But then, she didn’t know much about her father’s side, did she? But surely if she was something like that, her parents would have known. Wouldn’t they have cherished her more? Wouldn’t her father have bothered to stick around if he was more than just human?

      “You’re wrong,” she said, finally. “I’m nothing special. My father was a waste of space who left the moment my mother got pregnant, and my mother is a drunk. You’ve got the wrong person.”

      “We definitely haven’t. I can smell it on you now. That makes it very unusual, and gives a certain sweet taste to vampires.”

      Her eyes widened. “You’re selling me to a vampire?”

      “No, you’re already sold.”

      “Are you a vampire?” He didn’t look like a vampire—his skin too dark from being out in the daylight, and he was just too ... hairy.

      He snorted. “Me? God, no. I’m a wolf-shifter, but I have my connections.”

      So, she’d been sold to a vampire as some kind of blood-letting sex slave because she had fae blood in her ancestry. Could the world get any crazier?

      “Will you let me change in the bathroom?” she tried again. “If these are to be my last moments of privacy, can’t you at least give me that much and allow me to take them?”

      He sighed, long and drawn out, as though she was being the biggest inconvenience in the world to him. “Very well.” He nodded to the two other men. “Take her through to the staff changing room. Make sure no one else goes in there while she’s changing.”

      The two men nodded in unison. “Yes, sir.”

      The gate was unlocked, and Lauren’s heart picked up pace. She still had her hands bound, but if they wanted her to be able to dress herself, they’d have to cut the tape. If she was going to a changing room, maybe there would be the belongings of other people in there. She might find a mobile phone, if she was lucky, and call the police. Or there might even be a window she’d be able to climb out of.

      They walked her along the corridor until they came to a second door. Any hopes of there being a window to climb out of faded. They were still below ground. She might struggle to get a signal from a mobile phone as well, but at least if she did find one, she might be able to hide it on her somewhere until they took her up into the main part of the club. If she was to be passed on to some sick fuck of a vampire, it wasn’t as though they could keep her down here the whole time.

      The reason they’d been waiting for night to fall again struck her. It wasn’t because it was easier to move her at night. It was because the vampire most likely wouldn’t be able to walk in the day.

      The men entered the changing rooms with her. Toilet cubicles were at the back of the room. Coats hung from pegs, but there were lockers, which was most likely where the staff members’ bags were kept. Damn it. If they had phones, they’d either still have them on their person, or they’d have them locked up. Still, it was worth checking the coat pockets, though, just in case.

      The man holding the dress hung it up on one of the hooks.

      “You’re going to have to cut the tape around my wrists if I’m going to be able to dress myself,” she said.

      The men exchanged a glance.

      The head guy nodded. “Yes, cut the tape. There’s nowhere she can go down here, anyway, and it’s not as though she’s going to get past us.” He gave a wicked smile, revealing canines she was sure hadn’t been there a moment ago. “You wouldn’t want to try to outrun three wolves, would you? We’re known to get feisty in wolf form, easy with our teeth and other parts of our bodies. Did you know wolves get locked together after they mate? Sometimes for up to an hour? I can’t imagine you’d want to spend an hour with one of us in wolf form, now, would you?”

      The thought made her shudder, fear causing her spit to grow thick on the back of her tongue, making it hard for her to swallow.

      “It’s fine,” she managed. “I won’t run. I just want to get changed in privacy. Especially if it’s to be my last time.”

      What would the vampire she was being sold to be like? From the little she knew of them, she knew they could be old—sometimes hundreds of years old. Lauren wrinkled her nose at the thought. It was weird to think of being around someone who had been walking the earth that long. No wonder they thought of mortals as being of little consequence. Humans must appear to be little more than children to them—unknowledgeable, with no experience to speak of.

      “Glad to hear it.” He nodded to one of the men. “Cut her free.”

      The man stepped forward and lifted his hand. Lauren let out a scream as the fingers suddenly morphed into a paw, and the blunt nails of what had previously been his human hand became long and sharp. Claws. With his other hand, which was still human, he spun her around so her back was to him. Lauren tensed every muscle in her body, her eyes squeezed shut. She felt the movement of air across the back of her neck as he swiped the clawed paw downward. A moment later, the tension across her wrists gave way, and she realised he’d used his claws to cut apart the tape.

      She exhaled a long, shaky breath and pulled her hands around to the front of her body, peeling off the remaining tape and rubbing her sore wrists.

      He picked up the dress and the bag containing the underwear and shoes and shoved them into her arms. “There.” He nodded towards one of the toilet stalls. “Go and get changed. We’ll be waiting right here.”

      Her heart sank. She wasn’t even going to get the freedom to check the coat pockets.

      “It’s a big dress,” she tried. “It’s going to get dirty all squashed up in a bathroom stall.”

      He glowered at her, and she caught a hint of yellow in his eyes. She remembered his threat, and light-headedness made the room tilt.

      “You’ll manage,” he growled.

      She didn’t have much choice.

      Lauren went into the toilet stall and shut and locked the door behind her. She wished she could sit down and just put her head in her hands and figure out what the fuck she was going to do, but she was painfully aware of the three men standing right on the other side of the door. Instead, she hooked the dress over the back of the door and set about peeling off her jeans and t-shirt.

      Though she didn’t think they could see her, she still used her arm to cover her breasts as she took off her old but comfortable bra. She checked the new set of underwear she’d been given. La Perla. It looked like whoever had bought her had expensive taste. This set alone probably cost five hundred pounds, if not more. She didn’t dare think how much the dress had cost. Probably more than she’d see in a year.

      Lauren quickly swapped her old stuff for the new, and then unhooked the dress. She pulled it on, glad the zip was at the side and not the back, so she didn’t have to ask for help.

      The dress was stunning. The bodice nipped her in beautifully at the waist, the long skirt flaring out in layers, the neckline scalloped to highlight the shape of the tops of her breasts. Finally, she slipped her feet into the heels, and immediately her posture changed—her shoulders went back, her chin lifted, and she found herself holding in her already slender stomach.

      Ah, so this was why they’d made her change. This was the woman they wanted to sell on, not some grubby little street urchin.

      The thought made her want to tear the clothes from her body again, but what would be the point? The head werewolf’s threat hung over her, and she didn’t want to risk his wrath. She needed to play ball until an opportunity arose to make a run for it, or at least call for help.

      Taking another deep breath, and trying not to notice how her hand trembled when she reached for the lock, she slid it back across and opened the door.

      The three men’s eyes widened when they saw her, and a slow smile spread across the bearded man’s face. “Well, I think our vampire will be more than happy with his purchase, but, just as an insurance...”

      He stepped forward and grabbed her forearm, yanking it out towards him. Moving quickly, before she even got the chance to react, he’d slipped a syringe into a vein in her wrist, and she watched in horror as her blood filled the vial.

      Lauren gasped, clutching her arm. “What did you do that for?”

      “To give the vampire who has bought you a taste of what’s to come. Once he’s got a taste of you, he’ll be addicted. There’s no way he’ll go back on our deal.”
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      The moment the sun set, Nikolai bolted upright in bed.

      He’d barely even woken, but already The Thirst had taken hold. The back of his throat was like someone had been stabbing him with glass, and he could barely swallow. A rage bubbled up inside him, and he knew if he didn’t get blood into him immediately, he’d rip his apartment to shreds and then go in hunt of the first human he could find. He wouldn’t be able to stop himself either. He’d drink from them, and he wouldn’t be able to stop, he’d just swallow, and swallow, and swallow until he’d drained them dry. The thought only made him want it more, so he barged his way out of his bedroom door and into the living area of his penthouse.

      He drew up short. To his surprise, Ivan was sitting on his couch.

      “I ...” he started, his voice like rusted metal against metal. He cleared his throat, but it did nothing to dislodge the desire to consume. “I thought you’d left last night.”

      Ivan got to his feet and handed something over to him. A blood bag. Unable to think, he snatched it from Ivan’s hands and tore off the top before gulping it down. He didn’t care if he spilled any, or what he looked like, only that he needed the blood down his throat immediately.

      Ivan just stood there, watching him until he’d finished. When he had, he took the empty bag and handed him a new one. Nikolai was able to consume this one with a little less desperation, but he could still feel The Thirst pecking away at his mind, urging him to seek out more.

      “I couldn’t leave you like this,” Ivan said eventually. “You are my creation, after all.”

      “It’s not like you to care so much.”

      Ivan gave a small laugh. “You’re still my responsibility. If you go on a rampage across the city, people will look to me first.”

      “I need to go back to the wolf’s club,” Nikolai said. “I need to find whoever that scent belonged to.” It had been the only moment his mind had been calm since The Thirst had struck.

      His maker nodded. “As much as it pains me to say, I agree with you. Finding your Bloodmate is the only way we’re going to make this stop.”

      “Let’s go, then.”

      Ivan pointed to something on Nikolai’s shirt. “You may want to change first.”

      He glanced down to see spatters of red across the material from when he’d been in such a rush to devour that he hadn’t cared that he’d spilled some. “Dammit.”

      Using his vampire’s speed, he whisked back into his bedroom, changed his blue shirt for a black one, figuring at least the black wouldn’t show up any more blood—because he was certain there would be more blood—and then rejoined Ivan at the front door.

      Within minutes, they were back in the car, with Nikolai driving. His fingers were tight around the steering wheel, his knuckles even whiter than normal. London traffic wasn’t great, but at least it wasn’t rush hour. The club was located in Mile End, so not too far from the Docklands, but even the twenty minute drive was going frustratingly slowly. He was tempted to dump the vehicle and run the rest, but he didn’t know if he’d need the transport on the other end when he found whoever the scent belonged to. Plus, they tried to look and act as human as possible, and after the show he’d put on at the club last night, he didn’t think arriving at his vampire’s speed would earn him any favours.

      His nostrils flared, his olfactory senses igniting. The scent already caught him before he’d even pulled the car over. He barely bothered to park, just pulled up against the curb and climbed out.

      “Nikolai!”

      Ivan called after him, but Nikolai didn’t as much as pause. He was in its grasp again, that glorious scent of vanilla, and cut grass, and clean skin. He’d been terrified the owner of the scent would have left while he’d been sleeping through the day, but she hadn’t. She was still here, he was sure of it, and he would find her even if it meant tearing this entire place to pieces.

      Because it was still early, the club wasn’t fully open yet. There weren’t the lines of people waiting outside to get in, and though he could hear music, it wasn’t the ear-bashing thump thump thump of the previous night.

      “She’s this way,” he called to Ivan. “I can scent her on the air.”

      It drew him in, pulling him like an invisible cord, pulling him tighter and tighter. I’m coming for you. He tried to send his thoughts out to her, even though he knew such a thing was ridiculous. In fact, he hadn’t given any thought to how this woman was going to react when a half-century old vampire appeared in front of her and informed her he was her Bloodmate, and she was his.

      The two vampires whisked through the club, with Nikolai leading the way. He was literally following his nose. The staff preparing the club for opening looked up at them in surprise as they passed through. Someone called out, “hey,”, but they both ignored the shout. There was no sign of Deacon Thorn or any of the other wolves who’d been present the previous night.

      Nikolai left the main part of the club and entered the rear corridor. The scent of his Bloodmate grew stronger, and he picked up his pace, knowing he was getting closer. His pulse raced in anticipation.

      He reached a door which opened out onto a set of concrete steps leading down. Nikolai didn’t even pause to glance back and see if Ivan was following. He was caught up in the euphoria of finding her, the feeling drowning out the taint of The Thirst that had been eating him away since the previous night. The nearer he got to her, the less he was aware of The Thirst and the more he was swept up in his need to be near her.

      The stairs led to a network of low-ceilinged corridors. Nikolai raced through them, ignoring doors and turnings he knew wouldn’t lead to her.

      Finally, he reached the end of a corridor and came to a halt. An iron gate divided him from what appeared to be a store cellar. Behind the bars, a beautiful woman stared back at him with wide, dark eyes. She was dressed as though she was going to a ball—a fairytale princess in a Grimm situation.

      “You’re the vampire,” she said, as though she had been expecting him.

      He nodded. “Yes, I am.”

      Confusion flitted across her face. “But ... but ... I heard your voice in my head.”

      It was his turn to be confused. “You did? How?”

      “I was hoping you might be able to answer that.”

      From beside him, Ivan called out a warning. “You might want to hurry things along, Nikolai. The wolves are coming.”

      Nikolai nodded and turned back to the bars. A chain linked them together, and he took hold of it and, using his vampire strength, tore the chain links apart. The door swung open.

      He put out his arms to her. “Come on.”

      But she took a step back. “No, I won’t go with you.”

      “You’d prefer to stay here, locked up with the werewolves?”

      She looked left and right, as though unsure what she was supposed to be doing.

      “The wolves are coming,” Ivan called.

      “Don’t they know you’re here?” she asked. “Isn’t that the whole point?”

      Nikolai shook his head. “No, it’s better that they don’t. I have a feeling they wouldn’t much like it.”

      “Did you rip them off?”

      He looked to her, confused. “What? No.”

      Ivan hissed back at them. “Now isn’t the time for questions. We have to go.”

      “What are you doing locked up here?” he asked her.

      “The wolves kidnapped me. They threw a bag over my head, and taped my wrists together, and brought me here. But this part... this wasn’t supposed to happen like this. I mean... it wasn’t what I was expecting.”

      “No, me either.”

      Already he could feel her presence soothing the fire that had been raging through his veins.

      “But it’s okay now. You’re safe. I’ll make sure you stay safe with every fibre of my being.”

      “This is crazy,” she whispered.

      He grinned at her. “Yeah, it really is.”

      Nikolai grabbed her by the hand. Touching her sent his nerve endings firing, directing both to his heart and his cock. He’d only been in this exquisite creature’s presence for mere moments, and yet already he felt joined to her. She was far smaller than he was, yet perfectly proportioned, and in that dress she looked like she should be the doll in a music box, or positioned on the top of a cake. But he also saw the spark in her dark eyes and instinctively understood that no matter how perfect she looked, she’d never be a woman who’d allow herself to be displayed in such a way.

      He tugged her back down the corridor. Footsteps came pounding towards them. He knew he was putting Ivan in an incredibly difficult position if they came face to face and were forced to fight. His maker was still tied to the wolves, and fighting with them directly would surely put an end to his romance with Deacon’s daughter.

      “Go that way,” he told Ivan, pushing him out in the direction of the club. “Pretend you’re here to talk to Deacon. Distract them.”

      Ivan shot him a glance, but nodded. It might not work, but it would be better than going into this with only bloodshed planned.

      “Come on,” he told the young woman, pulling her in the opposite direction. This place was a rabbit warren of corridors and exits. If they moved swiftly, they might be lucky enough to avoid everyone. Though he believed he’d be able to take down the wolves if it came to a one-on-one fight, he preferred to be more civilised about the matter.

      He yanked her back against the wall, pressing their bodies flat as someone else ran past, obviously hurrying to see what all the fuss was about. As soon as they’d gone, he pulled her back out again, and they continued to run.

      They reached a fire exit, and he pressed the metal bar across the middle to open the door. Thankfully, no alarms sounded, though he’d been tensed for the wail, half-expecting it.

      “My car is this way.”

      He wished he’d thought to park the vehicle in a better position, not liking that he was going to have to pull her out onto the main street to reach the car. He also felt bad that he was leaving Ivan, though the other vampire was far older and stronger than he was. Besides, Ivan had been the one to get them involved with the wolves in the first place. If it hadn’t been for him, none of this might be happening.

      And he’d have never met his Bloodmate ...

      He didn’t know if he should be thanking Ivan, or killing him.

      It was impossible for them to not draw attention, with him in his black shirt and suit trousers, and her in her deep red dress, running through the streets. Her heels clicked on the pavement, and the layers of her dress flowed out behind her, together with her dark hair. She kept glancing over her shoulder, and he guessed she was expecting the wolves to chase after them.

      Thankfully, he’d pocketed the keys when he’d parked. You couldn’t leave your car with the keys in the ignition in this part of London—hell, any part of London—and expect it to still be there when you returned. He hit the button on the key fob to unlock the doors, and opened the passenger door for her, before darting around to the driver’s side and climbing behind the wheel.

      They both pulled the doors shut with a slam.

      She sat in the passenger seat, gasping for breath. He couldn’t help noticing the way the swell of her breasts rose and fell with each ragged inhale and exhale. Her skin was a golden hue, so unlike his pale complexion, and his fingers itched to trace the curve of each swell that peeped from the top of her dress.

      But there was no time for that. He slammed the car into reverse and stamped down on the accelerator. He enjoyed speed, and reversing in high speed into on-coming traffic didn’t faze him. Other cars honked their horns in annoyance, but he was able to manoeuvre down a side alley, then he shoved the gear back into first and took off, back in the direction of his penthouse.

      Leaving the club behind him, he was finally able to relax a fraction. He hoped Ivan was all right. The other vampire normally knew how to look after himself, and he was a smooth enough talker. If he couldn’t talk his way out of it, he’d use some of his vampire strength to fight his way out, but Nikolai knew that would be a last resort. Ivan still had ties to Deacon Thorn, and he wouldn’t want to burn those bridges completely.

      Nikolai glanced over at the young woman sitting beside him.

      “I don’t know your name.”

      At the sound of his voice, she looked in his direction. Her expression looked strained, the cords on her throat standing out, her full lips tight, her jaw rigid.

      “Lauren,” she said. “My name’s Lauren.”

      “I’m Nikolai Petrov. I’m sorry we had to meet in such a way.”

      Her small, blunt teeth dug into her full lower lip. “I have to admit, it wasn’t quite how I expected things to play out.”

      That was the second thing she’d said that confused him. “You weren’t?”

      “No. I was expecting it to be a little more ... formal.” She shrugged. “Hell, I don’t know. It’s not like I’ve ever done this sort of thing before. But I wasn’t expecting you to be the one whose voice I’d been hearing inn my head.”

      He frowned over at her. “You heard my voice? When?”

      “Yesterday. I heard it first then. But then I heard it again before you arrived just now.”

      “You’re sure it was mine?”

      The briefest hint of a smile touched her lips before it vanished again. “Yeah, I’m sure. Your accent is kind of distinctive.”

      “I don’t have an accent.” After all these years living in England, he’d truly thought he’d managed to teach himself to speak without one.

      She laughed this time. “Yes, you do.”

      If thinking he didn’t have an accent was something that coaxed a laugh out of her, then he didn’t give a damn about the accent. Her laugh was the best thing he’d ever heard.

      “We’re almost there,” he told her.

      “Where are we going?”

      “Back to my home.”

      The tall towers of Canary Wharf loomed into the sky up ahead. He took a couple of turnings, navigating his way back to his place. Automatic gates on the car park opened to let them through. He pulled into his reserved space, and they climbed out. Nikolai took her hand again and led her towards the front door of the building. He wanted to get her up to his penthouse as quickly as possible. There was a good chance Deacon would send someone after her. He still didn’t know why the werewolf had Lauren locked up in the cellar beneath his club, but he was pretty sure it would be for no good reason. If she meant something to him, he wouldn’t just let this rest. There might have been security cameras in the place which would have caught him pulling Lauren out of there, and that would be plenty proof enough for him to work out who had taken her. There wasn’t much chance of a wolf being able to get up here without a key to work the private lift, but Nikolai knew Deacon would come after her. He didn’t want to feel like they would be prisoners in this place until Deacon was taken care of, but he had the feeling that was how it was going to go.

      In the foyer, he pulled Lauren—her hand still in his, as though he couldn’t stand the thought of them not touching for even the briefest of seconds—towards his private lift. He used his key to unlock the panel, and then called down the car. Within seconds, the door slid open with a ping, and Nikolai pulled her inside.

      The walls were glass, so her beauty was reflected back at him from every angle. She was far shorter than he was, but the way she held herself told him that she wasn’t someone to be messed with.

      He couldn’t help himself, however. He slipped his hand to her face, his thumb tracing the lines of her jaw.

      She gazed up at him with those dark eyes. “I don’t understand why I’m not screaming and running from you right now.”

