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To those who are searching for redemption, whatever it may be for—this is for you.





“There are crimes of passion and crimes of logic. The boundary between them is not clearly defined.” ― Albert Camus
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Content Warning









Some but not all: Imprisonment. Morally Gray Characters. Murder and Mayhem. Stockholm Syndrome. Non-Con. Depression. Suicidal thoughts/ideation. Anxiety/panic attacks. Betrayal. Blood play. Multiple partners. Aggressive acts that are both sexual and non-sexual. A misunderstood villain. Family Trauma. Violence. Bullying. Struggles with mental health, grief, and loss.
There isn’t heavy BDSM in this book like the previous book, but there is blood play and carnage since there are vampires involved. 
As always, if I forgot any TWs, my deepest apologies as it’s not my intention.
This book is intended for readers 18+ due to its mature nature.
If you are looking for a happy book, this isn’t it. There are moments, yes, but there are multiple points of heartache amongst these pages ahead. No happy endings here (it’s also not the last book), and the main character is put through the wringer in all sorts of various ways. This book doesn’t focus on the jade-eyed twins or their bonds, and there’s a lot of heartbreak heading your way.  
This book is heavy and may not be suited for some readers, but I promise it comes together in the next book. The happy ending is coming for Karina and her mates—after all the trauma, of course. 
Not this time though.
Into the Red is all about the rabbit hole. The instability, chaos, and spiraling journey. It’s not meant to make you happy, or the characters.
Buckle in for the ride ahead and the emotions to come along with it. I hope to see you at the end.
Please don’t put a leash on me after reading this one, although I probably do belong in timeout.
-R.N.A.




Chapter 1







The night breeze caressed my face as I gazed into the water’s reflections, pondering the past few weeks, months even. I had spent the past two months traveling from Belgium northward toward Amsterdam. 
The journey involved staking out local hotspots, exploring, and blending in with tourists. I would marvel at the sights and beauty each place held. Aside from missing my mates, I had a mission from The Council, unfortunately, it was not a fun vacation. 
Take down Gabriel
by any means necessary. I would do it too. 
Our lives and sanity depended on it. A lot was riding on this. 
Grueling task aside, I was confident and felt more prepared after all those months of researching and listening to all the intel from my mates, Margo, and Patrick. 
By the Saints, I missed them all so much.   
Recalling the initial conversation upon leaving London, I sighed as the water below and in front of me twinkled under the city lights.
The phone call went something like this:
“Karina?”
“Yes, hi. Just landed in Belgium. I’ll spend a couple of weeks getting to know the surroundings before going northward,” I told her casually. A huff echoed into my eardrums.
“So, you’re just going to pretend that you didn’t slip out under their noses, leaving my brothers alone and sad? They woke up expecting to see you, Rina, and you were gone. A shit move if you ask me. No note this time. Nothing? Really?”
I sighed heavily so she could hear it. There was little expectation of anyone being happy about my departure. None of us were happy with the situation or being separated, knowing what Gabriel was capable of. 
“I’m not great with goodbyes. I wouldn’t have been able to leave them if they took me to the airport. I left on my terms. I’m sorry to have worried you all… It’s hard enough to leave them, Mar.”
She sounded defeated, before humming, seemingly considering my words.
“I think I like that nickname, let’s keep it. I’ll let you off the hook this time. I’ve watched them both be pouty all fucking day. Two lost puppies. I told them to go do something useful like manage your club or clean something. It was dreadful.”
A fit of laughter escaped me then. Lost puppies, of all things. I could see a cartoon makeup of two dark, jade-eyed puppies, pouting and waiting by the door. The image in my head made me smirk.
“I miss you already, P.I.C. (Partner in Crime).”
“I miss you too. Keep in touch and find that asshole soon. Remember what I said before, toy with him until you have him wrapped around your finger then take him out. Use your siren call, Miss Angel of Death. Let your wings fly. Whenever that day comes, I want to hear it all in extreme detail. Then, we’ll throw the biggest party in London. We need you alive and safe, Karina.”
I laughed lightly, agreeing with her completely.  
“Of course. Take care of my puppies for me, and please take care of yourself too. Don’t worry about me, I’ll be fine.”
“If you say so. If I don’t strangle them first.”
With a smile, we said our goodbyes and hung up.
Feeling slightly guilty about how I left them, I sighed, heading towards the place I’d be staying for a short time after I hung up the phone with her. 
Not even twelve hours away from them and I’m ready to be back at home in bed with them both. 
I knew whenever that day came, it would be something long-awaited. I had a strong feeling The Council mission wouldn’t be less than a year. I didn’t like it one bit.
Weeks passed since that last conversation and location. Once I did make it to Amsterdam, I called Margo to update her, and how I was still tracking Gabriel. The conversation was short, and she told me to stay safe. My heart tugged at the thought of how much longer I’d be gone from all of them. I just hoped it wouldn’t be another seven years.
Aside from the country’s beauty, which I was in love with, I knew I couldn’t get too side-tracked. I was fortunate enough with my luck that I did indeed find him. He didn’t know it yet, but I certainly did. It’s why I stood there admiring the view of the water, and what I was about to do. Mentally preparing to meet Gabriel for the first time.
I spent the past week searching and figuring out places he frequented. I kept my distance and didn’t make my presence known. Based on the photographs, I was able to find him easily enough. 
Gabriel seemed to enjoy the nightlife and venturing to tourist locations. He liked to eat finer foods and party at popular nightclubs. How cliché. 
I planned to make myself known that night. I had my makeup, hair, and attire suitable for the nightclub I knew I’d find him in. I made sure I wore a sexy dress exposing my tattooed wings. For sex appeal, of course. Males were easy to figure out when they spotted something pretty to look at. 
My only plan that night was to get him to notice me, and then I’d go from there. I needed to figure out a way to get to know him personally, and I would do everything and anything to do so.
Okay, Karina, you can do this.
My mates weren’t wrong, Gabriel was hot. I hadn’t been up close and personal with him yet, but from the distances I had seen, he had pale, blonde hair combed back and a masculine face that gave all the appeal for eyes to linger. He dressed modern, and he also appeared to be in great shape. Do all vampires just come out perfect or what? So deadly, but so beautiful.
I took in the buildings around me and the city light’s reflections, I would find out just what he looked like up close soon enough. My only question was, would he catch on, or did he already sense another vampire’s presence? Did he know I was sent for him? 
Regardless, I was ready to play. I wouldn’t reveal my cards too soon. I needed to see what games he’d bring to the table.
With that final thought, I walked away from the water’s edge, heading towards the popular nightclub. I walked like a woman with purpose until I arrived, taking a deep breath as I walked in and removed my coat to hang it up in a safe location near the entrance. The music was thumping, familiar but also not. There were laser lights and a crowd to go with it. How the hell would I find him in this crowd? Perhaps I wouldn’t have to.
I looked at my surroundings taking in the two floors as people danced all around.
It was plain for a nightclub, but the music was decent enough. It made me miss my club and the memories to go with it. I mentally wished I was elsewhere with the people I loved. 
You can’t think about that now, Karina, remember why you are here.
I nodded my head to the beats, heading towards the bar to find something strong to drink. Liquid courage was needed for me to relax my nerves about the possibility of what could come next. I took two drinks of whatever the bartender recommended and chugged them down. After paying and tipping, I breathed deeply, slowly closing my eyes and opening them. The alcohol started to zing through my bloodstream already. Thank you, vampirism. The Saints blessed me in odd ways, but who was I to complain?
Time to dance, Rina. Let that inner siren out. Perhaps you can lure him to his death immediately. 
At least I’d see my mates again, I just needed to finish the task given to me and focus. 
There were too many people in the nightclub, I’d never find him in the crowd. Maybe he knew I was already onto him and disappeared? That wouldn’t work well in my favor.
I tried to clear my mind as I sauntered over to the dancing throng, squeezing my way further into the warm-bodied crowd until I found a spot with enough space. 
I began to move my body slowly, getting a feel for the groove of the beats. It didn’t take too long until I sensed the feeling of being watched. I pretended not to notice as I wasn’t there to incite violence. Not tonight anyway. I wanted to showcase that I was harmless and merely there for a good time. The less Gabriel knew, the better. 
I closed my eyes and let the music take me away. More songs passed as I swayed my hips, putting my hands in my hair, and I let out a blissful sigh. I still felt I was being watched, and I had a strong suspicion he found me. As if a cat were ready to pounce and play.
After the song ended, I slowly brought my hands out of my hair and back down near my sides. Chills crawled up my spine as the feeling of being prey washed all around when his masculine voice resonated from behind me.
“What’s a pretty vampire doing in a place like this? In this town?”
Hmm. Careful, Karina.
“Do I need a reason to travel and dance?” I asked obliviously.
“Is that so?” I couldn’t see him, but it made me wonder if he was doubtful or just figured I was an idiot vamp.
I shrugged. “Sorry to disappoint you with my answer… Now, are you going to keep talking about the weather, or are you going to dance with me?”
I heard a chuckle and remembered we were the only ones, to my knowledge anyway, that could hear each other over the music. Vampiric hearing, remember?
“How can I say no when a beautiful woman asks me such things?”
I turned my head to the side before feeling his hands settle on my waist then his hard body was pressed against mine. 
So, the dance with the devil begins. 
I told myself at that moment, no matter the ending of whatever was to come, I would give him my kiss of death. I would give it to him if it were the last thing I ever did. I made the promise to myself as I dared to place my hands above his.
“You smell new and sweet. Sweet but deadly. My favorite type,” he whispered into my ear, and I felt his breath against my neck, igniting a chill up my spine.
Strangers we were, however, I knew he was intrigued enough to fall for my bait. I debated with myself how far I wanted to go that first night. I settled with only luring him in, playing coy, and flirting with the promise to see him again. 
It didn’t matter who a person was, the chase was always the best part. Everyone knew that and knew how short-lived it was. I wanted to show him that it was my game, not his.
I danced with him behind me for some time before I finally turned around to peer at him up close.
His eyes were a similar shade of blue to my own. It made me wonder if he wore contacts since his eyes were supposed to be orange. No wonder he got away with shit so often. That makes sense. 
He wore a white shirt and dark pants with his pale hair combed back. There was something about his simple attire that still made him brighten the room with allure. It was enough to make normal people think he was harmless, but in the back of my mind, I knew better. A devil in disguise. 
His pointer finger curled, tipping my chin, noticing how I took him in.
“Do you like what you see?”
“You aren’t so bad, I guess.”
“You wound me.” He smirked, and my lips curled up, giving him a shy look.
His eyes shined mischievously, and it made me wonder what thoughts had crossed his mind then. Too bad I wasn’t a mind-reader. 
I began to move with him as he removed his hand from under my chin.
“What drink would you enjoy this evening? Spiked vodka, whisky, or something else?”
I wasn’t sure what he meant by spiked, but I was certain I’d find out shortly.