      He didn’t want to launch into the whole Bloodmate thing just yet, frightened the intensity of it would send her running. Instead, he used the thing she’d told him. “I think it has something to do with you being able to hear my thoughts.”

      She nodded. “Yes, and ... I feel like I know you from somewhere already. Like maybe we were children together who grew up and lost touch.”

      He chuckled. “Only if you also happened to be a child over seventy years ago.”

      She stared up at him. “Is that how old you are?”

      “Yes, comparatively young for a vampire, but old for a human.”

      “It’s kind of weird to think of you as being that old.”

      “How old are you?” he asked.

      “Twenty.”

      A slow smile spread across his lips. “Then it’s kind of weird you being so young.”

      She gave a small laugh. “Yes, I guess it must be. Like a May-to-December thing.”

      He frowned, not understanding. “A what?”

      “That’s what they call an older man and a younger woman. A May-to-December relationship.”

      Something warmed inside him at the idea that she’d already thought of them as having a relationship.

      The lift door slid open and they stepped out and into his penthouse.
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      Lauren stepped into the penthouse and did her best to school her expression into not looking impressed. This place was huge.

      Obviously, she’d known he must have had money. Most vampires did. It was easy to accumulate wealth when you had hundreds of years to do so. Plus, the wolves had told her that he had bought her, so she figured if you had enough money to pay for an actual human being, you were probably fairly well off.

      The way it had all happened had been strange, though. The wolves had come and made her get all dressed up, as though she was going to be presented like some kind of gift, but then they’d ended up running.

      Also, the way she’d reacted to this vampire wasn’t how she’d been expecting either. She’d expected to hate him the moment she set eyes on him—what kind of person bought another person anyway?—but it had been quite the opposite. She’d heard him speaking in her head, and she was sure she’d somehow sensed him. Then when she’d been faced with him, it was as though she’d been reintroduced to an old friend she hadn’t seen in years. No part of her was afraid of him, though she felt she should be. Hadn’t he bought her for her blood?

      So why did she feel as though she’d been rescued rather than bought?

      The vampire, Nikolai, pulled a mobile phone from his trouser pocket. He lifted a finger at her.

      “Stay right there, okay? Don’t move a muscle. I need to see if my friend is all right. I feel bad that I abandoned him there.”

      He placed the phone to his ear, and she took the moment to study his face as he listened, frowning into the phone.

      He truly was an attractive man. Perhaps a bit hard to be considered beautiful, but striking, most certainly. His jaw was almost a little too square, and the light blue of his eyes could be considered cold. His hair was somewhere between blond and brown, and cut to be swept away from his face with product, so there wasn’t a single hair out of place. His shoulders appeared broad in his shirt, and from what she could see from the shapes beneath the material, his stomach was flat, his pectoral muscles well defined.

      He spoke in one word answers, his voice clipped. “Yes ... No ... Fine ... Tomorrow ...” Then he hung up.

      She cocked an eyebrow. “Everything all right?”

      “For the moment, yes, but I don’t know how long it will last. My maker, Ivan, was able to get out of there, but I don’t think this will have done much good for vampire-wolf relations.”

      “So the other vampire with you was your maker?”

      “Ivan, yes. He saved my life. But I was only in that club because of him. He was the one who persuaded me to go through with this.”

      Lauren pressed her lips together. A curious question burned through her. “How much did you pay?”

      He frowned at her. “Sorry?”

      “How much did you pay the wolves to take me?”

      He shook his head, the confusion never leaving his face. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      She blinked, the confusion transferring from him to her. “You bought me, didn’t you? That was the whole reason I was being kept down in that cellar. The whole reason I’m wearing this stupid dress. The werewolves had been paid to take me, and you came to collect what you’d paid for.”

      “Lauren, I swear to you, I have absolutely no idea what you’re talking about.”

      She hesitated, unsure if she should believe what she was hearing. “So... you’re saying you’re not the vampire who’d bought me?”

      “Of course not! I’d never pay for a person.” His reaction made her believe him, as though she’d just insulted him with the worst possible slur. Something inside her relaxed, and she found herself exhaling a sigh of relief. So this wasn’t the vampire who had paid for her. She didn’t know why that should mean as much as it did, but she was relieved to be able to look at him in a different light. She hadn’t liked thinking this beautiful man was capable of paying to own a person to sate his desires. He had rescued her, not bought her, just as her instincts had told her.

      He must have thought of something, as the lines of his frown deepened. “So, you mean, there was another vampire on his way to get you?”

      She nodded. “If it wasn’t you, then yes, there must have been.”

      “And he’s about to turn up at the club, only to find the thing he paid for has already been taken.” Nikolai ran his hand over his mouth. “Fuck. This is more serious than I thought.”

      She lifted an eyebrow. “It’s always seemed pretty serious to me.”

      But then something else dawned on his face. “Wait a moment. You thought I was the vampire who’d paid to have you kidnapped, but you came with me anyway?”

      She shrugged. “When I heard your voice in my head, and then I saw you in person, it was like I already knew you. I wasn’t afraid of you—quite the opposite. It was like something was pulling me to you. Like I looked at you and I saw only hope.”

      He stared at her with those light blue eyes and nodded. “Yes, I felt it, too. That was the reason I came to find you. I sensed you, too, Lauren.”

      She gave a tight smile. “Besides, I kind of figured anything was going to be better than being around those wolves. You seemed like the safer bet.”

      “I am. I’ll never let anyone hurt you, or threaten you, ever again. I swear that to you on my immortal life.”

      He looked so earnest, as though he truly believed everything he was saying.

      “But why?” she asked. “Why are you saying all of this to me?”

      “You’re my Bloodmate, Lauren. You know what that is?”

      She shook her head.

      “It means we’re destined to be together,” he continued, “you and I. I knew it from the moment I first caught the scent of you.”

      “Caught the scent of me?” Horrified, she turned her head and sniffed at her shoulder. She’d had a shower the same morning she’d been taken. The idea that she smelled so strongly that she left a trail mortified her.  “Do I smell?”

      He must have read her thoughts on her face. “Not like that. You smell like everything wonderful I could ever imagine. All the scents of my childhood rolled into one.”

      What he was saying to her sounded crazy, but for some stupid reason, she believed every word that came out of his mouth. Because it was a beautiful mouth—full lips, with a defined Cupid’s bow, straight white teeth, and she wondered ... if she looked closely enough, would she catch a glimpse of his fangs? The thought sent a strange thrill through her. She should be screaming and running, but instead an unfamiliar tingle ran through her, causing her core to tighten, and her nipples to crinkle into buds. The tingle spread to her lips, and she realised he was staring at her mouth in the exact same way she was staring at his.

      Without another word, they crashed together, his hands plunging into her dark tresses, and her hands slipping up his back to feel the rock hard muscles of his shoulders. His mouth captured hers, kissing her fiercely, his tongue pushing its way into her mouth. She felt as though she had lost her mind, allowing herself to be kissed in such a way in the middle of a strange vampire’s home, but she couldn’t help it. Her body had taken over, and now all she wanted was more of what he was offering her. His kisses left her mouth and peppered down the side of her jaw and down to her throat. One of his hands left her hair and reached down to where her breasts were still cupped in the bodice of her dress. His fingers squeezed her through the material, making her gasp.

      A vampire is kissing your neck. He’ll bite you. He’s a vampire, and he’s near your neck. You’re going to end up as dinner.

      Sudden panic surged through her, and though it took every ounce of her self-control, she managed to push him away. “No, stop, please.”

      He looked down at her, and she noticed how his silvery blue eyes had gone a shade darker with lust. She dared glance down and saw how a thick ridge ran down one side of his trousers. Jesus Christ. His cock looked huge, and she hadn’t even seen it properly yet.

      Yet? Why was she thinking yet?

      She couldn’t go around having sex with strange vampires. This whole thing was insane.

      Lauren covered her face with both hands and spun away from him, purely so she didn’t have to look at him anymore. She knew she wouldn’t be able to resist the invitation in his eyes if she had to keep looking at him.

      Her body pulsed with desire. She wanted more, desperately wanted more, but she knew it would be a bad idea. She’d only just met this man, and he was a vampire, and he’d rescued her from a cellar owned by wolves who’d kidnapped her. She must have lost her freaking mind.

      “What’s wrong?” Nikolai growled.

      Lauren threw her hands up in the air. “Everything! Everything is wrong right now. My world has turned upside down, and I have no idea what I did to wish this upon myself.”

      He caught her hand and dragged her back to him. She glanced away, not wanting to meet his eye, but his fingers touched under her chin, lifting her face to his. “No, Lauren, you’re wrong. Your world hasn’t turned upside down. Quite the opposite. Your world has only just righted itself. This is your world now. With me.” One eyebrow pulled down as he looked at her quizzically, as though he didn’t quite understand why she didn’t get it. “Don’t you feel it, Lauren? The way we’re drawn together?”

      “I do, but … but ... this all feels so crazy. One moment, I’m kidnapped, and then I have a bunch of werewolves telling me there’s something special about my blood, and then—”

      “Wait.” He interrupted her. “What did you just say?”

      “That a bunch of werewolves—“

      “No, not that part. The bit about your blood.”

      “They said I have special blood, and that is why I was taken. Apparently, I have fae blood somewhere in me, and it’s from an old bloodline.” She held out her wrist to show the spot where the needle had gone in. “And he took some of my blood for the other vampire to taste.”

      “Fuck. And that’s why the vampire is after you?”

      She nodded. “Yes, I think so.”

      “Dammit. Then he won’t stop. He’ll continue to try to track you down. I’m not sure we can handle this alone. We may need some backup.”

      “Backup?”

      “Yes, the way this is sounding makes me think we’re going to need to get The Directive involved. Vampires can’t go hunting down other supes and expect to get away with it.”

      Her eyes widened. “Supes? You mean supernaturals? I’m not a supe!”

      “If you have fairy blood, then you are. At least partly.”

      She shook her head. “But I don’t have any fairy blood. I mean, I’d know, wouldn’t I?”

      “Not necessarily. Not if lengths were taken to make sure you didn’t find out. Your fae family might have been trying to protect you, and figured it would be safer if you didn’t know.”

      A snort of laughter burst from her nose at the idea of any of her family wanting to protect her. “Seriously, Nikolai, no one has ever tried to protect me. My mother is a drunk, and basically spent most of her life trying to pretend she didn’t have a daughter, and I don’t even know who my father is. If you think he’s the one who was trying to keep me safe, then he didn’t do a very good job of it by abandoning me with her. I got out of that house as fast as I could, and I’ve been living off my own back for the past five years. I didn’t need anyone else protecting me, and I still don’t, for that matter.”

      She folded her arms across her chest and scowled in his direction.

      His expression softened. “Hey, Lauren, I didn’t mean to upset you. That’s absolutely the last thing I would ever want to do. I was just trying to piece everything together. But it’s okay to need help sometimes. I get that you’ve been totally self-reliant, and I admire that about you, but it doesn’t always have to be that way. Things have changed now that we’ve found each other.” He hesitated and then said, “I need help from you, too, you know.”

      She frowned. “What are you talking about? How could I possibly help you?”

      “I’ve been afflicted by something called The Thirst. Have you heard of it?”

      “No.”

      “It can mean the end for vampires. It takes away their self-control and makes them dangerous to the rest of society.”

      Alarm jarred through her. “You’re not making me feel any better.”

      He took her hand. “But you make me feel better. Finding you has put The Thirst to rest inside me. It doesn’t trouble me when you’re near. I know humans don’t believe in such things, but you’re my Bloodmate, Lauren. We’re destined to be together, to have a life together. I might have saved you from those wolves and the vampire who bought you, but you’ve saved me, too.”
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      Nikolai watched the morphing emotions flood over her face as clearly as watching clouds sweep across the moon at night. Disbelief, hope, worry, desire. He wished he could make her feel exactly what he felt, wished she could see right into his heart and understand that nothing he offered her would ever be bad. He belonged to her now, and he would worship and cherish and protect her for the rest of his existence.

      A thought occurred to him. “You said you’re part fae?”

      “No, they told me I was part fae,” she pointed out.

      He ignored the comment. “I wonder if that’s why you were able to hear my thoughts. Has it happened to you before?”

      She shook her head. “No, never.”

      “Hmm. It probably has to do with you being my Bloodmate, too, that we have that extra connection. Do you think you could do it again?”

      “I have no idea.”

      “We could try it. Maybe then you’d be able to see how I feel about you.”

      He took both of her hands, and they stared at each other.

      “I feel silly,” she admitted, and her cheeks pinked up. She suddenly looked younger than she was, and the sight of her caused his heart to swell.

      Lauren gasped and snatched her hands away. “I did it. I heard you.”

      “You did?”

      “Yes, you were thinking that I looked beautiful when I blushed.”

      A wide smile cracked across his face. “Yes, that was exactly what I thought.” He took her hand and pressed the palm to his chest. “What about how I feel, Lauren? Can you sense that, too? Can you sense that I mean everything I say, and that the two of us are destined to be together? You and I. For the rest of our existence on this earth.”

      She stared up at him, her eyes dark pools he could fall into and drown. “Every part of my head is telling me this is crazy, and that I couldn’t possibly believe such a thing. I’ve never been dependent on another person, not for the whole of my adult life, and honestly, it scares the hell out of me.”

      “But?” he prompted, sensing there was a but coming.

      “But I can’t change the way I feel standing here with you. I’m not sure I believe in forever and eternity, but I believe in the right now.”

      That would have to be good enough for him. For now.

      He ducked his head and kissed her again. He could kiss her every moment for the rest of time. The taste of her filled his senses, the scent of her making his head swim. This woman could very well be both the making and the end of him. If she chose not to stay, he knew it would be the end. He couldn’t continue to walk this earth knowing he’d tasted heaven and lost it again.

      This time, she melted against him, and he scooped her up, pressing his body flat against hers. He so desperately wanted to rid her of her clothing, wishing he could tear it from her body and lose himself inside her right here on the floor of his penthouse, but he didn’t want to risk her pushing him away again. He’d barely lost his erection since the last time they’d kissed, and the moment their lips had touched again, he’d grown rock hard. Sex had always been something he’d been able to take or leave. Over the years, he’d gone through phases of fucking his way through women, until he eventually lost interest for another few years before the desire had returned.

      This felt different, however. This didn’t feel like fucking for the sake of fucking. This felt as though he needed to be inside her in order to reclaim a part of himself. He wanted them to be joined, to witness her at her most exposed and vulnerable, as though, only then, would he see Lauren for the person she truly was. Right now, she kept her emotions protected and folded inside herself, and he understood why. It sounded as though she’d not had the easiest of lives so far, and that was her way of protecting herself. He wished he could make her see that she didn’t need to be that way any longer, that she could show him the rawest part of her soul, and he would hold it as delicately as he’d hold a newly emerged butterfly.

      In his pocket, his phone began to vibrate. He was tempted to ignore it, but he couldn’t.

      Frustrated, in more ways than one, he broke the kiss. “I’m sorry, just give me a moment. He stepped away from Lauren and swiped the button to answer the call. It was Ivan.

      “What’s happening?” Nikolai said.

      “I’m away from Deacon and the other wolves now, but they know you took the girl, and they’re pretty pissed off about it. They’ve only let me go because I promised them I’d speak to you and get you to bring her back in. Apparently, she already belongs to another, and he’s on his way to collect her.”

      Nikolai ground his teeth. “You see what I told you about those wolves. I knew Deacon Thorn was up to no good when you wanted me to do business with him. You see where his money is coming from? He’s selling humans. I wonder how many of those girls he has working in that club have come from such nefarious sources. We have to report this to The Directive, Ivan. At this point, we have no choice.”

      “I don’t know, Nikolai. If I do that, it’s going to be the end between me and his daughter. She’ll never forgive me if I turn her father in to The Directive.”

      “I’m sorry, Ivan, but you don’t have a choice. If you don’t do it, I will. There’s a vampire out there who believes he owns Lauren, and I’m pretty sure when he turns up to the club and finds her gone, he’s not going to be too happy. He may even come after what he believes is his.”

      There was silence on the end of the line as Ivan turned over what Nikolai was saying.

      “Maybe we can get in there first,” Ivan said eventually. “We could be waiting when this vampire arrives, and explain to him that Lauren is your Bloodmate, and not for sale. If we give him whatever money he paid, he might leave this whole thing alone.”

      “She’s part fae, Ivan.”

      There was a sharp intake of breath. “What?”

      “That’s why she’s commanded such a high price. If this vampire has an addiction to fae blood, he might not care what we say. He’ll want her anyway.”

      “Shit.”

      Lauren was watching him with concern in her eyes. He knew this affected her more than it did any of them. It was never good to have a vampire hunting you down, especially if you didn’t even know the identity of the vampire in question.

      “We can’t go back to the club,” Nikolai said. “Deacon and his wolves will take the side of this vampire, and we’ll be outnumbered. Plus, I won’t leave Lauren here alone, undefended. Our only choice is The Directive. I’m sorry, Ivan.”

      Ivan let out a sigh. “I got you into this in the first place. It’s me who should be sorry.”

      “I’ll make the call,” he replied. “At least then you can tell Deacon’s daughter that it was me who reported what was happening.”

      “Very well.”

      He hung up the phone and smoothed his hand across his head, his jaw tensing. He didn’t like to call The Directive in for problems when he preferred to handle things himself, but in this case, he had no choice. Keeping Lauren safe was his priority, even if it did mean swallowing his pride.

      “What’s happening?” she asked him anxiously.

      “I’m going to call in some help. I guess you could call them a law enforcement agency for supes. They’ll take down a vampire on a rampage, or deal with a different kind of supe who is posing a danger. Right now, Lauren, both those wolves who took you, and the vampire, are a threat to you.”

      He didn’t want to frighten her, but she didn’t seem like a fragile flower who couldn’t handle the truth.

      “You think they’ll help?” She looked at him with utter trust, and it just about broke his heart. He couldn’t let her down.

      “Nothing is going to happen to you, Lauren. I swear on my life.”

      He realised she was human—mostly, anyway—and that she’d been kept locked up for twenty-four hours, but other than kissing her, he’d done nothing to take care of her physically.

      He took hold of her hand and guided her to the couch. “Come, sit down. You must be tired after everything you’ve been through. I’d offer you a change of clothes, but I don’t have any women’s clothing here, and I don’t have regular food either.”

      She gave a weak smile. “Do you have anything to drink?”

      “Alcohol?”

      “I think my nerves could use one.”

      “Of course.”

      He went to the kitchen and poured them both a straight whisky, and then added a glass of water. Most humans in England drank tea, but he didn’t have any tea here. He needed food for her to eat as well. He’d have to order a delivery.

      “What do you like to eat?” he asked her as he brought the drinks out to her and set them on the glass coffee table.

      “Honestly, I eat pretty much anything. There’s not much room for picky eaters when you have to buy whatever you can afford.”

      He turned away from her, pulling out his phone. “I’ll order you everything, then.”

      She sat up straighter. “What? No, you don’t—”

      But he’d already left the living area and gone into his office. His computer was always kept fired up, so it only took a couple of clicks on the mouse to pull up several local takeaways and order online. With that done, he needed to call The Directive.

      Nikolai sighed, wishing there was another option, but then placed the call.

      He didn’t have a direct line to Magno Zara, who led up The Directive, but he did have the contact details of another European, Jana Noskova, who was Magno’s second in command. She probably wouldn’t remember him—after all, Europe was a big place—but he hoped she might be nearby or would be able to get in touch with someone who was.

      “Yes,” a female voice answered, her tone curt. “Who is this?”

      “Ms Noskova, you probably don’t know of me, but my name is Nikolai Petrov. I’m calling you from London.”

      “Yes, Mr. Petrov. What can I help you with?”

      “I’m afraid I have a bit of a situation on my hands. I hardly know where to start.”

      “I suggest you start at the beginning.” Her tone hadn’t softened any.

      He cleared his throat. “Yes, of course. I guess I should start by saying that I’ve been afflicted by The Thirst.” He almost heard her straighten on the other end of the line, suddenly paying more attention.

      “Go on.”

      “The same night I was struck, I picked up on the scent of my Bloodmate. But this is where the problems start. She’d been kidnapped by werewolves, and had already been sold on to another vampire before I found her. I took her from where she was being held, but the vampire who has bought her still believes she is his.”

      “Lives cannot be bought and sold,” Jana replied.

      “I’m aware of that, but this is an underground trade. I believe it’s also where the werewolf, Deacon Thorn, has been making his money—stealing young, vulnerable women off the streets and selling them on to be blood slaves to wealthy vampires.”

      “Jesus Christ. And you say this woman is your Bloodmate?”

      “Yes, without a doubt,” he replied. “Oh, and she’s part fae.”

      “Any powers?”

      “She has an uncanny way of knowing what I’m thinking.”

      “Are you sure that’s not just because she’s a woman?” Jana said, and for the first time Nikolai heard a little teasing in her voice. “Anyway,” she snapped right back to her formal self. “I digress. First of all, I must let you know that here at The Directive we are aware of a rise in cases of The Thirst, and also that they seem to be tied to the appearance of a Bloodmate. We’re also aware of what would happen to the vampire afflicted with The Thirst if something were to happen to his or her Bloodmate.”

      Nikolai’s thoughts went to that possibility. What would happen to him if he lost Lauren? No, he couldn’t even comprehend it. A life without her now was unthinkable. Just the way he’d acted at the club the previous night was enough of a warning. She was the tonic to his soul, and to live without her would mean losing his mind. An insane vampire with The Thirst would be a very dangerous thing indeed. He would kill hundreds before he was taken down. He couldn’t risk that happening.

      “I understand,” he replied.

      “No, I don’t think you do. Because of the number of Bloodmates that have been making an appearance recently, The Division has put together a secret branch to make sure they’re protected. We won’t let anything happen to your Bloodmate, Mr Petrov.”

      “Call me Nikolai, please.”

      “Very well, Nikolai. I’ll need both your address, and the address of this wolf who you believe is selling people to vampires. The secret branch is in France at the moment, following up on another case, but I believe they can spare a member of their team. It will take a few hours for him to reach you—it may not even be until tomorrow night now—but I’ll make sure he’s on his way, and he’ll bring reinforcements.”

      “Thank you, Jana. I can’t tell you how much I appreciate this.”

      “You’re welcome. We must keep the vampire community safe, after all.”

      He gave her the addresses, and then hung up.

      He wondered what Lauren had been doing all this time. This must all seem like a huge shock to her, after everything she’d been through. Already his heart and body longed for her, even though they’d only been apart a matter of minutes while he’d been in his office.

      Nikolai left his office and stepped back into the main living space of his penthouse. Frowning, he glanced around. Where was she? A breeze lifted the curtains on the sliding glass door that led out onto the balcony, and his heart lurched. A rush of ice cold fear flooded his veins. Had the other vampire been here and taken her while he’d been on the phone in his office? Could taking his eyes off her for a moment be all it had taken to lose her?

      But then he forced himself to calm. The sliding door to the balcony was open, and beyond the door he caught a glimpse of a red dress and long, dark hair. He exhaled a sigh of relief.

      Nikolai stepped outside to join her. She didn’t turn to acknowledge him, just continued to stare out over the incredible view. The lights of the city winked and flickered in a vast sprawl out to the horizon. The snake of the river wound away from them, more lights from boats settling on the black water.

      “It’s beautiful,” she said, still not turning to him, though now he knew she must have heard him join her. “I’ve never seen London like this before. I’ve only ever really seen it from ground level.”

      Nikolai didn’t see the view. It vanished to him. All he could see was the smooth curve of her shoulder, the narrowness of her waist, the way her dark hair moved in the breeze.

      “You’re beautiful,” he said, stepping closer. “The most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.”

      The front of her body was pressed against the safety railing which was made of glass so there was nothing to spoil the vast views of the city.

      He moved up behind her, a breeze ruffling her dark hair, and slipped his arm around her waist. He buried his face against her throat, inhaling that glorious scent of her. Instinctively, he knew he would never grow tired of that scent.

      They stood exposed to the entire city, only reinforced, waist-high glass separating them from the drop below. He kissed her neck, and she moaned in response, tilting her head to the side.

      His fingers caught the front of her dress and dragged it down, pulling the strapless bra beneath down with it. She made no move to stop him. He kept going, yanking the front of her dress down over the tops of her tits, exposing her to the fresh air and the whole of London beyond. Her tits were perfect, small and perky, with nipples that turned to bullets at the slightest touch.

      “Nikolai,” she gasped as he nibbled at her neck. God, how he wanted to bite her, but it was too soon. They hadn’t even talked about that yet, though her blood sang to him like sirens luring shipmen into their death.

      “I want to take you here,” he growled at her. “Right in front of the entire city. I want every single inhabitant of this place to see that you’re mine.”

      He pulled the dress down further. It caught on her slender hips, but only for the briefest of moments, before the material fell to the floor, creating a pool around her high heels. Fuck, she was exquisite, standing there in only a tiny slip of black lace panties and high heels. He wanted to step back and just stare at her, drink her in with his eyes, but at the same time, he didn’t want to stop touching her for a single second.

      “Oh, God, Nicolai,” she gasped. “This is crazy.”

      “No, it’s right. It’s how it’s meant to be.”

      His cock lengthened, turning to steel beneath his suit trousers. He pressed into the small of her back, right above the luscious curve of her bottom. He was taller than she was, but the heels she wore had given her extra height.

      As he kissed her neck and shoulder, he cupped her breast with one hand, squeezing and rolling the nipple, while the other hand moved lower. He skirted the flat plane of her stomach and then moved lower. His fingertips slipped beneath the front of her panties, slipping down, through the little patch of curls that nestled above her bud. She squirmed against him, pushing back so her bottom pressed firmly against his crotch, and then circling her hips forward, encouraging the movement of his fingers. She didn’t seem to care that she was standing naked in front of the entire city, her tits exposed and his hand down the front of her panties.

      “Oh, Nikolai. Keep going.”

      “I want to hold you up as you come in front of the city, got it? I want the world to see what I do to you. How your body is mine now. They might look, but no one else will ever touch you.”

      She sighed at his words, a whisper of breath on the air, and his fingers slipped lower. He circled the little bundle of nerves slowly, one, two, three times, feeling her body tense, and then moved between her thighs, parting her folds. He pinched her nipple with his other hand, just hard enough to hurt, hearing her suck in air over her teeth in response, but making no attempt to tell him to stop. Her wetness coated his finger. She was so ready for him, so ripe, and he pushed inside her. Lauren gave a small whimper, and he fingered her a couple of times before adding a second digit and then a third. He wanted her to be impaled on his hand, to have her writhing and screaming out her pleasure for the whole city to hear.

      He was terrified she would push him away, but he could tell she was already too far gone. Sliding his fingers in and out of her, loving the way she gripped him so tightly, he ground himself against the base of her spine. His other hand pulled and twisted her nipple, lengthening it until it was as hard as stone.

      Nikolai wanted to fill every hole, to sink himself inside her, his tongue in her mouth, his cock in her pussy, his finger up her ass. He wanted to feel her convulse around him as she came, to hear her scream his name as he emptied himself inside her. She was his now, and he was hers.

      His cock was so hard, he thought he might explode, but he didn’t want to push her any further. There would be plenty of time for that. He would be able to take her every night from this night onward.

      He curled his fingers inside her, finding that little pad on the inside of her wall that would take her to the next level.

      Lauren shattered around his hand. Holding onto the metal bar that topped the glass barrier, she came hard for all of London to hear. Her pussy pulsed around his fingers and she cried out, her body first tensing to the point of snapping, and then suddenly relaxing against him.

      But it wasn’t the strength of her orgasm that focused his attention, or even a desire to find a release of his own.

      A golden light had appeared across her skin, illuminating her arms and hands.

      “Lauren?” he said in wonder, slipping his fingers from her body.

      She came out of her daze and blinked as she looked down at herself, and then lifted her hands in front of her face. “Oh, my God. What is that?”

      He stared at her. “I have no idea.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 10

          

        

      

    

    
      Lauren had never experienced an orgasm like that in her life, and it hadn’t just been because it had been an amazing, sexy, intense, orgasm. No, something about her had changed when it hit her, and she still felt it now. Her skin had glowed, and she still felt the energy, as though she’d stepped into a place filled with static electricity, only the electricity hadn’t come from another force. Instead it had felt as though it had come from inside her.

      Her mind spun, and the edges of the world pulled away. She was standing on a vampire’s balcony, hundreds of feet above London, in only heels and underwear, and had just come all over a vampire’s hand, and something was wrong with her.

      “Whoa.” She heard his voice, and strong hands caught her as she slumped.

      She’d never passed out before. She wasn’t the swooning, fainting kind.

      But she felt him lift her in his arms, holding her against his chest, and carrying her back inside. She was aware of him doing it, of the way he placed her gently on the couch and then covered her mostly naked body with a soft blanket.

      “I’m sorry, that was too much,” he said. “You should be resting.”

      “No, no. It wasn’t you. I’m not sure what happened.” She lifted her hands again, but the glow she’d seen before had vanished. Had she really seen it, or had she been imagining things? She had to admit, an orgasm had never made her hallucinate before.

      Nikolai reached out to tuck the blanket more tightly around her.

      “I’m okay.” She batted him away gently. “I’m not a child.”

      “No, you’re not, but you still just passed out, and I’m allowed to take care of you now.”

      “It’s fine. I’m probably just suffering from low blood sugar or something.”

      He raised his eyebrows at her, and she knew it had been more than that. Far more. The light had died from her skin, but she still felt strange frissons of energy sparking through her that were more than just the aftershocks of her orgasm.

      The buzzer sounded, and Nikolai jumped to his feet. “Just in time.”

      He vanished out the front door, and immediately she felt bereft without his presence. It was crazy that this man had only just come into her life, and yet now she struggled to think back to what her life was like without him. The idea of being reliant on him terrified her, however. She’d always been strong and independent, and she didn’t want to lose that just because some play of fate had made her a vampire’s Bloodmate. It was important that she still got to be herself, even though Nikolai was now in her life.

      The front door opened again, and Nikolai reappeared. At least, she assumed it was Nikolai. She couldn’t actually see his face as he had so many boxes and paper bags stacked on top of one another that she could only see his legs and arms. The waft of numerous different foods drifted over to her, and immediately her body reacted, saliva filling her mouth and her stomach twisting in anticipation. What had he brought her? Chinese, Indian, pizza, fried chicken—all the takeaway foods possible.

      Nikolai carried them over and set down all the boxes and bags in front of her. She didn’t even know where to begin.

      “I’d say I hoped all of this wasn’t just for me, but I guess you don’t eat much takeaway?”

      He shrugged apologetically. “My only takeaway meal comes from the blood bank. Sorry. I wouldn’t have ordered so much, but I didn’t know what you liked.”

      “You could have asked me,” she pointed out.

      “I didn’t want you to be polite and say you weren’t that hungry.”

      Lauren snorted back laughter. “You and I definitely need to get to know each other better, and then you would have known I’d never be polite about food.”

      Lauren knew what it was like to be hungry. Too many times, she’d come home as a child to find nothing in the house to eat, and her mother passed out on the couch. They never had any money, and what little they did have her mum would rather spend on a bottle of cheap vodka than cereal and bread for her daughter. If it hadn’t been for the free school meals Lauren had been able to get, there would have been days on end when she’d have eaten nothing. Then, after she’d finally left home, there had been times when she’d been in a similar situation, finding herself having to choose between eating or having a bed for the night. Life had been tough, and she was never going to be someone who’d turn down the offer of a good meal just for politeness sake.

      She sat up, clutching the blanket around her.

      Nikolai frowned at her. “Wait there,” he said, and then turned to vanish in the direction of one of the rooms, which she assumed to be his bedroom. He returned holding one of his shirts, and she allowed him to hold it out for her while she slipped her arms inside the baggy sleeves, and he did the buttons up over her breasts. He was so much taller than she was, the shirt hit her legs mid-thigh, and was plenty big enough to cover her modesty, even though he’d pretty much seen all there was to see.

      She was still wearing those damned heels, and he knelt at her feet, looking up at her as he slipped them from her toes.

      “I feel like some kind of reverse Cinderella,” she said.

      His lips twisted. “I’m not sure I’ve ever been anyone’s prince.”

      He moved to sit beside her as she flipped open the box containing the pizza and selected a slice of pepperoni. She took a couple of bites, her hunger winning over all else, before she said, her hand half over her mouth, “Tell me what the people you phoned said.”

      “They’re sending someone to take care of the people who took you.”

      “Not people,” she reminded him. “Werewolves.”

      “That’s right. They can’t go around kidnapping people. They make the rest of the supes look bad.”

      “And what about this vampire who bought me? We still don’t know who he is.”

      “No, but I hope the person they send from The Directive will be able to find out.” He wrung his hands. “I wish I could go with them. I’d wring that goddamned wolf’s neck for what he did to you.”

      She lifted an eyebrow. “Maybe that’s the exact reason you shouldn’t go.”

      “I know, but it doesn’t stop me from being furious. I need to stay here, though, with you. I don’t want to leave you unprotected.”

      Lauren stopped chewing. “I don’t want to be a prisoner here, Nikolai. I’ve been independent my whole life. I already spent one night locked up thanks to those werewolves, I don’t want to make it a habit.”

      “I understand that, but there’s nothing we can do until the vampire who bought you is apprehended. At this moment, we have no idea who he is, or where he is. The wolves know where I live. They could easily just send him here.”

      Alarm shot through her. “So he could just walk through that door?”

      “No, he’s not coming up here without a key. You’re safe.”

      She relaxed a fraction. With a sigh, she picked up another slice of pizza and started eating again. The dough was soft, the cheese gooey, the pepperoni spicy. It was damned good pizza, which tasted even better because she’d been half starved. As she ate, she mused on recent events. What the hell had happened to her life? Only two days ago, she was normal, and now she was living with a vampire, with another one after her, after having been kidnapped by werewolves, and being told she had fairy blood. This whole thing was utter madness.

      With the pizza half gone, Lauren started on the chicken. Hot and greasy, with just enough spice to the crust. It was insanely good.

      “Better than sex,” she managed between mouthfuls.

      His eyebrows lifted. “We’ll have to see about that.”

      “I’m not usually in the habit of having sex with men I’ve only just met.”

      “We might have only just met, but we’ve always been Bloodmates. Our paths just never crossed before now, and maybe it’s The Thirst as well. Maybe the reason we’re more attuned to our Bloodmates when we’re struck by it is that our bodies know we won’t survive without you.”

      “That’s a lot of pressure to put on someone you barely know.”

      He stared at her intently. “Our souls already know each other. Our blood already knows each other. Our hearts do, too. It’s just our minds that need to catch up.”

      She held back a smile and glanced away, her cheeks heating. He was too much. She’d never had a man talk to her this way. Ever. Most men leered at her in the streets, or shouted things from cars, or on the very odd occasion offered to buy her a drink which they then assumed she’d put out for.

      “I’m sorry,” he said, and she heard the reproach in his voice. “I’ve embarrassed you.”

      She shook her head and looked back to him. “No, it’s not that. I’m just not used to all this stuff—souls, and hearts, and Bloodmates.”

      “But do you believe what I’m telling you?”

      She thought for a moment, and then nodded. “After everything I’ve experienced in the last couple of days, I don’t think I’ve got any choice but to believe you.”

      He took her hand, and she twisted to face him fully. He locked her with those intense pale blue eyes of his, and she briefly wondered if his eyes had been the same colour when he’d been human.

      “Lauren, forget everything you’ve seen recently. I want you to look into yourself. Look into your heart, your soul. Do you believe we are destined to be together?”

      Her breath caught at the power of his words. It was so strange to look at someone who you knew to be practically a stranger, and yet who you felt as though you could literally trust with your life. She wondered if it felt similar when twins or other close family members were separated as children, only to be reunited as adults. This feeling that they were a stranger to you, and yet you knew them as well as you knew yourself.

      “It’s crazy, and I can barely believe I’m saying this, but yes, I do.”

      A smile spread across his face, lighting his eyes, and, for the first time, Lauren thought she could see the man he’d once been, rather than the vampire he was now.

      He leaned in and swept a strand of her dark hair away from her neck. “That’s all I need to know.” Then he leaned in and kissed her, his mouth gently touching hers, softly at first, but then the kiss growing in urgency.

      Lauren shifted on the couch, her arms wrapping around his neck, using the leverage to pull herself closer. She was no angel, and wasn’t some blushing virgin, but this man seemed to be able to do things to her body no man had ever done before. Of course, he wasn’t fully a man either, so maybe that was why things felt so different with him. But then again, maybe it was simply because they were destined to be together.

      Shifting their positions, Lauren crawled up into Nikolai’s lap. They never stopped kissing, and he pulled her against him, so she straddled him, her knees on the couch either side of his thighs. The position meant the ridge of his erection pressed thick and hard against her pussy. The sensation sent pulses of arousal through her. She was only wearing the skimpy black panties, and the shirt he’d given her, but even those few items of clothing felt like too much. They were making out like a couple of teenagers on a parent’s couch, and Lauren was loving every second of it.

      Nikolai was the first to break the kiss.

      “Bedroom,” he growled in her ear, and then he lifted her in one fluid motion, holding her so her thighs were still wrapped around his hips, and her arms around his neck. His hands cupped her bottom as he strode towards the bedroom and kicked open the door.

      The room was spacious, with a four poster bed, a dresser, an occasional chair, and a walk through wardrobe, which she assumed also led to the master suite bathroom. It was the sort of luxury she’d never experienced before, but Nikolai didn’t give her time to admire the decor. He threw her down on a bed dressed in thousand thread sheets, and dark grey linen. Masculine but luxurious. If it hadn’t been for the vampire standing over her, with a very obvious erection tenting his trousers, she’d have flipped herself over and snuggled down into the opulence.

      Lauren stared up at him as his fingers went to his shirt and he started to unbutton it. She couldn’t wait to see him. He’d seen her basically naked, but so far he’d managed to remain fully dressed. Not anymore.

      One by one, in a tantalising strip tease, he undid the buttons, revealing a smooth chest, defined pecs, and then down lower to where his eight-pack abs rippled, interrupted only by the dip of his navel. Though his chest was smooth, a faint line of blond hair ran from his bellybutton, down lower, vanishing beneath the waistband of his trousers.

      Her heart tripped, the air in her lungs growing tight with anticipation. Was this really happening to her? Was she really about to be taken by a vampire? Would he try to bite her? She didn’t know how she felt about that. A part of her experienced a thrill at the thought. The idea of both his cock and teeth penetrating her, of him coming inside her, while he sucked her blood into his mouth and swallowed, felt right on some level. It would be as though they were creating a circle between them, a loop where he gave a part of himself to her, and she gave a part of herself to him. Was that how this was supposed to work?

      Her lips grew slack with desire as his hands went to the button of his trousers and he popped it open. Using his feet, he toed off his shoes, and then the trousers slid from his narrow hips. He wasn’t wearing any underwear.

      Lauren’s eyes widened at the sight of him. Big and perfect, the skin paler than men she’d experienced before, just as the rest of his pallor was. His cock head was a beautiful dome tipping the girth of his length, leading down to a thatch of blond hair. Now naked, he stood before her. With his cock in hand, he gazed down at her. His hand moved up and down his shaft, masturbating slowly and with no shyness or awkwardness at all. The man was all sex, and he seemed to know it.

      “Take off that shirt,” he said, jerking his chin towards her.

      She didn’t dare do anything but obey. Her fingers trembled in anticipation as she quickly undid the buttons and let the shirt drop from her shoulders onto the bed beneath her. He’d already rid her of her bra on the balcony, so now all she wore were the underwear the wolves had given her.

      Nikolai nodded to the slip of black lace. “Those, too.”

      Light-headed with excitement, she rolled the underwear down her thighs and kicked them to the floor. She was naked now, and so was he. Her nipples crinkled into buds, and she sucked in her stomach, wanting him to think she was sexy. Wanting him to desire her. Though from the dark look in his eyes, and the size of his erection, there was no problem there.