“Whatever you’re drinking,” I told him with my sweetest smile, and he smiled so beautifully I wondered if everyone believed his smiles to be genuine. Maybe it’s a part of the games he plays too. 
“Vodka it is. I think you’ll appreciate how I make it.”
He grabbed my hand, and it was warmer and more tingly than I expected as he led me toward the bar. I stared at the back of his head after he offered a flirty smile. He has the charm; I’ll give him that. The looks too. 
Once we neared closer, he told me he’d be back. Releasing my hand and disappearing, I looked around the place, wondering about the guises of Gabriel based on what I heard. Maybe he changed from when he turned Tristan?
Why would he abandon him anyway, or Margo? There must be more to the story.
My chest felt tight while I blinked a few times before Gabriel reappeared with two glasses of a rouge liquid. Oh, that’s what he meant on spiked vodka. Spiked with blood.
“It’s a delicious delicacy to drink my favorite things together.”
I raised my glass to him in a toast after he handed me one, and he did the same, giving me an amused look. 
He wasn’t wrong, it was delightful.
“Good choices indeed,” I told him as he took me in again. Yes, keep looking.
I told him moments later, “Now you’re staring, do you like what you see?”
Taking a sip of the vamp drink, I watched him carefully consider me, his gaze doing a full once over.
“Not bad.” 
Okay, I asked for that one.
I smirked between sips, wondering if anyone else noticed the red liquid in our cups or if he didn’t care about hiding who and what he was. I realized his gaze didn’t move away from me as I casually looked around, drinking the deliciousness in my glass.
When I turned back towards him, I tilted my head and mouthed, “What?”
“Does my dance partner this evening have a name?”
I debated heavily on how to respond. Alias and he was bound to know I was lying and up to no good. The truth then.
“Karina. Kari preferably.” 
Yes, I would give myself a new identity while I was with him. An extension of myself, without making me think of the names my favorite people called me. I didn’t want him to say my many names, so I gave him something old and new.
“Kari, it is. I suppose it’s only fair to share mine in return since you were honest. I am Gabriel, but for you, call me Gabe.”
I offered him a smile.
“Thanks for being this evening’s dance partner Gabe. Perhaps I can convince you to be a future dance partner? Will you be here tomorrow as well?” I finished my drink after I spoke.
His lips moved upward, “I’ll bite. I have nothing but time. Surely, you aren’t leaving so soon when the night is still young?”
“Of course not.” I walked over towards the bar to set the glass down, and he appeared behind me doing the same as both of his arms went around me bracing the bar top.
“Then, let’s continue where we left off earlier, shall we?”
I felt his breath on me as I turned around.
“We shall,” I said with a flirty smirk, seeing his eyes dance under the flashing lights. Maybe that was his way of luring me in.
He moved his arms away, holding out his hand for me. Giving it a quick glance, I took it, and we walked back into the dancing crowd once more. 
It was interesting having him pressed tight against me, and I had to mentally remind myself to look like I was having a great time and that I was into all of it. With the help of alcohol, it wasn’t too hard. The blood in the drink also incited a sense of lust I tried to ignore. 
At the end of the night, I didn’t bring him home, and I did meet him the following night. We danced more intimately than the previous night, and he walked with me through the city near dawn.
“You’ve been a pleasant distraction, Kari,” he later told me, standing close to me on the sidewalk. We had several of his special
drinks that night, and I had the strangest urge to kiss him.
“So have you,” I stated with a sweet look.
He turned towards me as the dawning light reflected his ancient beauty and an air about him that I’m sure enticed thousands. Hell, it was reeling me in too—not going to lie.
“I have a good feeling about you and me,” he stated contemplatively, bringing his hands to pull me in for a deep kiss. It took me by surprise that it took a moment to return it and put my arms around him. I didn’t realize how powerful his kiss was until he pulled away shortly later, both of us breathless. 
“Just as lovely as I thought it would be,” Gabriel whispered with a thoughtful expression, but other things flashed across his face that I couldn’t put my finger on. I could only imagine the lustful thoughts scrolling through his mind. My own mind was starting down the path I wasn’t ready for. Mission or not, I’d need to mentally prepare. Now wasn’t it.
“I may need another before we part,” I told him, feigning shyness and looking away.
“Then, maybe I can entice you for dinner tonight then?” 
I slowly looked back at him, catching his cute smirk.
“Okay,” I said quickly before pulling him into another kiss. Thankfully, he responded the way I wanted, squeezing my sides as my hand cradled his head while our tongues entwined. He pulled me closer and sighed through his nose as if restraining himself. Good, let him squirm.
“All in good time, Kari.” He said breaking the kiss.
I pouted in fake disappointment, and he chuckled, kissing my cheek.
“Do you have a food preference?” He asked as the sun rose, and we began to walk.
“Tasty food is my only requirement,” I mentioned casually, and he seemed humored by my response.
“Very well. I shall see you this evening in this spot,” he confirmed, and I made note of the location being four blocks from where I stayed.
“I look forward to it.” I breathed out, catching his bright gaze. He really is gorgeous. 
“Sweet dreams, Kari. I’ll meet you in them.” His tone was suggestive as I gave him a classic Karina flirty look. Or maybe it was Nyx’s alter ego, who’s to say?
“Likewise, Gabe,” I crooned. 
Something flickered in his eyes briefly before he gave me a quick peck and disappeared into the morning sun. I stood there a moment watching the sun climb up higher, continuing my walk alone. I couldn’t keep the smirk off my face as I walked back to where I stayed. It was a successful weekend, and all was going according to my plan. 