      “Spread your legs,” he growled.

      Lauren hesitated. She’d never been with someone like him before—and not just that he was a vampire. Most men were a quick fumble and a mindless fuck, but not with Nikolai. She felt as though he was trying to make every moment of this last, as though it was not only their first time together, but also their last, and he wanted to experience every erotic moment to its fullest.

      “I want to see you touch yourself.”

      He was doing it, and yeah, it was sexy as fuck watching his big hand smooth up and down his dick. If he could do that for her, then she could do this for him.

      Lauren spread her legs, exposing herself to him. Then she reached between her thighs and slid her finger down between her folds. The effect was instant, pleasure flooding her body, and she squirmed on the bed, her eyes slipping shut. But then she remembered she wanted to see him, wanted to watch him watching her, so she snapped her eyes open again. His gaze was glued between her thighs, his lower lip slack. His hand continued to work his cock, his erection growing even longer and thicker. Her core pulsed with desire at the thought of him pushing into her, impaling herself on that big, thick dick. Would he feel cool inside her? His coolness against her heat?

      The thought, combined with her fingers working her pussy, made her moan, and the sound caused Nikolai to take a small inhale of breath. That tiny reaction was all she needed to let her know that what she was doing was working.

      Lauren spread her thighs even further, wanting him to be able to see right into her. With her other hand, she reached down and parted her pussy lips, making her clit pop forward. Then she slid her other hand down further and pushed her finger inside herself, first one, and then adding another. She was still swollen from where he’d fingered her on the balcony, still sensitive, and she knew it wouldn’t take much for her to come.

      “Ah, fuck, baby,” Nikolai growled and suddenly dropped to his knees beside the bed. He caught hold of her thighs, dragging her towards him. Then his mouth was on the inside of her thigh, kissing and nibbling his way up. His fingers wrapped around her wrist, pulling her hand away, her fingers slipping out of her sopping slit. He brought those same fingers to his mouth and licked off her cream, before sucking her digits fully into his mouth. His tongue worked over his fingers, licking every drop of her from him.

      He released her, and, with his vampire’s speed, darted forward. His mouth closed over her pussy, his tongue pushing inside her. Lauren gasped, her back arching from the bed.

      “Oh, God, that feels incredible.”

      He licked her fast, faster than a human man ever could. Her head spun, her body under control of this vampire and his wicked mouth. Her hands grabbed his shoulders, her hips lifting off the bed as his mouth worked her pussy.

      Dear God, this is insane.

      Her orgasm built, higher and higher, until she was sure she’d lose control.

      Suddenly, the same energy she’d felt before began to crawl across her skin. It was like tiny pinpricks, all the hairs on her arms standing on end, the tips of her fingers feeling like they were fizzing. But she couldn’t do anything to stop it, and she wasn’t going to tell Nikolai to stop either.

      She’d gone too far down the rabbit’s hole already.
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      Nikolai looked up from his position between Lauren’s glorious thighs, watching her back arch as she cried out, and bucked and squirmed on the bed as she came. But watching her come wasn’t the only thing capturing his attention. Her arms and hands had taken on the same luminescence as he’d seen before.

      His cock throbbed between his thighs, his balls hot and heavy. He needed to bury himself in her sweet pussy and release all his desire inside her. The light looked beautiful on her, making her into some kind of ethereal creature. She didn’t seem to be in pain, or frightened, and he had to admit, he wondered what was going to happen when she came with him buried balls-deep inside her.

      He lifted his face from her pussy and wiped his forearm across his mouth. Her eyes were shut, and she was breathing hard, her tits lifting and falling with every breath. Though he wanted nothing more than to be inside her, he leaned over her beautiful body and wrapped his tongue around one nipple, laving it into a peak, and then moved on to the next. Her heartbeat began to slow, and the strange light died from her fingers.

      She was wet, so wet, both from his saliva and her own cream. Nikolai crawled over her body and settled himself between her thighs. Her eyes opened, and he found himself staring into their dark depths. She looked a little spaced out, as though she didn’t quite understand what had happened, and so he kissed her, gently at first, but then more forcefully, building her up for him again.

      Lauren didn’t push him away. Instead, her legs wrapped around his hips, her heels digging into his ass, as she lifted her hips up to meet him.

      Nikolai let out a groan as he pushed his cock inside her, sliding deep with the first stroke. She felt burning hot against his cool skin, the contrast only serving to overwhelm his mind with sensation. He pulled out again and thrust, his movements slow but forceful, loving how her pussy held him tight as he slid in and out of her folds.

      One hand tangled in her hair, the other on her hip. He kissed her deeply, and then moved his kisses from her mouth, across her jaw, and down her throat. Beneath her skin, he felt the pulse of her blood, a fast, trippy beat that called to him. So badly, he wanted to taste her, wanted to sink his fangs into her throat as he pounded into her. Just the thought caused his fangs to descend, but, with more self-control than he’d ever exerted in his entire existence, he held himself back. The time would come for that, but he needed to take things slowly if he didn’t want to scare her off. Fucking and feeding from her within hours of them first meeting would be too much.

      Their movements became faster, building into a frenzy. His hips pistoned, and she matched his every stroke. Ragged breaths and moans of pleasure filled the room. The heady scent of sweat and sex. Her skin was like heaven beneath his tongue, her pussy the epitome of pleasure. Never before had he experienced what it was like to truly connect with someone, to share a pleasure that meant more than just the physical.

      As he felt her orgasm rising higher, he knotted his fingers in her hair and pulled her head back, so her chin lifted and they were face to face. Their eyes met, and he saw the same wonder in hers as he felt himself.

      Nikolai came hard, hot jets streaming inside her. It didn’t matter—it wasn’t as though he could carry or catch anything, and a vampire couldn’t get a human woman pregnant. She screamed his name, and he silenced her with his mouth over hers.

      They slowly came down, their chests heaving as they collapsed together on the bed.

      She looked down and lifted her hands to her face. A golden light danced between her fingers, like tiny lightning bolts shooting from finger to finger. Her eyes widened at the sight.

      “What is this, Nikolai?”

      He gazed at the spectacle in wonder. “I have no idea. I wish I knew.”

      Nikolai lifted his hand and reached out to her. When he touched his fingers to hers, the light arced over to the tips, and then vanished.

      “Does it hurt to touch it?” she asked him.

      He shook his head. “No, does it hurt you?”

      She frowned slightly, her teeth digging into her lower lip, which still looked swollen from their kissing. “No, not hurt, but I can feel it. It’s like pins and needles in the tips of my fingers.”

      The longer they waited, the more the light began to fade away again.

      “You think this has something to do with me being part fae, like the werewolves said?”

      He nodded. “Yes, I think so. As long as it doesn’t hurt you, I don’t think it’s something we need to worry about.”

      There was something they did need to worry about, however. He could feel the approaching dawn creeping in on them. He could watch over her during the night, could protect her, but in the day, he needed to sleep. If only he were an ancient vampire who could walk during the light, but he wasn’t. He was still relatively young, and he had no choice but to sleep during the day.

      He twisted to look into her face.

      “Listen to me, Lauren. The people from The Directive who are coming to help us won’t be here until tonight. But I have to sleep in the day. I have no choice in that matter.”

      Lauren nodded. “That’s okay. I’m exhausted, too. I could sleep like the dead.” She gave a wry smile. “Or the undead.”

      “What I’m trying to say is I won’t be awake until nightfall. I don’t want to try to tell you what to do, but there’s a vampire, and most likely a bunch of werewolves who are out there, dying to get their hands on you, and if I’m asleep, I won’t be able to protect you.”

      She regarded him. “You’re telling me not to leave this place.”

      “Yes. Even if someone rings the buzzer and gives you an excuse to let them up, you mustn’t allow it. The wolves have the ability to walk in daylight, which I don’t, and they could easily snatch you again.”

      “What about this?” she asked, lifting up her arm and wiggling her fingers so that tendrils of light danced between them. “What am I supposed to do about this?”

      It had faded since her orgasm, but there was no denying it was there.

      He pressed his lips together. “Nothing, for the moment. I’m hoping whoever they send from The Directive will know what it is, but I assume it has something to do with your fae blood.”

      “It’s never happened before,” she said. “Not even when I’ve ...” She trailed off as though she didn’t want to say the words, as though admitting she’d had sex before them meeting was tantamount to cheating. He had to admit, the thought of her with someone else was like a fist wringing out his heart, but he had a past as well. There was no point trying to act as though neither of them existed before they met.

      “It must be something to do with us meeting,” he said. “Perhaps it’s awakened something inside you that you’ve always kept buried before.”

      She frowned slightly, but nodded. “You mean how I can sometimes hear your thoughts, too.”

      “Yes. It must all be connected. We’ll find out more when The Directive arrives. They’ve been around far longer than me.”

      She traced a finger down his chest. “How old are you, Nikolai?”

      “Me?” He gave a chuckle. “I’m still a baby in vampire years. I was twenty-eight when I was turned, and I’ve been a vampire for a little over fifty years now.”

      She pulled a face. “So I’m sleeping with an eighty-year-old?”

      He laughed. “But a very fit eighty-year-old.”

      Lauren returned his laugh. “Okay, I’ll give you that much.”

      They snuggled down into his bed together, her with her face pressed against his naked chest. It felt so good to finally have her in his arms, to hold her. His soul felt more at ease than ever, not only since The Thirst had struck, but since he’d turned.

      “What were you like as a man?” she asked. “What did you do for a living? The same as you do now?”

      He shook his head. “No, not at all. It isn’t a very good story, I’m afraid.”

      She lifted her head, her dark eyes alive with interest. “No? I want to hear it anyway.”

      “My family was into organised crime. I’m afraid I come from a long line of criminals. I was killed by a rival family. They thought I was becoming ... how do you say it?” He sought his memory for the expression. “Too big for my boots.”

      Her eyebrows lifted. “So they tried to kill you?”

      “They succeeded, too. If it hadn’t been for Ivan coming across me as I lay dying, I wouldn’t be here today.”

      “Wow.” She looked at him curiously. “Do you think you’d ever go back to Russia?”

      He shook his head. “No. There’s nothing there for me now. I wouldn’t want what remains of my family to have to deal with me reappearing as a vampire. It’s better that they don’t know.”

      “I think they’d rather know you were a vampire than think you’re dead.”

      He shrugged. “Things were different back then, especially in Russia. Humans were less accepting of what we were. I would never have wanted to cause them any trouble.”

      “But what happened to the man who tried to kill you? Isn’t he still out there? Weren’t you worried he might try to harm the rest of your family if you were out of the way?”

      “Before I left Russia, I took care of him. No one there was going to hurt my family.” His arm twisted around her waist, pulling her flush against him. “And you’re my family now, Lauren, and no one is ever going to hurt you.”
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      After not having had any sleep the previous two nights, Lauren slept the whole of the day away.

      She woke just before the sun set, still entangled in Nikolai’s arms.

      She glanced over at Nikolai’s sleeping face. Watching a sleeping vampire was different to a human. Where a human’s face would be slack and relaxed, his looked exactly as though he were awake, but with his eyes closed. His breathing was so shallow that for a moment she couldn’t detect it, and her pulse started to gallop. He was all right, wasn’t he? Nothing had happened to him in his sleep?

      Lauren knew there was no point in trying to wake him—not until the sun had set, anyway. It was strange, though, seeing him like this—like a statue of him had been carved and left in his place in the bed.

      Not liking where her thoughts were going, Lauren slipped out of bed and went to use the bathroom. She needed a hot shower, but before that, she needed food. And coffee or a nice cup of tea. She’d also have to make do with cold takeaway food for breakfast—or was it dinner now? She’d lost track of what meals she was supposed to have and when. She was going to need to get some proper food shopping done if she was going to be staying here. That seemed like a crazy, domesticated thing to be thinking when she had werewolves and other vampires after her, and a weird light that kept emanating from her hands, but she couldn’t stay here without a decent cup of tea. That was practically inhumane.

      She checked her hands. There was no sign of the light now.

      What did Nikolai have planned? He obviously wanted them to be together, and she wanted that, too, but would she just move in here? It wasn’t as though she’d be bringing him back to the hostel any time soon. But still it felt strange. Would she be like a lodger? The luxury of the penthouse wasn’t something she’d ever experienced before, and she struggled to imagine this place feeling like her own. Or maybe she’d read this whole thing wrong, and Nikolai would expect to take her home as soon as the threat from the vampire who’d bought her was over.

      Problem was, she couldn’t imagine going back to her old life now. And what would she do about the whole glowing hands thing? Just ignore it and try to pretend she was normal?

      Suddenly, arms wrapped around her waist, and she gave a shriek.

      His accented voice came from behind her. “Sorry, didn’t mean to scare you.”

      She twisted around in Nikolai’s arms and thumped him on the chest. It was like hitting a slab of marble. She noted how he was dressed again, in a shirt and pair of smart trousers similar to the ones he’d been wearing the previous night. She wondered if he ever slummed it out in a pair of jeans and a t-shirt. “Well, you did. I’d say that’s kind of to be expected, considering what’s been going on the last few days.”

      He leaned in and planted a kiss on her nose. “You’re right, and I’m sorry.”

      “Hey, I was thinking ... Can we get a delivery of regular food to come here? You know, bread, milk, teabags, that kind of thing. I don’t want to be presumptuous, but if I’m going to be spending some time here, I kind of need some human stuff.”

      “You can have anything you want. Take my credit card and use the computer. Order anything you like. Money isn’t an issue.” He paused and then said, “And, Lauren, you can live here now, not just stay here, okay? What’s mine is yours and all that jazz. You don’t need to ask for anything. Just order whatever you want.”

      She gestured down to the shirt she wore. “And some clothes? I don’t need anything fancy, just some basics.”

      He got that wicked glint in his eye and moved in closer, his hand slipping beneath the back of the shirt to cup her bottom in his palm. “I’m not going to pretend I don’t like you wandering around this place in only my shirt, but I guess The Directive will be here soon, and I don’t want anyone else getting an eyeful of these gorgeous legs.”

      She hid a smile. “You didn’t seem to mind too much when you were getting me naked on the balcony last night.”

      His hands went to the buttons of her shirt. “Is that an invitation to get you naked again?”

      “Well, it wasn’t,” she said, taking a step even closer, “but since you’re offering.”

      His hand slipped around the back of her neck and he kissed her, teasing nibbles of her lips, his tongue darting into her mouth. She pressed her hips closer, already feeling the ridge of his erection between them. She was still swollen from their last session, but she wanted him again.

      In his pocket, his phone buzzed.

      “Damn it,” Nikolai swore.

      Lauren twisted her lips. “It might be important.”

      “Yeah, it probably is.” Though she could sense his reluctance, he took the phone out of his pocket and swiped the screen to answer. She watched his expression as he listened to whoever was on the other end. “Sure. No problem. I’ll see you shortly.”

      “Who was it?”

      “A man named Henry Grimes. He’s a powerful witch and part of a special taskforce working for The Directive to help protect Bloodmates.”

      Her eyebrows lifted. “We need a special taskforce to protect us?”

      “Think about it. If something were to happen to you, I would lose my mind. I’d lose my ability to control the desire for blood, and I’d probably end up killing a lot of people. There are vampires out there who are far older and stronger than I am. What if one of them was to lose his or her Bloodmate? They could be used as political weapons, and bring about the fall in the respect vampire-kind has worked to gain all these years.”

      “I see.” She nodded her understanding. “I hadn’t thought of it like that. So, are there a lot of us out there?”

      “A lot of Bloodmates?”

      “Yes.”

      Nikolai shook his head. “Not at all. They’re a rare thing to come across, so it’s surprising a number have been located recently. Of course, when I say a number, it’s really only been a handful, and that’s taking in the whole globe.”

      She didn’t know how she felt about that. Of course, she felt special, but it was also a lot of responsibility. The only thing she’d ever been responsible for in the past had been herself.

      The buzzer to the penthouse rang with a jarring blare, and Lauren jumped again at the sound.

      “Shit!” She clutched her hand to her chest.

      Nikolai turned for the door. “It’ll be The Directive.”

      Sudden nerves fluttered in her stomach. The Directive sounded official and kind of intimidating. What if they took one look at her and realise she didn’t belong? Would they see her as some street kid who only managed to get herself kidnapped because she’d pick-pocketed the wrong person? She hadn’t even told Nikolai about that side of her life. What if he was horrified at the way she’d lived and didn’t want to know her anymore? Then she remembered how he’d said he’d been involved with the Russian mafia, which meant he’d been into organised crime many years ago. He probably wouldn’t have a leg to stand on if he tried to judge her for a little stealing in order to have a bed to sleep in and food in her belly.

      Nikolai was already at the front door, buzzing up the men who’d been sent here to protect her. She suddenly realised she was only wearing Nikolai’s shirt. “Shit, shit, shit.”

      Nikolai turned to her with a frown. “What’s wrong?”

      “I’m not even dressed!”

      Deciding the dress was more appropriate than the shirt, she ran for the balcony., and snatched it up from the pile they’d left it in the previous night. Then she ran for Nikolai’s bedroom, praying she’d make it there before the man from The Directive made it up to the penthouse.

      She did, and she slammed the bedroom door shut behind her, breathing a sigh of relief. She went into the bathroom and shed herself of her clothes, and quickly jumped beneath the shower. She couldn’t meet all these people smelling like sex and a night of captivity. She wasn’t a vain person—far from it—but she had some self-respect.

      In less than a minute, she was back out again and drying off. Instead of putting on her dirty underwear, she found a pair of Nikolai’s clean boxer shorts and pulled them up under the dress instead. With all the ruffles, no one would ever know, though the shorts did look pretty funny combined with the expensive dress.

      Still, she would have preferred her usual jeans and vest-top combo, but this was better than meeting some Directive people wearing only Nikolai’s shirt.

      She went to leave the room, and then paused at the closed door. Muffled male voices came from the other side, and a fresh wave of nervousness flooded through her. She didn’t know why she was so nervous—it wasn’t as though she’d done anything wrong, apart from the whole pick-pocketing thing. But these were vampires and maybe even other supernatural creatures. She doubted any of them had led their lives fully without sin.

      Lauren took a shaky breath and forced herself out of the room.

      All faces turned towards her. Nikolai was there, of course, and she recognised the man at his side—the same dark haired man who’d been with him when they’d rescued her. Nikolai’s maker. Ivan, she thought he was called. Standing with them was a shorter man with blond hair—a couple of shades lighter than Nikolai’s—and blue eyes that were a shade darker. He didn’t smile at her as she entered, but ducked his chin to acknowledge her. Another two men were with him, and she instinctively picked up that they were of a lower level than the blond man. Perhaps they were present to act as physical backup to the more diminutive man, though, despite his smaller stature, she got the impression he was someone you wouldn’t want to mess with.

      “Henry Grimes,” introduced Nikolai. “This is the woman all the fuss is about. Lauren Morgan.”

      “It’s good to meet you, Lauren.”

      He put out his hand to her, and she took it. She heard an accent. American. What kind of supernatural was he? He certainly didn’t look like a vampire, and when she shook his hand, his skin was warm.

      The man from The Directive released her, and she turned to the other men in the room.

      “Nice to see you again, Lauren,” said Ivan. He took her hand and kissed the back of it. “I can see why Nikolai is so wrapped up in you.”

      Nikolai shot him a warning glance. Though Ivan was Nikolai’s maker, and therefore older, she got the impression Ivan was the more reckless of the pair. Nikolai seemed solid and steadfast, whereas Ivan was more flighty. Hadn’t they been at the werewolf’s club in the first place because of Ivan? She didn’t know the full story, but she was sure she’d caught something about him dating the daughter of the wolf who had taken her. A thread of unease wound through her. Didn’t that mean Ivan’s allegiances were divided? Was he truly trustworthy?

      Nikolai certainly seemed to trust him, but she couldn’t help thinking that trust might be misplaced. Was Nikolai blinded because Ivan was his maker? She stored the thought away.

      Henry spoke up again, commanding their attention. “Apologies none of the others were able to make it. The rest of my team are still caught up in France, and Jana is currently in Scotland dealing with a similar case.”

      Nikolai nodded. “Yes, I know. I spoke to her first.”

      His face pinched. “So, you’ll have heard we have a number of these cases popping up across the world? There seems to be a greater number in America, but that might just be the ones we’ve heard about.”

      “I understand. It’s a busy time for The Directive.”

      “It certainly is. I don’t think we’ve ever experienced a time when we’ve had to deal with so many cases at once.”

      “Any idea what’s causing it?”

      “Not yet, but we’re working on finding out.” He rubbed his hand across his mouth, a couple of lines appearing between his fine blond eyebrows as he thought. “We need to go to the club where Lauren was held, and talk to this werewolf, Deacon Thorn.” He looked to her. “Lauren, you will stay here. I’ll leave Price and Jennings here to protect you. You’ll be perfectly safe.”

      Lauren straightened her back. She assumed Price and Jennings were the two other men, who as of yet hadn’t actually spoken. “I will do no such thing. I’m coming with you.”

      “It isn’t safe for you out there,” said Nikolai. “The vampire who bought you is still at large.”

      She motioned around her. “But I’ll have all of you with me. Five of you, against one vampire. Don’t you think you’ll all be enough to protect me? I’ve seen the films where everyone splits up and someone ends up dead. It’s always safer for everyone to stay together.

      The supes all exchanged glances.

      “Okay,” Henry relented. “But you stay close to us at all times.”

      Lauren nodded. That would do. “I’m going to need some new clothes, though. There’s no way I’m going back to that club wearing this.” She motioned down at the dress.

      “Okay. We’ll send Price and Jennings out to find you something.”

      “Jeans, t-shirt, and some trainers,” she said. “Nothing flash.”

      The men didn’t look terribly comfortable at the idea of shopping for her. She wasn’t too keen on it either, but she doubted they were going to let her go out browsing any time soon. She also could have done with some new underwear, but there was no way in hell she was going to let these guys buy her some. She’d make do with the strapless bra and Nikolai’s boxer shorts for the moment.

      “The Canary Wharf shops will still be open,” Nikoali said. “It’s only ten minutes drive from here.”

      Both Price and Jennings nodded and, without a single word or complaint about being sent off on such a domestic task, left the penthouse. Lauren hoped they had some idea about sizes, and weren’t going to come home with clothes that were either too tiny or too big.

      Nikolai gestured to his leather couches. “Why don’t we all take a seat.”

      Awkwardly, they did as he suggested. Lauren sat beside Nikolai, feeling safer with her thigh pressed against his.

      “So, Lauren,” Henry said, focusing on her again. She didn’t like it when he did that. He had a strange kind of intensity to his gaze that made her feel as though she’d either burst into flames or shrink inwardly until she vanished into nothing. “Nikolai says you have fae blood.”

      She nodded. “I guess so, though I don’t know anything about it. I wouldn’t believe it myself if I hadn’t experienced things for myself over the last few days.”

      “What kinds of things?”

      “The ability to hear Nikolai’s thoughts at times, and then...” She tailed off, her cheeks heating. How could she tell this man that some weird blue light appeared on her hands and arms when she orgasmed?

      Nikolai stepped in for her. “When we’re intimate, a light appears over Lauren’s hands and arms. We don’t know what it does, but it seems to be a manifestation of emotion, maybe?”

      Henry’s lips pursed. “I see. Well, it’s something to keep an eye on, but obviously isn’t our primary concern. That has to be making sure Lauren is protected while we investigate the charges.”

      Nikolai cocked an eyebrow. “Investigate?”

      “Yes, of course. The charge of trafficking people to be sold to vampires is a very serious one. It’s not something that’s going to be taken care of overnight.”

      “Of course. I understand.”

      Despite his words, Lauren watched a different emotion creep over his face, and she didn’t miss the way his hands flexed into fists. Like him, Lauren wanted these people to storm into that club and take the place apart, but she guessed it wasn’t so easy. Just because they had accused someone of doing something terrible didn’t mean they were instantly tarred as guilty.

      They went over the events of what had happened, describing everything in detail. Henry made notes and asked questions, trying to get a complete picture from their side before they went and questioned Lauren’s abductors.

      In less than an hour, the two bodyguards returned carrying a number of shopping bags. They handed them over to Lauren, who accepted them gratefully. She’d be happy to get out of this damned dress. Not only was it not something she’d ever wear, she also didn’t like having something Deacon Thorn had purchased.

      Taking the bags, she vanished back into the bedroom to change and prepare herself for what was coming next.
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      Together, they all left the penthouse and went down to the building’s car park below.

      Lauren looked good dressed in jeans and a t-shirt. They fit her slender shape well, and for the first time Nikolai felt like he was seeing the person she’d been before he’d come into her life.

      He didn’t like them being out in the open, however. Normally, the night brought him peace, but not tonight. Now, everywhere seemed to hold a portent of danger. Every dark crevice held the promise of someone hiding within the shadows. Every vehicle might be used to snatch away his Bloodmate. Every stranger they passed might be in collusion with the vampire who’d paid to own Lauren.

      He wanted to feel reassured by having members of The Directive around him, but the nagging fear wouldn’t leave him. He should be happy about being able to march into the club with Henry Grimes and the others at his shoulder, to take Deacon down for what he had done to Lauren, and hold him accountable, and force him to give over the name of the other vampire, but instead unease nibbled away at his edges, leaving his nerves frayed, like rats on a sack filled with corn.

      Henry and his two companions had arrived in one car, so they needed to divide between that vehicle and Nikolai’s car. “Take Price and Jennings with you,” Henry said. “I’ll ride with Ivan. Just gives you that little extra bit of protection in case something happens. Of course, we’ll be right behind you, so don’t think for a moment that you won’t also have backup.”

      “Thank you, Henry.”

      Nikolai didn’t know the exact scope of Henry’s powers, but he knew the witch must be powerful to be a part of The Directive. He hoped those powers would be put to use, should they need them.

      They drove through the city. Nikolai didn’t think he’d ever been so tense in his life. Even in the early days, when he’d first come to London and didn’t know if the person who’d taken his human life had followed him over, he’d felt less stressed. He had more at stake now. He could handle losing his own life, but if something happened to Lauren, that would be the end of him. He kept glancing over to her, making sure she was still there, still real.

      They drove across the East End of London and found two parking spots on the street on the other side of the road to the club. Behind them, the second car also pulled up, and Ivan and Henry climbed out. Nikolai stepped around to the other side of the car so he could put his arm protectively around Lauren’s waist.

      Nikolai surveyed the front of the club. He remembered pulling her from the place only twenty-four hours earlier, dragging her through the streets in her dress and heels. The same rage he’d experienced at finding her locked behind bars surged through him again, and he gritted his teeth, trying to hold back his emotions. He’d need to keep it together, and he knew that was going to be hard, especially when he was faced with the son of a bitch who’d taken her.

      It was still early, but a few people milled around, some queuing to get inside the club, while others hung out. A group of young people chatted while one of them finished a cigarette and threw the butt to the ground, bouncing red embers on the black tarmac.

      Nikolai glanced over at Lauren. “If a single person so much as looks at you the wrong way in this place, I swear to God ...”

      Her hand on his arm calmed him. “It’ll be okay, Nikolai. No one is going to let anything happen. We’re just going in there to talk. To put a stop to this.”

      “You think whatever vampire bought you is going to just walk away? If he’s had a taste of your blood, he’s not going to just ask for a refund and let things go.”

      Henry stepped forward, interrupting their conversation. “We can’t let him do that, anyway. It’s against the law for a vampire to buy a person against their wishes. There are protocols that need to be followed.”

      “So, maybe he’ll realise he’s in trouble and just run?” she said, and he heard the hope in her voice.

      “I want to believe that, too, Lauren, but you have no idea how enticing you are. If he’s had a taste of you, he’ll be like a drug addict trying to get his next fix. He won’t care that it’s against the law or that it might get him in trouble. He’ll keep coming for you until he gets what he’s paid for.”

      Her lips tightened, and she lifted her chin. “Then we’ll have to find him and make sure he can’t.”

      Nikolai risked a smile. She looked so fierce standing there, her dark eyes blazing, her shoulders back, her small chin lifted. He almost hoped the other vampire would get a glimpse of her, so he could see she wasn’t someone who would allow herself to be bought and used. She was a fighter, and she was brave, and, right in that moment, he thought he’d never been prouder of a single person his whole existence.

      He reached down and laced his fingers into hers. “Let’s hope we can do that.”

      The club was still quiet, but it was up and running. They pushed through the doors. A couple of doormen approached them, with burly shoulders and stern expressions.

      “Where is Deacon Thorn?” Henry commanded. “Tell him The Directive is here to speak to him.”

      The two doormen exchanged a glance and then vanished.

      Despite there only being a handful of customers, girls wearing very little gyrated and danced on stage to the pounding music. The customers nursed drinks while staring up at the young women. This place wasn’t touted as being a strip club, and encouraged both men and women to frequent its dance floors, but at this time of night it seemed to be mainly older men.

      Nikolai had expected Deacon to run, to put up some kind of a fight, or at least have some of his wolves around him. But instead the werewolf appeared less than flustered. He stood as they entered the room and greeted them with a smile.

      Nikolai held back a growl. What the fuck was he playing at?

      “Mr Grimes,” Deacon said, stepping forward to offer Henry his hand. “Your reputation precedes you. To what do I owe this visit?”

      Nikolai glared at him. “Are you fucking kidding me? We’re here because you kidnapped Lauren and sold her to a vampire.”

      Confusion crossed the other man’s face. “I have no idea what you’re talking about. The last I saw of you was when you went crazy in my club and bit one of my employees. Really, it should be you The Directive is interviewing, not me.”

      “Bullshit. Lauren knows exactly what happened to her. You held her in a cellar beneath the club. Ivan and I both got her out of there. You can’t possibly deny what happened!” Anger roiled within him, and he clenched his fists by his sides, trying to prevent himself from leaping across the desk and tearing the wolf’s head from his shoulders.

      Deacon looked to Henry. “I’m sorry, Mr Grimes, but I’m afraid you’ve had a wasted journey. These two men have a reason to try to put a case against me. I forbid my daughter from having relations with this man,” he pointed to Ivan, “and to retaliate, he brought Nikolai into my club, and had him attack my employees. I’ve never seen this young woman before in my life, and I can only assume they’ve paid her to be here.”

      Lauren lunged for him, but strong arms held her back. “You’re a fucking liar. You took me from the place I was staying. You threw a cloth sack over my head, and brought me here. Then you and your friends threatened to rape me in wolf form if I tried to escape.”

      Nikolai whipped around with a snarl. “You did what?”

      Henry took a step forward, placing himself between them. “I suggest everyone take a deep breath.”

      Deacon jerked his chin. “That’s a good little actress you’ve got there. Should be in Hollywood.”

      Henry lifted his hand. “I said that’s enough.”

      Nikolai spun to Henry, imploring him. “Why would I call you here if I wasn’t telling the truth?”

      Deacon gave a cold laugh. “That’s fairly obvious. You brought him here to try to destroy me.”

      “I could have done that all on my own. I don’t give a shit about you, Deacon. You’re a nothing. A worthless piece of shit. The only reason I’m here now is to find out the identity of the vampire you sold Lauren to.”

      He folded his arms across his chest and scowled at Nikolai. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      Ivan stepped in. “Come on, Deacon. You and I have known each other for years. Sometimes you just have to accept when things haven’t gone to plan and hold your hands up.”

      He scoffed at Ivan. “If you think I’m going to admit to something I didn’t do, you can think again. I know what this is all about. You want rid of me so you can get into my daughter’s knickers.”

      Deacon turned back to Henry. “A number of my staff can back up what I’m telling you. I’m afraid it’s the truth. You’re targeting the wrong man.”

      “What about cameras?” Henry asked. “You must have surveillance equipment?”

      ”I try to keep it limited. My customers appreciate their privacy, as do many of the girls who work here. I’m sure you understand.”

      “Come down to the cellar,” Nikolai said to Henry. “I can show you where that son of a bitch kept her.”

      Henry looked between them both and nodded. “Yes, I think that would be a good idea.”

      Deacon waved a hand. “By all means, please, look wherever you like. I’ve got nothing to hide.”

      Nikolai shot him a glare and spun from the office, heading in the direction of the stairs which led them down to the network of corridors which housed the staff changing rooms, and the gated space where Lauren had been held. He kept hold of Lauren’s hand, even though he could tell she needed to run in order to keep up with him. The others were following as well—Henry, Ivan, Deacon, and their backup. A small horde charging through the narrow corridors, forced to move shoulder to shoulder, as Nikolai led the way to where he’d found Lauren locked up.

      He pulled up short, Lauren almost crashing into his back.

      “What—” she started, but then the words faded from her lips as she must have seen what was wrong.

      Where previously they’d been able to continue down the corridor, to the gate which led to the cellar where she’d been held, now they were faced with boxes of bottles beer stacked several layers thick. Behind the boxes, Nikolai caught sight of a red brick wall which hadn’t been there yesterday.

      The son of a bitch must have had it built, hiding the crime area.

      Nikolai gave a roar of anger. He bent and picked up one of the boxes and threw it to one side. The bottle inside smashed with a crash of glass, and the pungent scent of beer filled the air.

      “What the hell!” Deacon declared. “That’s private property you’re destroying.”

      “The place you kept her is right beyond this wall. It wasn’t here yesterday. You must have had it built, and then you’ve stacked these boxes against it to make it look as though it was always here!”

      “It has always been here. This is our stock room.”

      “Bullshit. I’ll smash every box if I have to, and then I’ll tear down that goddamned wall with my own hands.” Fury raged through him, a fire ripping through his insides, threatening to consume him.

      “He’s right,” Lauren said to Henry. “This wall wasn’t here yesterday.”

      Deacon stepped in, muscling his way through. “You can’t come down here and start destroying the place.” He turned to Henry. “Surely, this has gone far enough. When it’s one person’s word against the other, I don’t believe you’re allowed to come in and start tearing apart the other person’s business.”

      Henry pressed his lips together, but to Nikolai’s dismay, he nodded. “He’s right. I’m not about to start tearing down walls, especially when the club has customers and we don’t know what damage it will do to the structure. There’s clearly some bad blood going on here, and right now I’m not sure what to think.”

      “You’ve got to be fucking kid—” Nikolai started, but Henry lifted a finger to stop him.

      “Here’s what’s going to happen. I’m going to call in the other two members of my team so we can look at this further. There’s a spell that can be conducted that forces the both of you to tell the truth, but it’ll need some preparation.”

      “Those kinds of spells sometimes work differently on werewolves than vampires,” Nikolai growled. “They can’t always be depended upon.”

      “The other members of my team will make sure everything goes to plan.” He looked between them. “I assume that will be a satisfactory result for everyone.”

      Nikolai glowered at Deacon. He didn’t want to wait any longer. He wanted Henry to force the name of the vampire who’d bought Lauren out of Deacon. Wasn’t that the most important thing here?

      “Your taskforce is supposed to protect Bloodmates. This doesn’t feel like you’re protecting her. You should be doing your job.”

      Henry’s tone grew cold. “Lauren is surrounded by us. I’m calling my other two team members over from where they’re working on another case in France. We won’t let anything happen to her. Considering everything, I think I’m more than doing my job.”

      The smug look on Deacon’s face made Nikolai want to rip his head from his shoulders.

      Nikolai pointed a finger in his direction. “This isn’t over. We’ll settle this tonight.”

      “Glad to hear it.”

      Frustration coursed through his veins. A part of him wished he’d never got The Directive involved. He should have dealt with this himself, hidden Lauren somewhere safe, and come over here with Ivan and torn this whole place apart. While his heart told him that was what he wanted to do, his head told him otherwise. Nowhere would be safe for Lauren while this other vampire was out there, and, if he’d come to Deacon’s club alone, and something happened to him, he’d have left Lauren alone and exposed. That would never have done. He also didn’t know how being apart from her would affect his Thirst affliction. If he spent hours with her not by his side, would he lose control again? Or would it take days for The Thirst to return?

      Biting down on his anger, he tightened his grip around Lauren’s hand and pulled her from the club. The others followed, and they left Deacon Thorn and his wolves behind as they stepped back out onto London’s streets.

      “I’m not happy about what just happened,” he snapped as they headed towards the cars.

      Henry shook his head. “We’re not vigilantes, Nikolai. We’re brought in to make sure peace is kept within the supernatural society, and that means following rules. I can’t take accusations as the truth if someone else is refuting them. Now, we have methods of finding out the truth, and I need you to trust those methods.”

      It was killing him inside, but he managed to growl, “Fine.”

      “Is there any truth in what Deacon said?” Henry asked.

      “Some,” he admitted. “Ivan has been dating his daughter, and I did attack a girl in the club a couple of nights ago.” He could feel Lauren’s gaze on him, and inwardly he shrank in shame. He didn’t want her to think of him in that way—that he was a monster who would attack innocent women. In that way, how did it make him any worse than Deacon? “But that wasn’t me, not really. The Thirst had hit me, though I didn’t realise it then. I would never do something like that in my right mind. It was only because I was in the club that I picked up on Lauren’s scent. If I hadn’t, she would already be in the hands of this other vampire.”

      Henry nodded. “When the others arrive, we’ll go back and do a search of Deacon’s office. If he’s done a transaction with this vampire, he’ll have left a trail somewhere.”

      “And if he just denies everything again?”

      “Like I said, there’s a spell I can use to make sure the truth comes out, but I don’t want to do it alone. I want the rest of my team with me in case there’s any fallout.”

      Nikolai lifted his eyebrows. “Fallout, as in Deacon reacting badly?”

      “Assuming what you’re telling me is the truth, he’s not going to want to have someone like me probing into his mind. Whoever is guilty is most likely going to try to disrupt the spell in some way.”

      “You think that’s what he’s going to do?”

      “It will be as sure a sign as any that he’s guilty, but I need to have my people with me.”

      Nikolai nodded. The rage he’d been experiencing while at the club began to dissipate. The Directive had their own way of dealing with things, and Henry was right, he did need to trust in the process. It was just difficult when every instinct told him he needed to protect Lauren, and part of protecting Lauren involved making sure Deacon paid for what he’d done to her.

      “If you kill Deacon, we might never find out who the vampire is,” Ivan warned, clearly reading Nikolai’s mind.

      “And we can’t allow you to take things into your own hands,” Henry warned. “Doing so might start a turf war between the werewolves and vampires in London, and you’ve lived in peace, side-by-side, in such a cramped space for many years now. If you harm Deacon without our say-so, that will become The Directive’s business, too.”

      They stopped at the vehicles.

      “I understand,” Nikolai said, wanting to finish the conversation before they climbed in. “How long will it be until the other members of your team arrive?”

      “They’ve already left. They’ll be here before morning.”

      “And what do we do in the meantime?”

      Henry glanced to the woman at Nikolai’s side. “I suggest you go home. Lauren is human, and will still need her rest.”

      “I’m fine,” Lauren insisted, lines appearing across her normally smooth brow.

      “And she’s not fully human,” Nikolai pointed out.

      Henry’s lips pressed together. “Even so, that seems like the safest and most sensible thing to do at this point.”

      It wasn’t what Nikolai wanted to do, but he didn’t feel like he had much choice in the matter. “Very well.”
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      Well, that wasn’t how she’d thought things were going to go down.

      Lauren hadn’t known exactly what would happen, but being faced with the werewolf telling bare-faced lies hadn’t been one of them. Now she was climbing into the passenger seat of Nikolai’s car, and her head was spinning. How could this Henry guy not have believed them? She realised he didn’t know her, or Nikolai, and yes, maybe they could have been making things up to get back at Deacon for some reason, but to her it felt like badness oozed off the wolf like pus.

      But it would be like arguing with a police officer, and telling him or her to lock up the bad guy just because they said so. She understood there were procedures, but that didn’t make it any less frustrating. She could see it in Nikolai as well, how much he’d wanted to take things into his own hands. His restraint had only made her admire him more, however. She’d watched his internal battle through his body language, and though during a couple of points, she’d thought he was going to lose it—and she wouldn’t have blamed him in the slightest if he had—he’d managed to rein his anger back in.