I was gone hours later, for I would not be meeting Gabriel for dinner.




Chapter 2



Bremen, Germany was my next stop before making my way up to Copenhagen, Denmark.
I never showed up to dinner that night and left two hours later, spending the rest of the day aboard various transportation until I reached Germany. I had a feeling, he’d either feel rejected or take the bait I laid out for him. I wasn’t sure when I’d run into him again, but I had a suspicion I’d meet him in Denmark.
Bremen was a cute place full of history, and I enjoyed the Romanesque and Gothic architecture. The cathedral in town was absolutely spectacular, rising in two tall columns and reaching up toward the sky at sharpened points. It made me wish I had a polaroid camera, for the image of it stayed in my mind as I checked into a hotel for the evening. 
At dinner, I found information on Hamburg, which would be my next stop. I wanted to know more about the nightlife and hotspots, along with popular tourist-food places. I didn’t pick up on the German language as much as I’d liked, but I was grateful to experience the city of Bremen and its beauty. Not lingering there but a little over a day later, I made my way over to Hamburg. I wanted to stay a few days to rest and recuperate while enjoying the sights.
Hamburg was just as lovely with artistic buildings, Baroque churches, and postmodern looks. There was an appreciation for the variety of styles the city offered, and I wanted to linger longer.
The hotel I checked into was in a nice little spot that overlooked the water in the distance. I had a weakness for great views.
Traveling, mission or not, was surely a wondrous adventure. Reasoning aside, I could appreciate the beauty of the new surroundings in each place. 
After an afternoon nap, I ate more deliciousness the locals had to offer before I decided to venture out into the night. 
A plum dress was my choice that evening with simple black shoes. I pinned my hair back with light, easy makeup. That night, I just wanted to enjoy some tunes and dancing without trouble or worries. I didn’t think Gabriel would show up there, as previous papers from The Council mentioned his pattern didn’t stop in Hamburg. In theory, I should be okay.
I walked the city streets toward one of the recommended club hotspots. Walking into the place, I was amazed at the openness of the space. The music was also good. Skipping the drinks initially, the music inspired me to dance first and drink later. Walking further into the crowd, I found a spot and two women turned around with smiles and began dancing with me. I didn’t mind it and joined them, feeling overjoyed to be pressed between two beautiful women for a change.
The three of us shared smiles and laughter. They already had a head start on the drinking, so it made sense to me on their friendliness, and I found it infectious. Time escaped from me. After a while, I sensed I was being watched, by not only one, but multiple people. I had a feeling none of them were Gabriel, as I figured he’d showcase his anger at first contact since I…bailed.
It made me wonder if the people watching me, or possible vampires, were either dangerous, curious, simply observing, or a combination of all three. Regardless, I didn’t want trouble, so I continued dancing hoping the feeling would fade, but it did not. Deciding to test a theory, I waved to my dancing partners before heading to the bar alone. My only hope was that whoever had their eyes on me wouldn’t be a nuisance. 
I found a spot on an empty barstool and ordered, to my surprise they spoke English. I breathed a sigh of relief at the male working. I’ve been getting suspiciously lucky with finding people to communicate with.
The bartender chuckled at my relief, handing the mixed drink to me, and I sipped it blissfully. It was during the next few moments; I heard a voice I didn’t expect to hear.
“I never thought I’d ever see your face again, Karina. I almost didn’t believe it until my partner here confirmed it. It is you. You’ve been remade and reborn. Different, but still as beautiful as you always were.” 
I took a large gulp of my drink before turning slightly and seeing two figures in my periphery. 
Well, so much for not having problems come up. 
Fuck.
“Hello, Carmen,” I tried to keep my tone light and casual, biting back the old emotions from years ago from a different time and another version of myself.
“It is good to see you. I like this look for you too. The wings are also fitting.”
“Thank you.” I turned around fully with my drink taking her in and her partner. I recognized him immediately. 
“Hello, Karina, it’s nice to see you again. I’m not sure if you remember my name from The Council meeting, but I’m Lucien, Leticia’s brother.” 
The mind-reader. 
Wait, did that mean, Carmen was also a…
“Yes, to answer your question, she’s sired,” he answered politely. 
I needed to be careful about anything I thought about or said in his presence. Not sure I trusted his reactions if I said anything… unsatisfactory about his partner. 
I saw the two share a look of understanding as he squeezed her hand.
“It’s good to see you again, Lucien. How is your sister?” I asked in the same tone, staying civil, and he relaxed his shoulders. 
I’m not going to hurt anyone, Lucien, take it easy. My short life story explanation doesn’t mean I want trouble. I’ve forgiven her.
Something flickered in his eyes when I caught his gaze. To be honest, I wasn’t sure he believed me entirely.
“Thank you… She is well. I’ll tell her you send your best wishes and greetings.”
“Thank you. Please do.”
I caught Carmen observing me then. She hadn’t changed at all, and Lucien had his hair long and black still. His eyes were still a sea of darkness. A dark, captivating beauty he was as if he were as ancient as the city itself, coming from a different era and period. It made me wonder if he was older or close to Gabriel’s age. I knew The Council was centuries old, but I was unsure of further logistics other than what I was already told.
“I didn’t know you were in this city, Carmen. I don’t want any trouble,” I admitted, draining the rest of my drink.
I heard her sigh, seemingly at a loss for words.
“I can make myself scarce if that makes you more comfortable,” I added quickly.
She shook her head as Lucien put a gentle hand on her upper back.