      They pulled out into the traffic and left the club behind them. They drove in silence, each of them lost in thought, trying to process what had just gone down.

      Nikolai hadn’t been the only one who’d been furious. Lauren had wanted to join him in smashing Deacon in the face with her fist, especially after what he’d done to her. She’d hated every second of listening to all those lies spilling from his mouth, and she’d barely been able to believe her eyes when she’d seen the wall that had been built to hide the place where she’d been kept. She couldn’t believe the man’s audacity.

      And they’d had to leave without the one thing they’d gone there for. The name of the vampire who’d bought her. Where was he? Had he realised she was protected now, and given up? It was a hopeful thought, but she didn’t want to let down her guard.

      “What are you thinking?” Nikolai asked as he drove, glancing over at her.

      “About the vampire who bought me. Do you think he’s given up?”

      “Honestly, I have no idea. I hope so.” His lips pressed together, his nostrils flaring. She could tell something else was playing on his mind.

      “What?” she asked.

      He shook his head slightly. “I feel like I failed you. It was my first chance to show you what kind of man you have as a Bloodmate, and I did nothing.”

      His hands clenched tighter around the steering wheel, and she was worried the circle would bend and twist beneath his grasp.

      “You didn’t fail me. You never have. If it wasn’t for you, I’d have been sold by now.”

      “It doesn’t feel like enough.”

      She reached out and placed her hand on his thigh. She was conscious of the two men sitting in the back seat, but she still wanted to make physical contact with him, feeling the ridges of muscles of his thigh beneath her palm. “I’m safe, Nikolai. We’re together. That’s what’s important.”

      He glanced over at her again, and the faintest hint of a smile touched his lips and travelled to his silvery blue eyes. “You’re right. Forgive my maudlin.”

      She returned the smile. “You’re forgiven. At least we get to go back to your place now.”

      “Our place,” he corrected her. “What’s yours is mine now. You’re my Bloodmate, and that binds us and everything we own.”

      Lauren bit her lower lip and glanced away.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked her.

      “I don’t have anything. I’ve literally nothing to bring to the table. I have a rucksack with a few old clothes back at the hostel where I was staying, and that’s it.”

      He looked at her in amusement and shook his head. “I don’t want you for any kind of material things, Lauren. None of that matters.”

      “But you have so much. It feels wrong to take that when I haven’t contributed a single thing.”

      He shrugged. “What do I care about things? I could live with nothing, if I had to. But there’s one thing I quite literally cannot live without.”

      “There is?”

      He chuckled. “Yes, you, Lauren. I owe you my sanity. I know it may not feel like you’ve done anything, but you being in my life is worth everything. I’m not sure I’d be here right now if it wasn’t for you.”

      She leaned to one side and placed her cheek on his shoulder. In that moment, it didn’t matter that there was a vampire after her or that the werewolf who’d kidnapped her appeared to be getting away with it for the moment. If she had Nikolai by her side, everything would be all right. They could take on the world together—

      Suddenly, something hit the car.

      Nikolai slammed on the brakes, throwing them forward. The seat belt locked around her chest, compressing the air from her lungs. Her head snapped forward and back, pain searing through her neck. What had happened? Had they hit something? No, it had been more like something had hit them.

      Lauren reeled back in horror as she realised she was staring at a pair of legs and feet, standing on the bonnet of the car.

      She barely heard Nikolai’s yell of, “Lauren!” when the windscreen shattered into a thousand pieces, glass spraying all over her. Instinctively, she lifted her hands in front of her face to protect herself, but something grabbed her, and the next thing she knew, she was being pulled directly through the gap left by the broken windshield. Hands grappled for her feet, but it had all happened too fast, and she was gone before anyone could do anything.

      She was flying through the air, literally flying, held by something ferociously strong. Beneath her were cars, and people, and the buildings of London, but they all appeared as a blur, they were moving so fast. Lauren could barely breathe, the air whipping past her face too fast for her to catch. Her heart raced, thrumming in her chest, and she felt light-headed with panic. She didn’t want to fight whoever was holding her, knowing if they let go she’d fall to her death. And she couldn’t breathe, couldn’t get her chest to inflate, and her lungs felt like they were burning, and the world pulled away at the edges.

      And then she was gone.
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      Nikolai reached to the length of wood that had been driven through the glass, his shoulder, and straight into the seat behind him, and wrenched it out with a roar that would likely echo through the streets for hours to come.

      Behind them, the second vehicle had only just stopped in time, preventing Henry and Ivan from slamming into the rear of Nikolai’s car.

      The men in the back had already jumped from the car, brandishing guns he hadn’t known they’d had, but they wouldn’t do any good now, anyway.

      He could barely believe what had just happened. It had all been so fast. One moment, he’d been driving with Lauren’s head rested on his shoulder, and the next second she was gone, and he’d been left with a length of wood shoved through his shoulder. Not that he cared about his own injury. It didn’t matter—nothing mattered with Lauren gone.

      Henry came running over. “What the hell happened?”

      “He took her. The goddamned vamp who bought her.”

      “You’re sure?”

      He gestured to the hole in his shoulder. It was already healing, but that didn’t stop it from hurting like a motherfucker. “You think anyone else did this?”

      Ivan’s eyes widened. “Shit.”

      Nikolai rounded on Henry. “You believe me now? I told you Deacon had sold her! We need to go back to the club right now and get him to tell us who the vampire is”

      But, to his frustration, Henry shook his head. “No, I have a better way of finding her. There’s nothing stopping Deacon from lying, but my magic always tells the truth.”

      Nikolai stared at him. “You’d better be right, or I’ll be holding you responsible.”

      “Which way did they go?” Henry asked.

      Nikolai pointed ahead of them. “That way, but we’re never going to catch up. That son of a bitch was flying.”

      He didn’t think it was possible for Ivan’s eyes to widen further, but they did. “Flying? Actually flying?”

      “Yep. Like a goddamned bird.”

      Henry nodded. “It’s rare, but not unheard of.”

      “But he has Lauren,” Nikolai snarled.

      He wanted to rage at the world, to pick up the car and lift it from the road and throw it after the retreated vampire. He wanted to get his hands on him and tear him limb from limb and bathe in his blood. Never had his fury reached such extremes. He thought he might lose his mind to it. The idea of another vampire biting her made him crazy. To taste that sweet nectar, when he, her Bloodmate, hadn’t even done so yet was more than he could bear. What if the son of a bitch bit her and took it too far? What if he hurt her? What if he killed her?

      Around them, people had begun to gather to watch the spectacle. Behind them, horns began to blare, trying to get the traffic moving. The sound did nothing to help Nikolai’s mood, and if it weren’t for the presence of one of The Directive beside him, he would have gone back and torn whoever was beeping their horn from their car.

      “Listen to me, Nikolai,” Henry said, taking control. He was a smaller man, and seemed more reserved than either he or Ivan, but at the same time he had a way of commanding attention. “The other members of my team are already on their way. We can drive to meet them from the Channel Tunnel to try to save some time.”

      Nikolai checked the time. It didn’t normally bother him that he could only move around freely during the night, but now the frustration of his reality gripped him. It was now the early hours of the morning, and in a mere few hours, he was going to need to be back in his penthouse, in his bedroom, which had been specially designed to keep out the light, sleeping.

      “Shit!” He slammed his fist against the car, leaving a sizable dent in the body work. “How long is it going to take for them to get here?”

      “They’ll be on the first train, so they’ll be coming ...” The understanding of his predicament dawned on Henry’s face. “It will be daylight by then.”

      Nikolai nodded. “Yes. I can’t come with you.”

      How could he be sleeping when Lauren was in mortal danger? He’d told her that he’d protect her now, that no harm would ever come to her, and he’d failed her. She’d been snatched while he’d been sitting right beside her. How were they supposed to defeat this vampire?

      Henry must have sensed his frustration. “Try not to worry, Nikolai. This vampire, whoever he may be, won’t have bought her to kill her. If he wants her blood, he’ll make sure she survives to continue feeding him.”

      The words caused hatred to coil deep within him. Had he ever felt such hatred?

      “You’re saying we have time to find her, but the problem is we don’t. I’ve been afflicted with The Thirst, and she’s my Bloodmate. How long will it be before I lose my mind completely? Hours? Days? Weeks? How long do I have before I become a danger to myself and others around me?”

      “It won’t be hours, Nikolai. Don’t worry about that.”

      “But days?” he prompted.

      Henry glanced away and nodded. “Yes, most likely days. I have a way I can find out for sure, but it will need a spell.”

      Nikolai rubbed his hand over his mouth. Already he could feel the tightness at the back of his throat, an itching need working its way through his veins. He didn’t care about his own life, but if he lost his mind, what would happen to Lauren? Would The Directive continue to work to find her, or would they give up? And how would she feel if she heard he’d been taken down because he’d started to slaughter and rape? It would break her heart, and he couldn’t imagine being the person to cause her such pain. Just the thought caused an emptiness to appear inside his chest and start to grow.

      More blares of car horns sounded behind them.

      “We need to move the cars, sir,” one of the bodyguards called out. “We’re starting to cause a disturbance.”

      “Is yours still drivable?” Henry asked Nikolai.

      “Yeah, so long as I don’t mind driving without a windscreen while sitting in a pool of my own blood.”

      “I’ll drive,” Ivan offered.

      Nikolai shook his head. “No, it’s fine. I can do it.”

      “We’ll go back to your building,” Henry instructed, “and take things from there. Things can and will be done while you’re sleeping, Nikolai. And don’t blame yourself. You can’t help how your body works.”

      His thoughts went to how he’d tried to reach for her, even though he’d been pinned to the car seat with the length of wood. His hands had caught her ankles, but he’d had to let go. “I could have been faster, I could have held onto her.”

      “Then both of you would have torn that girl in two. You did the right thing.” He put his hand on Nikolai’s shoulder. “Please believe that.”

      He wanted to, but still he found himself going over and over what had happened, trying to see if there was more he could have done. He should have seen it coming, he should have swerved, he should have ducked out of the way when the length of wood came crashing through the windshield. But the truth was it had happened so fast he’d barely had time to think. As a vampire, he was fast, but he was nothing compared to the vampire who had taken her. And then the other vampire had flown away with Lauren in his clutches.

      How was he supposed to fight that? How were any of them?

      “One of my colleagues, Delia Costanzo, is an ancient vampire, and a day walker,” Henry reassured him. “Whoever this other vampire is, he’ll be no match for her. And the other member of our team is Mac Ferguson, a powerful wolf who’s worked for The Directive for twenty years. I know it doesn’t feel like much, Nikolai, but you have the best people behind you. If we can’t find Lauren, no one can.”

      “That’s what worries me,” he muttered.

      The car horns had built to a cacophony, and they had no choice but to get back behind the wheel. Nikolai didn’t want to be driving back home without Lauren beside her. Right now, he had nothing to go on to try to find her. Because the damned vampire had flown, he wasn’t even able to track her scent. He tried to centre in on himself, hoping to pick up on her voice, as she had on his, but there was nothing.

      With his hands clamped around the wheel, not caring that splinters of glass were spearing his flesh, he drove back to his building. He parked his car in his reserved spot and climbed out, just as Henry and Ivan pulled up behind them.

      Needing to figure out their next move, they went back up to the penthouse. The place felt bereft now, as though the soul had been stolen out of the place.

      Henry didn’t bother to take off his jacket or even sit down. “I’ll go and pick up my colleagues,” he told Nikolai. “Don’t fear, we’ll work tirelessly while you’re sleeping to find out who took your Bloodmate. That’s our job. I’ll leave Jennings and Price here with you to make sure the other vampire doesn’t come here while you’re sleeping to finish the job.” He nodded at Nikolai’s injured shoulder.

      “Don’t worry about me. I don’t need damn bodyguards,” he growled.

      “Nikolai, we don’t know what sort of frame of mind you’re going to be in when you wake. We’re assuming The Thirst takes days rather than hours to fully take hold when a vampire is separated from his Bloodmate, but the truth is the cases of these are so scarce, we can’t know for sure. The bodyguards aren’t purely for your safety. They’re to make sure you don’t go on a rampage after you wake.”

      Nikolai ducked his head, chastened. Of course, this wasn’t all about him and Lauren, though that was what occupied his heart and mind. The Directive needed to consider everyone, including the general population. A rampaging vampire in the middle of London was going to look bad on everyone.

      “Okay,” he said, relenting. “But please, if you find any way of waking me, even if it’s only to let me know what’s happening, then do so. I don’t care if it causes me physical harm. I’d rather that than go another second knowing Lauren is in danger, with me unable to help her.”

      Henry nodded. “Of course. We’ll do everything we can.”

      Ivan also had to sleep in the day, so Nikolai gave him the guest room, which was also designed for vampires. It wasn’t as though he had many human friends. Or many friends at all, for that matter.

      Already, the push of the sun rising affected his body, pulling down on his limbs like gravity had suddenly grown stronger. If he didn’t shut himself in his bedroom, he’d become a statue. Frozen, and unable to react, shortly before bursting into flames.

      It tore him up inside, but he had no choice.

      “Just do your job and find my Bloodmate.”
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      Nearby, something dripped.

      Plop, plop, plink.

      The sound worked its way into Lauren’s subconscious, pulling her from her dreams and back into the real world. She didn’t want to wake, knowing she wouldn’t be waking in Nikolai’s arms in his beautiful home. No, she was somewhere else entirely now.

      Her eyes fluttered open, though she didn’t move. The light was dim, but it no longer appeared to be night—early morning, perhaps. How long had she been unconscious? She blinked, willing her eyes to get used to the lack of light so she could make out her surroundings. Old stone, grey walls rose around her, and a floor of similar material was directly beneath her. Cold leeched into her body from where she lay on the rock. Its history was steeped in every crook and cranny. How long had they travelled to get here? Was she even still in England?

      Yes, she thought she was. Though she knew she was somewhere ancient, the smell in the air was still the same, the same atmosphere, the same temperature. Yes, this was still England.

      She was awake now, but she remained still. Her mind pieced together what she could remember. The car, the flying, the passing out. Was the other vampire in the room with her? It was impossible to tell without sitting up and looking around, and even that wasn’t foolproof. She was in gloom, and her eyes still hadn’t got used to the low light. Would he attack her if she tried to move? She wasn’t under any illusions that this vampire would be anything like Nikolai. This man—this creature—had paid money to werewolves in order to have her kidnapped. He wasn’t going to care about her tears or pleas for freedom. He’d only care about what flowed through her veins.

      Lauren had never been the kind of woman who sat back and let others take control of her life. She had no idea how she’d measure up against a vampire who could fly, but she’d take any opportunity available to her to escape if she could, and that was going to have to start with her sitting up and looking around, and seeing if there was anything she could use as a weapon. She wasn’t naive enough to think the vampire would have left a door open, or just happened to leave a stake lying around, but if she didn’t sit up and take control, she’d never know.

      Slowly, she pushed herself up to sitting.

      Tall, narrow windows with arches at the tops filtered in slants of early morning light. Though she was thankful for the daylight, she realised it meant something else. Nikolai wouldn’t be able to move in the day. Right now, he wouldn’t be able to come for her. She didn’t know how the others worked who were with him—Henry and the other men—but for the moment, she was all alone.

      She remembered how she’d been able to hear Nikolai’s thoughts before, and desperately, she reached out to him again, praying she’d be able to hear his familiar voice in her head, but there was only silence.

      “You’re awake.”

      A sudden voice echoed from the corner of the room, and she jumped, clutching a hand to her chest. It was him, the vampire who took her. She remembered the moments before she’d been torn from the car, how Nikolai had been hurt.

      “You bastard,” she snapped.

      He chuckled. “Now, now, young lady. That’s no way to speak to your elders.” He had an accent, one she recognised.

      “You don’t deserve respect. You’re nothing to me. You buy women, which makes you filth in my mind.”

      “You’re going to make this far more painful than it needs to be if you continue with that attitude,” he chastened.

      Her eyes began to grow used to the light. The shape in the corner rose to his feet. He’d been sitting on a chair, watching her as she lay unconscious. The thought made her shudder, but she figured there would be far worse to come.

      “Where the hell am I?”

      “An ancient place, steeped in history. I found it spoke to my soul.”

      “You don’t have a soul.”

      “And what would you know about that?”

      He stepped forward, into a slant of moonlight. He was tall—even taller than Nikolai—with a slender frame that wasn’t far from being hunched. His hair was jet black and a few inches long, and his dark eyes had a wicked glint to them. The idea of this creature feeding on her repulsed her. She didn’t want his mouth anywhere near her.

      “Who are you, and what are you going to do with me?”

      A slight crease to his brow. “You mean no one has told you my name?”

      The question confused her. “No. Should someone have?”

      He gave a one-shouldered shrug. “We vampires have our connections. I wondered if anyone had mentioned me yet, that is all.”

      “No. You mean nothing to me. You clearly aren’t as famous as you think you are.”

      That same shrug again. “Only among certain circles. And as for what I plan to do with you, well, I am a vampire.” With that, he stretched his jaw wide, far wider than ever would have been humanly possible revealing the white flash of fangs in the hazy light.

      Horror speared through Lauren’s heart, and she scrabbled backwards, even though she knew she had no place to go.

      But even as she moved away, the vampire stepped towards her.

      “No, no, no ...” she cried.

      The glint in his eyes became one of triumph, and he darted at her, so fast, Lauren barely had time to scream ...
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      Help me, Nikolai!

      Her voice sounded in his head as clearly as if she’d been standing right beside him.

      He’d never had this happen before, a kind of consciousness while he was sleeping. And he was still asleep—or at least caught in his kind’s version of sleep. He was aware of his own consciousness trapped deep inside his body, but not of anything in the outside world.

      Nothing except Lauren, of course.

      He didn’t know if it would work, but he was sure as hell going to try.

      Lauren, baby. Where are you?

      Her voice came back to him. I don’t know, but it’s a very old building. Thick stone walls and narrow windows. I’m locked up in here like some kind of princess in a tower.

      Who’s taken you? Do you know his name?

      No. He’s very tall, slender, black hair.

      Has he touched you?

      She fell silent. Rage grew within him.

      Has he touched you, Lauren?

      I feel like I’ve betrayed you, I’m so sorry, Nikolai.

      He wanted to rip his heart from his body and crush it beneath the sole of his shoe.

      No, you haven’t, baby. You haven’t. I’m the one who failed you.

      He was trapped inside his body, like someone buried beneath ground, and all he wanted was to break free and try to find her. But it was against who he was as a relatively young vampire. He was bound by the forces of what made him who he was, and though he struggled and fought against it, there was nothing he could do to break free.

      Are you there, Lauren? Keep fighting him, baby. We’re going to find you. We’re coming to get you, okay?”

      But there was no response this time. A hollowness echoed inside his head.

      He filled the emptiness with his own screams of rage and frustration, and knew he would continue to do so until the sun finally went down and he was able to rise again.

      

      ***

      

      The moment the sun set, Nikolai burst from his undead sleep.

      He’d lain down fully clothed, so he had no need to dress or take any time for himself to prepare for the day. One thing had changed, however. His throat was dry and scratchy, and his skin itched with a need to feed. The Thirst was already taking hold.

      He threw open the bedroom door and stormed out into his living room to find it filled with people—Henry, Ivan, the two bodyguards, Jennings and Price, and two other people he didn’t recognise.

      “Ah, good, you’re awake,” said Henry, getting to his feet. “Nikolai, I want you to meet my colleagues, Delia Costanzo,” he introduced the woman—a vampire who Nikolai instantly recognised as being ancient. Her dark hair was cut to her chin, and she regarded him with dark brown eyes that reminded him of Lauren’s. “And Mac Ferguson,” he gestured to the man.

      From the scent, Nikolai could tell the man was a wolf shifter. He was tall and broad shouldered, with short cropped reddish hair and light golden eyes.

      Nikolai ignored them, not caring if he was being rude. His news was too important for niceties. “I dreamed of her. I mean, she contacted me in my dreams. She gave me a description of where she is, and the vampire who has her.”

      The female vampire frowned. “She did? Did she give you any names?”

      “No, only a description. A tall vampire with dark hair, and he’s walking in the light, so he’s an ancient. She’s somewhere very old, with thick stone walls and narrow windows. It sounds like a castle of some kind.”

      Delia’s frown deepened. “That’s not much to go on.”

      “At least it’s something,” he snapped. “What have you been doing to find her while I’ve been incapacitated?”

      “Now, there’s no need for that, is there?” the red-haired man said, and Nikolai picked up the Scottish lilt to his accent. He said it good-naturedly, but Nikolai recognised the warning behind his tone.

      “He’s struggling,” Ivan said, stepping forward with something in his hand. “He needs blood.”

      He was right. Nikolai could barely swallow. The Thirst had got worse while he slept. He realised the thing Ivan held was a bag of blood, and he snatched it from his maker’s hand and brought it to his lips. The fluid flooded down his throat and he swallowed, and swallowed, draining the bag until he was finally able to think clearly again.

      “We’ve been planning a spell to find her,” Henry said when he’d finished. “It’s a location spell created especially for finding Bloodmates, but we need to use your blood to make it work. Because she’s your Bloodmate, you are inextricably linked, and your blood will be able to help me pinpoint her location.”

      Nikolai nodded. “Whatever you need, it’s yours. Drain me dry, if you have to.”

      “There’s a second part to the spell. It will also tell us how long you have left before the Thirst takes hold for good, and you reach the point of no return.”

      Nikolai glowered at him. “You mean it tells you when we reach the point where you’re going to have to kill me?”

      “I’m afraid so, yes.”

      From his bag, Henry withdrew five white pillar candles and a couple of other items. He arranged them in the centre of the room in a circle. In the middle of the circle, he placed the other items—a compass for direction, an ornate wooden hourglass to mark the passage of time.

      “It would be better if we had something of hers as well, something personal,” he said.

      Nikolai looked around, feeling hopeless. “Nothing is hers. Everything she came here in, even the clothes she was wearing, had been forced on her by Deacon.”

      He experienced a sudden wave of sadness that there was nothing of her left. Nothing he’d be able to remember her by if they didn’t manage to get her back. No, he shouldn’t be thinking that way. They would get her back. And if they didn’t, he wouldn’t need to remember her, anyway, because he’d lose his mind, and then the people who were trying to help him now would have to put a stake through his heart.

      Henry motioned him forward. “I need your blood now.  When the candles ignite, I need you to anoint the items in the centre with your blood. Can you do that?”

      Nikolai nodded. “Of course.”

      Henry held his hands out over the candles, and his eyes slipped shut. He began to mutter, a language Nikolai didn’t understand, but which he thought to be Latin. Suddenly, the witch clapped his hands together and shouted, “Opus ignis!”

      The compass began to spin, and, apparently of its own accord, the hourglass flipped over and the white sand began to trickle through the narrow gap into the empty space beneath.

      “Now, Nikolai,” Henry roared.

      Nikolai sank his teeth into his wrist, pain searing up his arm. He did as Henry instructed and held out his arm, moving so the blood dripped over the items in the middle of the candles. He was aware of everyone around them watching—the ancient vampire Delia, and the red-headed werewolf, Mac. They stood a little too close together, and Nikolai wondered if there was more than a professional relationship between the two of them. Not that it was any of his business.

      The candle flames guttered with the blood, but then burst higher than before, the flames—orange, red, and yellow—reaching into the air. The atmosphere in the room changed, and instinctively, Nikolai took a step back. When he glanced back at Henry, his eyes were no longer blue, but entirely black. Light seemed to dance across his body, and the compass in the middle of the room spun wildly. He glanced back at Delia and Mac, trying to get an idea if this was the usual sort of thing, but both their expressions were unreadable.

      Henry’s hands lifted higher, and with it rose the candle flames, far taller than their wicks would have allowed. His fingers trembled, sending the spasms down through his arms, his face tensed. The compass continued to spin, faster and faster, and though the sand trickled through the hourglass, it never appeared to get any less.

      Nikolai wished he could see what Henry was seeing—Lauren, he hoped, safe and well, with obvious directions of how to find her.

      This spell was their only hope.

      The tension in the air increased, the molecules vibrating with power, enough to make glass shatter.

      With a roar, Henry dropped to his knees, and each of the candles blew out as though by a sudden gust of wind. The compass came to a standstill, though the sand continued to trickle through the hourglass. Henry stayed in that position, on his knees, his head hung. He heaved in great breaths, his shoulders rising and falling. When he lifted his head again, Nikolai saw his eyes were back to blue.

      But that wasn’t the main thing he saw in them. He’d hoped to see triumph, but instead he perceived failure.

      A cold fist wrapped around Nikolai’s heart. “It didn’t work.”

      Henry shook his head. “I’m sorry, Nikolai. These spells are difficult, and not having anything of Lauren’s only made it harder.”

      “Fuck. Fuck, fuck, fuck.”

      The female vampire Delia stepped in. “Where was she before she came here? Do you know where she was staying?”

      Nikolai shook his head. “No, only a hostel. That’s all she ever told me. It could be anywhere in London.” He thought of something. “But perhaps the werewolf who snatched her would know where it is.”

      Henry shook his head. “He’s long gone. It’s the first thing we did after I met Delia and Mac. The club is all locked up. We’ve already searched it for clues, but they cleared the place out before they left.”

      “Dammit.” Nikolai slammed his fist down on the table. “I knew we should have just ripped that place apart when we had the chance. So, what do we do?” He looked between them all. “Come on, this is your job. You’re supposed to find Bloodmates, remember, and my Bloodmate is missing!”

      “We’ll put out some feelers, Nikolai,” Delia said. “We’ve searched the club, and we’re still trying to find Deacon, or any of the other wolves who were at that club. We’re questioning everyone we can.” She glanced down at the hourglass. “But your time is running out, Nikolai. That hourglass is enchanted. It’s counting down the number of hours you have left before The Thirst takes hold for good. When the sand runs out, then we will know we’ll have to put an end to your existence.”

      “You’re going to kill me, you mean. Why not just say it as it is?”

      She gave a single nod. “Very well. Yes, when the sand runs out, we will have to kill you.”

      “How long do I have?”

      “It’s already been nearly twenty-four hours. You have maybe another day left. Two, at the most.”

      The itch at the back of his mind had already grown stronger. He needed more blood. If it felt this bad now, he couldn’t imagine how he’d feel another twenty-four hours from now. Would he even be able to think straight?

      Stepping forward, breaking the circle of candles, he snatched up the hourglass. He flipped it over to make the sand run the other way, as though the inanimate object could do anything to give him more time, but to his amazement, the sand continued to flow through the narrow neck and into the same bulb, so it was now rising, working against gravity.

      “Impossible,” he growled. Anger and grief poured out of him, and he directed it towards the object and threw the hourglass. It hit the wall, and bounced off, landing the right side up, the sand continuing to flow.

      “There’s nothing you can do to change it, Nikolai,” Henry warned. “Events have already been set in motion.”

      “And you’re doing nothing to change them!” he roared. “You’re supposed to be the best, but you’re doing nothing!”

      He paced, his fists bunched. He wanted to tear at his head and claw at his skin. He’d put all his hopes into the spell working, but it hadn’t, and now he had nothing. No hope. No Lauren. No life. He wanted to rip his home to pieces, to take all his aggression out on the things around him. It was either that or attack the people, and if he did that, he was as good as dead. But how could he help Lauren now? She could be anywhere, and time was running out. The hourglass was pointing that out, as though it was mocking him.

      But a voice spoke.

      “I think I know who’s taken Lauren.”

      Nikolai and all the other people in the room turned to Ivan.

      “What?” Nikolai said.

      “I think I know who took her. I’ve been suspecting it for some time, but I didn’t want to say anything in case I was wrong, and I was leading you all in the wrong direction.”

      “Who?”

      “His name is Sergei Kozlov. And he’s my maker.”
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      Nikolai stared at Ivan in disbelief. “You always told me your maker was dead.”

      Ivan glanced away, not meeting his eye. “I lied. I was ashamed of what created me. He’s an evil being, and he wanted me to follow in his footsteps. I pushed him away a long time ago, but it seems he’s tracked me down. I’m afraid it may have been my connection with the club that put Lauren on his radar.”

      “What? Did you know this before?”

      “When we found out the vampire who’d taken Lauren could fly, I suspected—”

      Nikolai lunged to the other side of the room, grabbed his maker by the throat, and thrust him up against the wall. “And you’ve waited this long to say anything!” he roared.

      Ivan’s fingers wrapped around the wrist at his throat. “I didn’t know for sure, Nikolai,” he managed to choke out. “Only the description you gave made me certain. I was hoping the spell would work, and I wouldn’t have to say anything!”

      “What tangled webs we weave,” muttered the werewolf from behind Nikolai.

      He noticed none of The Directive had made a move to step in.

      “You mean you knew nothing of what they planned at the club? You didn’t know what they were up to?”

      Ivan clawed at Nikolai’s fingers, but didn’t remove them, even though Nikolai knew he could if he really wanted to.

      “No, never. I would never have been involved in something like that. You know me, Nikolai. I’ve made my mistakes, but I’d never work with someone who abducts and sells women.”

      “You wanted me to work with him!”

      “A mistake. A stupid mistake. I was just trying to get on his good side because of his daughter, but even that is over now. You might have found your Bloodmate from this, Nikolai, but I’m the one who’s come out of this with nothing.”

      “I’ll have nothing, too, if we don’t find Lauren.”

      “So put me down. Stop fighting me, and let’s start working together instead.”

      With a growl, Nikolai dropped Ivan. The other vampire could have stopped him at any moment if he’d wanted to—Ivan was older and stronger—but his maker had allowed him to get it out of his system instead.

      Ivan rubbed at his throat. “You said she’s somewhere old, with thick stone walls and narrow windows?”

      He nodded. “That’s right.”

      “I think he’s taken her to the Tower of London. He was always obsessed with the history of the place. It would be a fitting setting for him.”

      The ancient vampire Delia frowned. “Wouldn’t it be full of tourists?”

      “Maybe during the day, but perhaps he’s found a part that’s empty.”

      The Scottish werewolf, Mac, had already pulled his phone out of his pocket and was searching the location.

      “Here,” he said, showing the screen to Nikolai. “There’s a part of the Tower of London that’s been shut off to the public for refurbishments. That might be where he’s holding her.”

      Nikolai nodded. “Yes, that could well be it. We need to leave. Now.”

      He hesitated then bent to pick up the hourglass from where it had landed when he’d thrown it. The amount of sand in the bottom was now more than in the top. He was running out of time. Just out of curiosity, he tipped it one way and then the other, but no matter which way up he held it, the sand continued to flow in the same direction.

      He didn’t want to think about his own life, but if he didn’t find Lauren in time, his sanity and the safety of those around him would be in jeopardy, too.

      Nikolai looked around at the others. “What are we waiting for?”

      Delia lifted a finger. “Wait one moment. I know you want to go racing in there, Nikolai, but we need to put together everything we know about this vampire, Sergei. He shouldn’t be a match for us. After all, we are a strong company and far outnumber him, but he also has the girl. Is he likely to cause her harm in order to escape?”

      Ivan’s gaze darted nervously to Nikolai. He took a breath. “Yes, I believe he would hurt Lauren if he thought it would save himself.”

      “Aye,” said Mac, “And remember he can fly, and he’s sure to use that to his advantage.”

      Delia nodded. “Those are the two main advantages he has over us. Henry, do you know of any spells that might be able to ground him?”

      Henry nodded. “Yes, but they take time.”

      “We can try to delay him,” Ivan said. “I’ll use my history with him if it helps.”

      Nikolai looked to him. “Do whatever it takes.”

      Together, they left the penthouse—two bodyguards, three vampires, a witch, and one enormous Scottish werewolf.

      Delia and Mac had brought their own car, so they didn’t need to worry about driving Nikolai’s with the ruined windscreen. Mac drove one vehicle, while Ivan drove the other. Though he was still feeling frustrated with his maker’s lack of openness, he preferred to ride with him than the members of The Directive. They crossed East London, heading into the city. When they reached the location of the Tower of London, they stopped far enough away that the vehicles wouldn’t be noticed by the vampire, Sergei, and did the remainder on foot. They moved at a fast trot, sticking close to the shadows to avoid being seen.

      The area of the tower was huge, the main building surrounded by tall stone walls. Other ancient structures made up the castle—turrets on the corners of each of the walls, and numerous towers. Nikolai was relieved they at least had some idea of where Sergei might be holding Lauren. If they had to search this whole place, room by room, they might never find her.

      “The area that’s being renovated is on the south side,” said Delia as they kept moving.

      Tall walls were no problem for their kind. The vampires were able to leap to the top, and then jump down the other side, while Henry found a gate and used a quick unlocking spell to open it for the others. Mac glanced from side to side, checking the coast was clear, and then shifted in the form of a huge russet wolf. The wolf clearly wanted to be prepared for a fight.

      They hadn’t seen any sign of guards so far, but they were bound to be around. There would most likely be CCTV as well, which would capture some of their movements, but they’d worry about that after they’d located Lauren.

      The Thirst chewed at Nikolai’s nerve endings. His throat felt as narrow as a straw, and he constantly made a hacking sound to clear it, though nothing made any difference. He wanted blood now. Hot and pouring over his tongue and into his stomach. The beat of his pulse was too loud, crowding out his thoughts, and he wanted to put both hands over his ears to try to keep it out. He was grateful none of the people around him now were human. He didn’t completely trust himself not to attack.

      But what about when he saw Lauren again? His Bloodmate. Would he immediately feel better, or would he see her and scent her blood and attack? Could he trust himself to be around her?

      It was an impossible position to be in. To need to be close to her in order to get better, but being afraid that getting too close would cause her harm.

      Either way, they needed to get her away from Sergei first. If that son of a bitch had caused her any harm, he’d tear the other vampire’s skin from his body.

      They reached the tower that was being renovated and came to a halt. A heavy wooden door with iron casings blocked the way. The windows were narrow slits high from the ground, a guarantee that anyone who squeezed from them would fall to their death. How many people had been kept prisoner here over the years? Royalty who were then executed out on the Tower Green. The names of the prisoners would be carved into its stone walls after endless years of incarcerations before they met their death. He wouldn’t allow Lauren’s name to join them.

      “This Sergei can fly, so he’ll have taken her to the highest point,” Delia said.

      They all looked up at the ancient structure, reaching high into the London night sky. Nikolai didn’t like the idea that the older vampire might be watching them from above, already aware and plotting for their arrival. If he grabbed Lauren and took to the skies, Nikolai might lose her forever.

      Henry put out his hand and closed his eyes. “Aperi portam!”

      Something cracked, and the door creaked open. Nikolai stepped forward to push it open further. Even with his vampire’s strength, he could feel how heavy the door was, and its hinges creaked with the movement. Behind the door, a curved stone staircase was revealed, rising up into the tower.

      He could scent her, that scent he had caught that first night. But now there was something different as well, something dark and earthy, something wrong...

      “She’s up there,” he growled, heading for the staircase.

      “Slow down, Nikolai,” Delia warned. “We don’t want to give him cause to take flight with her.”

      But, despite the warning, Nikolai’s pulse raced in anticipation. He only wanted to be with her.

      I’m coming, baby, he thought. Just hang in there. I’m coming.
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      I’m coming, baby...

      Lauren sat up from where she’d been lying on the cold, stone floor, her heart lifting in hope. Was that really him, or had she dreamed it? He’d sounded so close. Her neck throbbed from where she’d been bitten, and the blood-taking had left her weak. She could hear him, though, and the sound of his beautiful voice made her heart sing.

      Nikolai! I’m here.

      Immediately, she sensed him pick up on her voice.

      Where’s Sergei? Is he with you?

      She looked around the dark space. No, I don’t think so. I don’t know where he’s gone. He was... She couldn’t bring herself to say the word—feeding—feeling such shame wash over her. And I passed out.

      She knew she hadn’t needed to say it. From the emotions alone that she picked up from Nikolai, she knew he’d understood what she hadn’t been able to say.

      We’re coming for you. Are you tied up?

      No, I can move, but he keeps the door locked.

      Don’t worry. I have backup. We’re getting you out of there.

      Hurry, Nikolai. He might come back at any moment.

      She wished she knew where the vampire had gone.

      I’m coming, baby. You’re safe now.

      Except she wasn’t, not really.

      Shakily, she got to her feet. She wrapped her arms around her body as though to protect herself, and glanced around nervously. Lauren wasn’t normally a nervous person, but the thought of those fangs sinking into her flesh, the sucking feeling as he’d pulled the blood from her veins, the feel of his cold, hard tongue against her skin, filled her with revulsion.

      Somewhere below her, she heard the sound of footsteps running.

      Lauren hurried to the door. It was a thick, heavy structure with an old-fashioned lock and key, and she assumed bolts on the outside. They’d be able to undo the bolts, but they wouldn’t have the key.

      Her heart pounded, and she glanced back over her shoulder towards the windows. Would he appear once more, a tall, menacing shadow crouching in the gap, silhouetted against the night sky? He was like every nightmare she’d had as a child all rolled into one horrifying entity.

      “Stand back from the door, Lauren,” called a female voice she didn’t know. “We’re coming in.”

      She took several steps back, her heart thrumming in her chest.

      A crash, the sound of ancient wood, stone, and metal shattering.

      The door opened to reveal Nikolai, and Ivan, several people she didn’t know, and, behind them, a giant wolf which appeared to be crammed into the small space.

      “Oh, thank God.”

      She took a step forward, but didn’t get any further as a gust of movement swooped in behind her, and in the next moment she was yanked off her feet and hauled backwards, a steely hand around her throat.

      Lauren barely had the chance to scream. She knew who had hold of her.

      Nikolai took a step towards them, his hand out held. “Put her down, Sergei.”

      “Never. She’s mine now.”

      “She’s a person. She can’t be owned.”

      Delia stepped forward to join Nikolai’s side. “My name is Delia Costanzo, and I am part of The Directive. What you are doing is against all of our laws, and I order you to let that young woman go. Failing to do so will result in your death.”

      The arm around Lauren’s neck tightened, and she sucked in a whistling breath. She took hold of the vampire’s forearm with both hands and tried to pull him away, but it was like trying to budge ice cold steel.

      Frustratingly, the vampire laughed. “Come one step closer, and I’ll crush her throat like a piece of paper.”

      “And then what?” Delia said, standing straighter. The female vampire showed no sign of intimidation. “You think we’re just going to let you get away?”

      A shorter blond man standing behind her had his eyes closed and was muttering something Lauren couldn’t understand. But she could feel the energy coming off him, and strangely, she felt her own skin tingle in a similar way to what she’d experienced with Nikolai.

      Sergei spat. “Try to stop me.” He looked to Nikolai’s maker. “I have to say, you’re such a disappointment to me, Ivan. I never imagined a creation of mine would turn out to be such a bleeding heart. I have to thank you for leading me to Deacon Thorn, however. I didn’t know a werewolf would prove to have such valuable connections.”

      Delia lifted her chin. “So, you admit Deacon Thorn was the one who sold you Lauren?”

      The vampire gave a one-shouldered shrug. “I could have just taken her for myself of course, but when they said they’d located a human with a touch of fairy blood, I figured this would be the more civilised route.”

      Her eyebrows lifted. “Civilised? I’m not sure you know the meaning of the word. You’re a disgrace to the vampire species!”

      Through her fear and pain, Lauren focused on Nikolai. Something was very wrong with him. She sensed that the energy around him had changed, but it wasn’t only that. He looked different, too—his jaw rigid, his eyes burning with something that wasn’t just anger at the situation. She tried to lock him in her gaze, to connect with him, but something was different. Mentally, she threw her thoughts out to him, too, but his voice in her head had vanished.
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      Nikolai could feel himself changing.

      Blood, blood, blood, blood.