“No, stay. I’m just happy to gaze upon your face for a while. Don’t mind me. I know the last time we saw each other it wasn’t…pleasant. I’m sorry for any and all damages I’ve done over the years…” 
Well, I guess we’re having this conversation here in public.
She went on, “it wasn’t about the money all those years ago, Karina. My intuition gave me a sense of relief. Tristan would be good for you and would be able to help you more so than I ever could. It hurt me to do so, you must understand. I loved you, and I will always love you. It all went to shit, and I could’ve handled things better. I realized my mistakes after I made them, unfortunately. All I wanted was for you to be happy and thrive in life, whether I was involved or not. I’m sorry for hurting you and betraying your trust. I’m glad Tristan sired you, and that you’re blessed with not one, but two mates who will love you for the rest of your life. I’ve heard only good things.” She looked over at Lucien with a sweet smile that he returned. 
I bit back the sick feeling in my stomach. An uncomfortable heartache spread from the chest. Mistakes or not, I wasn’t ready to talk about it that night. And Donnie…those years spent on revenge and the heartache of moving on from who I was, along with who I’d be becoming for taking down Gabriel. 
“Speaking of mates, where are they?” Lucien asked, distracting me from my thoughts.
“They’re off doing work-related matters that involve expansion, so I decided to do some traveling myself while they were away. Shall I tell them you say hello?” I responded casually. I wasn’t sure if I should say anything in front of Carmen or not about Council business.
“Of course. I’m glad things are going well,” he commented with a knowing smile.
I turned to look at Carmen to respond to what she previously admitted to.
“Thank you for speaking your truth. It means a lot. I forgave you years ago. I couldn’t hold onto things that weighed me down. You have my forgiveness, Carmen. I will always be grateful to you for saving me and loving me. Congratulations are in order too. Eternal-hood. You wear it well. I’m glad you have someone to call your own too.” 
I bit back any other thoughts of what I truly felt, offering them both a thoughtful smile. She reached for my hand, and I didn’t think about it much as I took it squeezing it slightly.
“Thank you, Karina. It means a lot to hear that. Lucien and I are very happy.”
“I’m glad. Would either of you like a drink?” I offered, trying to be polite. It made me wonder if I fell short as Lucien shook his head, and Carmen answered with a small smile.
“Thank you, we were just on our way out. I still have my business to run. I just wanted to see you… How long are you in town? Can we meet up tomorrow for lunch? Please?”
I agreed to her request, biting back the reluctance with a smile as she told me where to meet her.
“Great! I can’t wait. Before I go, one of my Dom’s wants to see you.” She smiled brightly, and I saw Lucien’s lips turn up. 
Dom, not Domme? Hmm. Things certainly have changed.
“Oh. O-Okay. It was good to see you both. I’ll see you tomorrow, Carmen,” I said as she squeezed my hand again before they said their goodbyes and quickly left.
Wondering who Carmen was referring to, I turned back around asking for a refill, then I felt a tap on my shoulder. My refilled drink came at the same time, and I turned around pleasantly surprised.
“Jim? What are you doing here?”
The man himself beamed and he looked as handsome as I last remembered him nearly a decade ago.
My precious blonde preyling.
“You’re as beautiful as always, Mistress. No matter what you look like.”
My heart fluttered as I hugged him, and he returned it. Of course, he remembered the dark-haired Mistress he had come to know all those years ago.
“It’s truly wonderful to see you. Can I tempt you to join me for a drink?”
“I’m all yours,” he said in a seductive tone that made my lips quirk up. He squeezed in beside me and memories flooded from years ago when he was my willing prey. I ordered him a drink, and we clinked our glasses.
“To you, Nyx.” His brown eyes ignited something familiar in me as we shared knowing gazes. 
I knew how that night would end. For old times’ sake, I’d indulge. Technically, I was a free woman since Tristan and Fabien had a mutual understanding.
“How much time do you have, Jimmy?” I asked coyly, and something flickered in his eyes as he responded in a low tone.
“For you, all night.” 
I smiled with my eyes while taking a drink. So, it begins again.
“I was hoping you’d say that. Will you dance with me after our drinks?” I went on before I chugged the rest of the drink down.
“Yes,” he responded before doing the same.
I got up and took his hand into mine, giving him an inviting look. Leading him towards the dancefloor into the middle of the crowd, he squeezed my hand before pulling me close.
“I could die happy being here with you now. I knew I’d see you again. It was part of the reason I teamed up with Carmen. I was sad that you were no longer a part of it, but it didn’t stop me from hoping.” He kissed my forehead as I looked up at him.
“I’m sorry I didn’t bring my rope or whip with me,” I teased, and he seemed delighted over the prospect of it.
“Not that I’d complain, it’s not necessary. This right here is enough for me. I’m always happy with whatever you give me. I’m also happy to see you ditched your gloves, not that I minded. You’ve changed.”
“You’re still as handsome as ever I see. What do they feed you?” 
His laughter was genuine and light as we swayed to the music, and I joined him with the laughter of my own.
“Charming as always. Glad that didn’t change.” 
I grinned, feeling proud, and he bent down to kiss my cheek.
“Will you be mine for one more night?” His eyes burned with the lights of a familiar spark I remembered.
“For you, I suppose,” I told him as I ran my hands up his chest.
He breathed out placing his hands on mine, squeezing them before bringing them to his lips.
The song changed, and he stole a kiss from my lips before turning me around so that I was pressed hard against him. 
I let a short breath escape as we began our seductive dance, like all those years ago at the mansion in L.A. Leaning into him fully, I closed my eyes, enjoying his company and his body heat. We lost ourselves there on the dance floor and tangled with each other hours later.