      It was as though the word itself was taking over his mind. It was all he wanted, and the epitome of what he desired was right in front of him. Lauren. Together with his desire for blood, his cock grew hard, the blood pulsing with every thump of the woman’s heartbeat. He wanted to jump her, to push her to the ground, and tear off her clothes, and sink his dick deep inside her while he tore out her throat.

      No, no. What the hell was he thinking? That wasn’t what he wanted at all. This was Lauren. His Bloodmate, who he loved and cherished. He’d never do anything to hurt her. And yet deep down that was what he wanted, and, with every passing second, the urge grew stronger.

      It was normal, the other part of him reasoned. This was all normal. She was his Bloodmate, of course he wanted to feed from her, and have sex with her. That was the natural progression of things.

      And yet, in his mind, he fantasised about her screaming as he bit her, thinking of how she’d struggle and fight him as he shoved her thighs apart, and pushed his cock deep inside her pussy, and pounded her hard. He thought about how he’d have to hold her down, and how good it would feel to have her wriggling and squirming beneath him, even as her blood ran down his throat as he fed from her.

      “No!” Nikolai clutched both hands to his head, trying to dispel the image. That wasn’t him at all. He’d never want to hurt Lauren, and yet his body reacted to the images The Thirst gave him, his cock growing even harder, his throat almost closing over with his desire for blood. She was there, right in front of him. And he wanted her ...

      From behind them, in the stairwell, came the growl of wolves. Thankfully, the sound distracted him from the dark nature of his thoughts, at least for the moment. The big russet wolf who was part of The Directive turned and snarled back in return.

      Ivan looked over his shoulder. “Deacon!”

      It was the wolves from the club. Were they here to make sure the vampire got what he’d paid for?

      “What are they doing here?” Delia demanded of Sergei.

      “I promised them protection if they worked for me.”

      Delia scoffed. “You can’t think you’re strong enough to protect them against The Directive? They will get what’s coming to them, just as you will.”

      Henry’s eyes suddenly snapped open. “It’s done,” the witch said.

      Sergei glowered at him. “What’s done?”

      “You’ll find out soon enough.”

      The Thirst grew stronger, building higher and higher. He knew he wasn’t going to hold on for much longer, but he couldn’t attack Lauren, even though all of his focus was in that direction. She was like a beacon, drawing him in. All he could see was her, but he knew the vampire who was threatening her was directly behind her.

      But Sergei wasn’t the only vampire who was a danger to Lauren now.

      He was, too.

      And with that thought, Nikolai lost control.

      A roar of something that wasn’t remotely human tore from his throat as he darted forward. Though he was a younger vampire, The Thirst had given him speed and strength he never had before.

      She was right in front of him, filling his vision. The thump of her pulse, a trippy beat—thu-thump, thu-thump, thu-thump. The scent of her filled his nostrils, making him crazy with desire.

      Nikolai, no!

      Her voice sounded in his head, and at the last second he diverted course.

      The vampire Sergei had been taken by surprise. He hadn’t been expecting the vampire who’d come to save her to also be the one who was now apparently attacking. That surprise caused him to loosen his grip around Lauren’s throat, and Nikolai planted both hands against the other vampire’s shoulders and pushed.

      The tall, narrow window was directly behind him.

      But Sergei didn’t care. Of course he didn’t; he could fly.

      Nikolai watched the look of triumph on Sergei’s face morph to horror as he realised what Henry’s spell had been about, and he plummeted downward.

      There was a thump and a sickening wet squelch. Nikolai peered out of the window to see Sergei had landed on railings below. His heart had been pierced by one of the railings and was now sticking out the front of his chest. It wasn’t enough, however. Though impaled, Sergei continue to wriggle, and Nikolai knew he’d set himself free. With a second roar of anger, he pushed at the large stone squares that made up part of the bottom of the window. One of the stones dislodged, and Nikolai pushed harder. With his inhuman strength, it finally gave way and plunged several hundred feet, directly onto the head of the impaled vampire below. Even Nikolai winced at the distant sound of a skull being completely crushed.

      The ancient vampire turned grey and then crumbled into ash.

      Behind them, Mac had a smaller grey wolf by the scruff of his neck, where he’d hauled him up the rest of the stairs and into the room that had been Lauren’s prison as well as the prison of so many people before her.

      Deacon.

      There was no doubting now that Deacon was guilty. He would face whatever justice The Directive decided was suitable for him.

      After people-trafficking, Nikolai thought that would be death.

      But what of him? Still The Thirst burned through his veins. He was a danger to everyone around him, but most of all to the one person he cared about the most in the world. The same woman who was looking at him beseechingly now.

      His Bloodmate.

      He focused on her, that same feeling of need and desire threatening to take over.

      But then powerful arms locked around his from behind.

      Delia Costanzo.

      “As part of The Directive, I won’t let you harm that woman,” she said. “I’m sorry, Nikolai, but your time has come.”
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      Nikolai had saved her from the vampire who’d taken her, and all she wanted was to be in his arms. She didn’t understand what the female vampire was doing, why she was holding him back, when he’d just saved her.

      Lauren took a couple of steps forward, but instead of opening his arms to her, he shook his head.

      “No, Lauren! Stay away from me.”

      “What?” She didn’t understand what was happening.

      “Get away from me,” he snarled.

      The other people in the stone room exchanged glances, and she looked to Ivan for an explanation. “Ivan, what’s happening?”

      “It’s The Thirst,” he told her.

      The blond man who she now assumed was a witch of some kind said, “Where’s the hourglass?”

      Ivan looked to him. “Are we too late? Has he gone too far? Is it irreversible now, even though Lauren is here?”

      The male witch nodded his chin towards Nikolai. “The hourglass will tell us.”

      Ivan moved towards Nikolai and, with a shaking hand, reached into his pocket and pulled out the hourglass. The bulb at the top was empty.

      “No!” Ivan growled, crushing the object in his fist, and the glass shattered. It must have pierced his skin, but he barely seemed to notice.

      She looked around at everyone, not understanding what was happening.

      “It’s too late,” Ivan explained. “The Thirst has taken hold for good. The Nikolai we know has gone.”

      She looked at her Bloodmate. He already seemed so different, his face changed on a perceptible level. His eyes were almost white now, the silvery blue paled so he looked albino. His face, too, had changed, every jut of his bone more defined, so his jaw looked rigid, his nose carved from ice, his brow jutting out over his eyes in a shelf.

      “No,” she cried. “No, I won’t let him go!”

      Nikolai struggled in the female vampire’s arms. Drooling and snapping like a rabid dog. Lauren assumed the other vampire was far older, and that was the only reason she’d been able to hold him back. He looked at Lauren as though he wanted to kill her, and that was exactly what she thought he would do.

      Her heart broke at the thought. No, she wouldn’t allow this to happen. Her love for him was too great.

      “I’m not afraid.” She pushed back her shoulders and lifted her chin. “You’re not going to hurt me, Nikolai. I know you.”

      The female vampire behind Nikolai glowered at her. “Stay back. I can’t promise I can hold him if you get much closer.”

      A familiar tingling started in her fingers and travelled up her arms. She glanced down to see the blue light glowing from her skin. Blue flames lit and danced from finger to finger, and she held them up. This was her connection to Nikolai, the thing they’d created together. Maybe she always had it inside her, but it was Nikolai who’d brought it to life. It was what bound them. Inside, she no longer felt fear, but only peace.

      “It’s okay,” she said. “You can let him go.”

      Ivan’s voice came from somewhere to her right. “Lauren, don’t!”

      But she ignored him and kept walking.

      “Let him go,” she told Delia. “I don’t care if he kills me. I won’t be able to live my life without him anyway, but please trust me when I say I know he won’t.”

      Something in her tone must have reached her, as the other vampire loosened her grip.

      With a snarl, Nikolai bounded towards her.

      Lauren let out a cry and lifted both hands. She didn’t know how she managed it, but before his teeth had reached her throat, she placed both palms against his chest, and gave a mental thrust, pouring the blue light into Nikolai’s heart.

      The effect was as though she’d just electrocuted him.

      He flew back, hitting the floor, his body jerking and trembling under the power of the energy she’d passed on. The light condensed at his chest, but then spread out, encasing him entirely.

      For a horrifying moment, she thought she’d done the wrong thing and had managed to kill him herself, but the blue light gradually faded from around him. His face returned to normal, and his eyes blinked open. They were back to being blue again, and, when she caught his eye, he looked like himself again.

      Nikolai pushed himself to sitting. “What happened?”

      Lauren let out a sob of relief and threw herself to the floor, into his lap. He caught her up in his arms and held her tight, his hand stroking her hair.

      “Shush, everything’s all right. Everyone’s safe.”

      And they were.

      They stayed that way for awhile, allowing everything that had happened to sink in, and to finally comprehend that they were back together, and no one was going to hurt them again.
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      Deacon Thorn was taken into custody by The Directive. Things weren’t looking good for him. He’d either face death, or a very long time in jail. Either way, he’d be taken off the streets of London, and his clubs would be shut down. The werewolf was over in this city.

      Ivan left to go and break the news to Deacon’s daughter. He knew it wasn’t going to go down well, but he thought she deserved to know what her father had been doing, though he knew he wasn’t going to get any thanks for being the one to break the news.

      Nikolai and Lauren were happy to return home.

      They still had a couple of hours until morning, and though they were both battered and exhausted, they wanted to curl up in bed and just be together. First of all, Lauren wanted to wash the smell of Sergei from her skin.

      They got into the shower together, and Nikolai washed her long dark hair, smoothing soap over her skin, working as gently as he could. This wasn’t about sex right now, even though being naked with her immediately gave him a semi-erection. He ignored it, though, focusing on her.

      It hurt him to see that the other vampire had hurt her. Twin pinpricks of bites marked the smooth skin of her neck, and the sight made him want to rage, even though the creature who’d done this to her was gone now. It felt as though Sergei had put his mark on her, when that should only have ever been Nikolai’s job.

      He wanted to make it go away, to hide those marks with bites of his own, but only if it was what she wanted, too.

      Nikolai finished rinsing her hair and then helped her from the shower, wrapping her in a thick, white towel. She was so tough, after everything she’d been through, and then saving him from The Thirst as well. He literally owed her his life.

      Still wrapped in her towel, and him with one wrapped around his waist, he lifted her and carried her to the bed. Gently, he set her down, her dark hair still damp from the shower, spreading across the pillow. He lay down beside her. She’d been uncharacteristically quiet, and he worried about how much of her energy she’d given him when she’d healed him from The Thirst, and what sort of emotional trauma she had suffered. He wanted to make her well again, in the same way she’d cured him.

      “I can heal them,” he told her, touching her neck softly. “Let me bite where he has bitten, and I’ll use my saliva to heal you. I can make it look as though they were never there.”

      She looked up at him with those big dark eyes that he’d fallen in love with and nodded. “Yes, I don’t want to see them anymore. It’s like he put a brand on me.”

      “He could have healed them if he wanted,” he growled. “He left you marked on purpose.”

      He could see his words were upsetting her, and managed to clamp his mouth shut. Instead, he touched the tips of his fingers to her chin, lifted her face to his. He kissed her gently, knowing that if he made the bites pleasurable, it would be far easier on her.

      She opened her mouth to him, and he pulled her closer, so they lay face to face, only the towels separating their skin. He wanted her, and the towel did nothing to disguise the fact. His hand ran down the smooth skin of her thigh, and his tongue pushed into her mouth. Lauren let out a moan and pressed herself closer, her hand on his hip.

      She tasted amazing, and, after the shower, there was no hint of the scent of Sergei on her delectable skin. He could smell her blood, and a second desire rose within him. This time, however, he was in control. He’d never do anything to hurt her. Not now.

      He moved his hand to the inside of her thigh, testing how responsive she was to him. With a sigh of pleasure, she parted her legs, giving him access. He slipped his hand to her most intimate place, planning to bring her to the point of ecstasy before he tried to heal the marks that bastard had left on her.

      He pushed one finger inside her heat, and then a second. Lauren’s hips moved against him, urging him on, and his cock throbbed. He wanted to be inside her, but was also worried it might take him too far. He needed to be able to control what he was doing, and being on the brink of his own orgasm might make him lose it.

      Lauren’s breathing grew ragged as he worked her, using his thumb to circle her clit as his fingers pushed deep. Her kisses became hungry, and he knew she was close.

      Working his way from her mouth, across her jaw, and down to her throat, he allowed his fangs to descend, and he positioned himself directly above the marks Sergei had made.

      The tips of his fangs touched her skin, and the result was instantaneous. Lauren let out a scream and pushed him away, backpedalling up the bed to put space between them.

      Her dark eyes were wide, her skin pale as she stared at him. He hated that he’d inspired such emotion in her.

      “I’m sorry, Nikolai. I’m so sorry. I just can’t ... I can’t ...”

      Tears brimmed in her eyes and spilled down her cheeks.

      He reached out and pulled her into his arms. “It’s okay, baby. It’s okay. We don’t have to do that. I was only trying to help.”

      But even as he held her, rocking her gently as she cried, worry carved its way into his soul. She was his Bloodmate, but what if she never let him feed from her? It was something he’d have to live with, and all that mattered was that she was safe. But still, a little part of his soul withered. A vampire who’d never be able to feed from his Bloodmate. It was wrong on so many levels, and even though he was dead, Nikolai found himself hating Sergei even more for what he had done to them. The bastard was ash, yet he’d still managed to leave his mark.
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        One month later

      

      

      

      It took time.

      Though Nikolai did his best to heal her through love, she knew he wanted more. He was a vampire, and it hurt him to know another vampire had fed from her when he hadn’t. Even if that vampire was dead now.

      But for Lauren, it was more than she could bear.

      She had numerous flashbacks of her time spent in the tower, of how Ivan’s maker had clamped his cold mouth around her throat and sank his teeth in. She woke from her nightmares coated in cold sweat, gasping, as she tried to untangle her dreams from reality.

      Over time, however, the nightmares grew less frequent.

      She and Nikolai spent every moment together, and she fell into his sleeping pattern, spending the nights with him, as he taught her what he knew about his business, and they made love at every opportunity. Lauren’s days of stealing to get by were behind her, and she knew she’d never again have to stay in a hostel.

      Her thoughts hadn’t left the people she’d met during her time on the streets, however, and she told Nikolai that she’d like to spend her time helping them. Already, she was putting plans together on how to open a shelter of her own, one that helped people who needed it the most—offering a bed for the night, or a hot meal, or even just a shower and warm clothes, if that was what they needed.

      She knew Nikolai was struggling with his natural desires, however. He was a vampire, and she wanted him to be able to do what came most naturally to him. She remembered how it felt when they’d first had sex, how she’d wanted him to do it, even getting an erotic thrill from the thought. But now Sergei had ruined that for them.

      But she didn’t want him to have. She didn’t want that son of a bitch to have taken anything from them.

      As she stood in the kitchen one evening, preparing a meal from their now fully stocked kitchen, Nikolai caught her around the waist and planted a kiss on her shoulder.

      “Nikolai,” she said, twisting in his arms to face him. “I think I’m ready.”

      He frowned. “Ready? Ready for what?”

      “For you to ...” She gestured to her throat.

      His eyebrows lifted. “You are? You’re sure? There’s no rush. You know that.”

      “Yes, I do. But I also know I don’t want Sergei to win. I don’t want him to leave any kind of imprint on me, and even though the marks on my neck have faded, he left his scars on my heart. I healed you through the energy I had inside me, so maybe you can heal me with what makes you what you are.”

      A small smile touched his perfect lips. “You know I’m happy to try.”

      She exhaled a sigh of relief. “Good.”

      “But if any point you want to stop, you just need to say.”

      She reached out and touched her fingers to his cheek. “I trust you, Nikolai.”

      He leaned in and kissed her, and then lifted her, so her legs wrapped around his hips.

      Nikolai wore only a pair of sweatpants, which hung low off his hips. She couldn’t get enough of his beautiful body, and she thought she loved him even more like this, having discovered the more relaxed version of Nikolai that she hadn’t been totally sure existed at first. She loved to run her palms over his skin, marvelling over the smoothness and the solid mass of muscle beneath.

      Still holding her, he stepped forward so her bottom hit the countertop. She reached back and scrabbled around, pushing the vegetables she’d been chopping for an omelette onto the floor. She suddenly didn’t care about her hunger anymore. He pushed her up, so she was steady on the surface. It had brought her to the exact right height. Nerves fluttered around her stomach. Sex with Nikolai was always incredible, but now there was something else on the table, and that made her nervous.

      All she was wearing was another one of his shirts—a favourite of hers now—and her underwear. As he kissed her, his hands went to the buttons, and he popped them open, one by one, exposing her naked breasts. His hand cupped a soft globe, his fingers pinching the nipple, and Lauren let out a moan.

      Nikolai ducked his head to her breast, and his lips covered her nipple. He pulled it into his mouth, drawing it long and pointed. His mouth on her nipple seemed to have a direct line to her pussy, and her hips pushed towards him, craving his attention.

      He responded, pushing his hand between her thighs and yanking her underwear to one side. He circled her clit a couple of times, and then separated her folds. She was already wet—just being near him made her wet—and he pushed inside her. Lauren let out a gasp, her back arching. He always knew exactly how to touch her to leave her mewling and begging for more.

      “I can start here, Lauren,” he growled. “It doesn’t have to be your throat.”

      She knew exactly what he meant. “Yes, do it. I want you.”

      Her fingers laced in the back of his soft blond hair, pressing his face closer to her breast.

      His fangs punctured her skin, but it brought her no pain. It was nothing like when Sergei had bitten her—though she didn’t even want the other vampire’s name to cross her thoughts at that moment. Then she’d been filled with pain and horror and revulsion. But it was like any intimate act—when it was desired and given by someone you loved, it meant everything—and Lauren found that Nikolai biting her was exactly the same. She felt a slight pressure in her breast as he drew blood from her, but she loved it. She loved that he was taking something from her that nourished him, and brought them closer together. She didn’t know what she’d been so afraid of all this time.

      She moved her hand lower, reaching for his cock. It was easy to slip her hand beneath the elastic waistband of his sweatpants, and already his cock was fully erect and peeping from the top. She tugged the item of clothing from his hips, and he used his other hand to shove them the rest of the way, before stepping out of them and kicking them to one side.

      He lifted his mouth from her breast and swiped his tongue across the bite wound, healing it. He grinned with wicked pleasure, and she caught a glimpse of his fangs.

      “I didn’t hurt you?” he asked.

      “No, quite the opposite.” She returned his grin. “Now, hurry up and fuck me.”

      He slipped his fingers from her body, and the next moment, he pulled her off the counter and flipped her around. He dragged her underwear down her thighs and kicked her ankles apart. Lauren pushed her bottom out towards him, and he stepped in, bending a little at the knee to get their heights right. Then the smooth head of his cock nudged at her opening, and his hands on her hips held her steady as he thrust in deep.

      “Ah, fuck,” she groaned as she stretched to take him. She loved how he felt so cool inside her, heightening the experience.

      He reached to the front of her body, between her thighs, and strummed her clit, taking her to the next level. She felt every inch of him as his dick slid in and out of her pussy.

      With his other hand, he swept the hair away from her neck, and his lips met her skin. She was so caught up in her building orgasm, she barely even noticed when he bit her a second time, drawing her blood into his mouth as he fucked her.

      “Oh, God, Nikolai. Oh, yes.”

      She gasped and rocked her hips to meet his thrusts.

      A familiar tingling started in her fingers, the hairs on her arms standing on end. She’d thought she’d used up her fae abilities when she’d healed Nikolai from The Thirst. It hadn’t happened since then, even when they’d had sex and she’d orgasmed. But now, as her blood flowed into his mouth, her light resurrected itself, brighter than ever before.

      It engulfed them both, surrounding them in a brilliant luminescence.

      And she could see right into him, could feel everything he was feeling, and knew he was doing the same. He was everything to her, just as she was everything to him.

      And as he unravelled inside her, giving himself to her, just as she was giving herself to him, they both knew this was right.

      This was exactly how it should be.
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