At dawn when he left my room where I stayed, he lingered by the door.
“If I’m ever lucky enough to see you again, make no mistake, I won’t let you go easily next time. I don’t care about the time, place, or who you are with. You are an unforgettable woman; one I’d be a fool to leave a third time.”
I breathed out and pulled him into another kiss before we snuck in another round. After, he kissed me goodbye, and I locked the door behind me. 
It was flattering, but personally, Jim was good for a fun time, but there was no way I’d go long-term with him, whether I had mates or not. 
Speaking of mates, I recalled a conversation with them not long before I left the UK.
I had told them, “When I’m gone, for however long, if you need a release of whatever that entails, I won’t take it personally. You are free to do what you wish. I’m no one’s keeper. My heart belongs to you both as does my spirit, the rest is just flesh. It will be both of you I come back to, no one else.”
“It would be selfish of us to expect the same from you. As much as I dislike all of it… We’ll already be miserable, why make you suffer even more?” Tristan said with a sigh, and Fabien agreed with him. 
I hugged them both afterward, making silent vows; we wouldn’t talk about those experiences unless necessary in the future. It was all mutual and agreed upon, although not ideal.
The reality at that moment is that I would choose them every time, but they couldn’t be there with me. I had to endure; we all did.




Chapter 3







I looked across the table at Carmen as we drank wine with our meal.
“I still can’t get over that you’re sitting with me civilly, Karina. It’s something of dreams,” she spoke, considering me carefully.
In case Lucien was nearby and listening, I decided to apologize for smacking her hard across the face. Although, I certainly wasn’t.
“I’m sorry for hurting you as well. Loss consumed me that day and the days following after,” I admitted softly not looking directly at her but off into the distance.
“I know. I struggled with the loss of not one but what I thought would be two.” She bit back the crack forming in her voice. I stole a glance, seeing her eyes downcast toward the table between us in regret.
Carmen paused, taking a deep breath as I did the same. 
“I heard about what became of you… I know Donatella would be proud of you and grateful. I’m also proud of you. Not just for her sake, but yours. You’ve become an unstoppable, untamable force. I taught you well. However, you’ve become what you are on your own. There are things I couldn’t teach you. You’ve done all you can to survive and make it, and I will always be in awe of you. You are not only a beautiful immortal, but you hold a strength not many have.”
Not sure how to respond, I waited a moment before giving her a side-long glance.
“Thank you for saying so. It’s…been a long road. I lost myself for many years, but I also found myself. She found freedom too.” I finally took a bite of my food and sighed. Deliciousness.
“That means more to me to hear that than you know. I always worried about you, Karina. I feel like I can rest easy now knowing you are alright. Your mates are treating you well though?”
She took some bites of her food as I thought over my next words.
“Yes. They are both wonderful, offering so much acceptance. They are beautiful in their own individual ways, twin-thing aside. Initially, I felt undeserving, but they showed me otherwise. I love them both deeply.” I took another bite of food. The sentiment wasn’t a lie, and I meant every word.
“I know exactly what you mean. It’s hard to feel worthy when genuine people cross your path, and it becomes even more complicated when you involve love.” She seemed contemplative as she spoke. 
I dared to ask, “If you don’t mind me asking, how did you come across Lucien?”
She smiled at me, shaking her head. Content over whatever memories she was thinking of could be read all over her face.
“I don’t mind the least bit. I met him around a year or so ago while I lived in Paris. I spent years traveling around to see where I wanted to extend the services of the Dommes, and then I decided to include not only women but men too. Lucien has been so polite the entire time. Eventually, he offered me the sire bond and eternity. I was in disbelief at first about it all, but he was so charming. His sister was also kind to me and accepting. I’m truly grateful for them both. These bonds are everything.”
I offered her a smile.
“I’m glad to hear it. I think after all we have been through, we deserve happiness and the people that bring it.”
“Well put,” she clinked my glass in agreement. 
It was an odd situation for me to be so civil towards her, but I surprised myself with the lie.
We finished our food and wine before she paid and offered to stroll with me through the city.
“How long will you be in town? I’m generally between here and Paris. I have a soft spot for Paris as you already know how much sentimental value it now holds,” she went on after I thanked her again for lunch.
We had walked a few blocks by that point.
“I’ll be here another day or so,” I said simply, not giving anything else away.
“All right, no worries then. I’ve enjoyed your company, Karina. It is good to see you thriving and doing well. You know where to find me should you need anything or want to meet up for dinner. I love you always, my dear. I will always hope for your happiness above my own.”
Sure, you do.
“Thank you. I wish you all the best too.” 
I’m trying here.
She paused beside me, and I took in her middle-aged beauty formed and settled by vampirism. She didn’t look a day past 40. Carmen went to hug me, and I returned it.
“I’ll leave you to enjoy your travels, take care of yourself.” She kissed my cheek, and I returned it.
“You too,” I said to her as we said our goodbyes and I watched her walk in the opposite direction. 
Easing the tension in my shoulders, once I made it back to the hotel, I found myself sinking into the tub. My mind ruminated over the day, the kindness expressed was mostly faked. The reality was, I didn’t give a shit. I probably should’ve, since it was years ago and I’m not that same woman, plus she apologized, genuinely, I think. Yet, I lied when I told her I had forgiven her. I didn’t. Her words didn’t even stir me. I stopped caring about her when I walked away with Donnie’s ashes all those years ago. She could claim regret all day. I didn’t want to hear it. 
Also, the fact she’s a vampire too? 
Damn The Saints.
I had originally wanted to stay an extra day or two, but I didn’t want to risk running into any of them again. Not Carmen, Lucien, Jim, or anyone else. The last thing I needed was Jim interfering with my mission.
I grabbed my two traveling bags and began my journey up to Denmark. I even managed to pick up a Dutch book to learn some basic words to communicate with others better. It was a start. I felt like a rude traveler for not learning anything beforehand language-wise.
I traveled by train and various buses, studying and learning what I could. 
As I crossed the border, someone else that rode the train sat next to me and offered to help. It was a middle-aged man, and I was grateful for the company. I befriended him on that ride, and it turned out he would be going near Copenhagen too. He had visited there before and told me that it was a beautiful place to travel to and I made a good choice. 
I lost track of time over the hours we chatted, and he taught simple sentences and greetings. 
I realized that the stranger’s kindness made me feel less alone in the world. A world where my mates were countries away, and an uncertain future lay ahead. 
There was still the matter of Gabriel. I wondered how long it would take him to travel up to Copenhagen or if I missed him already.
Eventually, my stranger-friend left me and wished me luck and safe travels. I still had some time left in my journey, so I closed my eyes and drifted off.
It was nighttime by the time I made it to my destination. It was a beautiful place as I stepped off with my bags and walked to find somewhere to stay, eat, and feed. It didn’t take me long to do either. I’d venture off to see the sights when I wasn’t so tired from traveling.
I spent the next week getting to know my surroundings and learning more Dutch; it was an additional week later that Gabriel found me.
I had gone to an outdoor event with upbeat and danceable music. I was having a blast until I heard Gabriel’s voice echo in my ear between songs.
“I think it’s the strangest of things that I find you here of all places." His tone held a wave of silent anger as I paused my movement, shock zapped my body frozen mid-movement. He continued, "Also, you stood me up. Don’t you have anything to say for yourself?”
Shit.




Chapter 4 







“Something urgent came up, I’m sorry to have offended you. It wasn’t my intention. I will be happy to make it up to you… Also, you’re here now,” I rambled on, turning around to his curious bright blue eyes and his business casual attire of a white, button-up shirt and dark pants. 
Was that what he always wore? 
“I’m curious to see just how you make it up to me. I’ll agree for now. Should you disappoint me again, then I’ll disappear.” I blinked at him and nodded. 
Well, time for a new plan then. Gabriel disappearing was not what needed to happen.
“It’s good to see you too, by the way,” I added casually, changing the subject quickly.
“Time will tell,”
he said searching my eyes as I tried to lighten the initial awkward mood. So, I took his hands, moving us both into motion.
“I’m sorry,” I mentioned again earnestly, and he huffed a breath. He was certainly reluctant to trust me now. What was I even thinking before?  
“Enjoy the music with me?” I offered shortly afterward while continuing to move his hands with mine to get him to dance. 
He was biting back a smirk.
“The music is good,” he agreed and began to put effort into dancing, squeezing my hands in confirmation. Eventually, the song increased in tempo, and I got him fully invested in dancing.
We didn’t dance as we would at a nightclub, that time was more lighthearted. A combination of a rock show and a dance show. I was unsure of what genre, yet it was enjoyable regardless. We danced, jumped around, and swayed to the music. 
Gabriel, or Gabe rather, seemed to be enjoying himself from our rocky start to the evening. Meanwhile, I always seemed to come alive with music, whether it was dancing upside down, a punk rock show, or whatever the nightlife brought.
“Isn’t it great just to cut loose every once in a while, Gabe?” I asked him between artist sets.
His eyebrow went up, along with the curve of his lips.
“I do that every day. The moment you start living that way, without expectations or apologies, are you truly free. I find freedom in everything I do.”
Hmm. Wasn’t expecting that sort of response. 
If he thought like that, was he truly terrible or as evil as everyone believed him to be? He seems normal and gentlemen-like. However, as Tristan and others have said, looks can be deceiving. 
He already knew I was a vampire, so I knew he wouldn’t be scheming to turn me, but it made me wonder if there was more to the story. If we both had our secrets buried deep. I was still reeling him in, after all. So, I thought.
“You surprise me each time we meet, Kari.” He leaned closer as I watched him.
“As do you, Gabe,” I answered with a sweetness that made his eyes flicker with the reflections of the flashing lights.
He was hard to read and gauge, but I had a feeling he kept his true self hidden and locked away. It was like I could read his secrets on his face with the way he looked at me as if he knew everything while I knew parts. Strangely enough, I hoped I’d eventually get some real answers. With how everything went thus far, I was lacking. Maybe Tristan was right, I overestimated my abilities…
As the outing ended, I began to pretend he wasn’t an enemy. I even had him walk me to the hotel I stayed as a peace offering to trust me. I invited him for a real dinner at his convenience. 
He paused outside the hotel lobby.
“I’ll wear my best and meet you in the lobby. No expectations, just a nice dinner to make up for the one I regretfully missed.” I indicated to the lobby inside the doors nearby, and he considered my proposal.
“We do have fun together…” He paused, looking to the lobby and back to me, continuing, “if you disappear again on me, I may not be as forgiving and forthcoming next time. I’ll give you this one chance, Kari. I had a fun evening with you, and I’m curious to see how the rest goes.”
“Of course, I understand. Do you have any color preferences for attire?” I asked him as the sky started to brighten with dawn.
“Red,” he whispered, giving me a once over as if to picture what I looked like bathed in red.
“Very well, red it is. I’ll see you this evening then?”
“I’ll be here, wondering if I’ll be left again,” he told me nonchalantly. 
I inched closer and leaned up to kiss his cheek, offering an apologetic smile.
“Do not disappoint me, please.”
“I swear it, I’ll be here. I won’t leave. You’ll see. I’ll make it up to you,” I promised him, and he reluctantly leaned in to kiss my cheek in return.
“We’ll see, won’t we?” He retorted, not quite believing me. I bid him goodnight, feeling his eyes follow me as I walked inside.
Not realizing it then, but what he gave me was a warning. Not to cross him or betray him.
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I made sure to go above and beyond in my appearance for dinner. I had every intention of winning him over. I did my makeup elegantly, adding red lipstick on my lips with the floor-length silk dress to match with dark shoes. The dress was simple enough, but it left enough skin exposed for the imagination. The straps were thin, and I wore nothing underneath. I put my hair up with a few pieces hanging loose. To finish the look, I placed teardrop diamonds in my ears.
I looked unstoppable as I looked in the mirror with a satisfied smirk. Stop him dead, Rina.
Putting on my coat, I made my way down to the lobby, where I found a handsomely dressed Gabe. He wore an all-black suit with a white button-up and a red tie. 
Holding my breath, he turned in my direction. As he took me in, I drew closer. 
“You look like a goddess, Kari. I’m impressed. Not that a beauty like you was to ever be doubted,” he said with a sweetness that I found charming as he held out his hand, and I took it with a smile.
“Thank you. You look transcendent yourself.” 
It was the truth. Gabriel looked divine, ethereal in his ancient beauty.
He brought my hand to his lips with the same gentleness. I watched his pale eyes linger on me before offering his arm. With a smile, I took it, and into the night we walked. He led me a few blocks away to a sit-down restaurant that overlooked the water with the boats at the various docks. 
The sights were captivating as Gabe brought us inside the place further until we were led by a host to a private corner overlooking the water.
“This place is beautiful,” I mentioned as we sat at our table alone.
“It is.” He poured our table wine into the glasses already set out. It made me wonder if he arranged it beforehand.
“Red is a lovely color on you,” his tone was low, sexy even. I thanked him as I took off my coat, catching his eyes locked on me, handing me a full glass of red wine.
“Cheers to a dinner long-awaited,” he toasted, and I silently sighed, and we both took quick swallows.
“What can I do to get you to trust me?” I asked, feeling as if my efforts were failing again.
“When I figure it out, I’ll let you know. This is a start.”
Catching his gaze, I took another drink, debating with myself on where to take the conversation. The way he looked at me, made me shift in my seat. An unexpected reaction brought rise to my own conflicts. 
Everyone hates him, you shouldn’t be making flirty eyes at the enemy. Tristan and Fabien, plus Margo, would never forgive you. 
Despite what Margo said about reeling him in, I had a feeling it would be harder than it seemed. I already had a baseline impression of the man across the table, and it was hard to play a pretend role when I was conflicted enough.
“Tell me about you, Kari. I want to know the beauty in front of me that doesn’t involve dancing and surface-level conversations.” 
His eyes were transfixed on me as I contemplated where to start. Just how much was I ready to reveal to my supposed enemy?
“I’m not sure where to begin. Ask me anything, and I’ll answer you,” I told him simply, wondering what his next words would be as he considered me then.
“Very well, let’s start with where you are from?”
Easy enough response.
“South America, Columbia to be exact.”
He tilted his head to the side slightly, swirling the wine in his glass.
“Hmmm. What brought you over here?”
Don’t lie, his expression told me as I took another drink.
“To start new. Columbia wasn’t…kind, so I sought a better life.”
Not quite a lie, but not quite the full truth. 
“Fair enough. Perfection isn’t carved from pearls but brimstone. And did you find it, the better life?”
Careful on how you answer, Rina.
“Time will tell. I’m here now, am I not?” I looked at him from the top of my wine glass as his lips perked up with amusement.
“You are a smart woman. Sweet too. I like that you’re guarded, it means you don’t trust others easily. Interesting people are not so quick to give up all the answers, so they’re vague but honest. I tend to get bored easily until I find the next interesting thing to turn my attention to. I’m interested to see what mysteries we’ll unravel together, you and I.”
Was not expecting that level of honesty from him.
“You flatter me… Mysteries, hm? So ominous.”
His smile grew, giving off an air of danger and intrigue. Somehow it was suitable for him.
“Would things be fun if cards were revealed so early?” He asked with a twinkle in his eyes, and I bid adieu to my own quick smirk as the food arrived.
“I suppose not,” I responded, gazing at the covered plates as the waiter walked away.
“I think you’ll appreciate dinner,” he said casually, removing the covers on the plates. A raw steak. 
“It’s seasoned and sauteed to perfection. I’m sure you haven’t fed today, so I took the liberty of making sure we both got what we needed.” His smile was radiant while he began to cut into his meat.
“That’s thoughtful of you. Thank you.”
He took a bite and made a noise of approval.
“Good?” I asked, curious about the flavor myself as I never had raw steak before in such a fashion.
“Yes, it is heavenly. Try it.” He cut another piece and offered it to me. 
Confused by the sudden gesture, I stole a glance before I leaned forward, opening my mouth. The savory flavor hit me at once, and I closed my eyes with a moan of approval.
“Told you,” he purred. 
My vampiric taste buds were ignited while I grabbed my knife and fork, digging in immediately. It was rich and full of flavors as well as being bloody delicious.
He watched me amusedly when I finished before he did.
Damn, I wish I had more. Did I really just stuff my face in front of him like that? Where were my manners?
“As old as I am, I’ve learned to enjoy the finer things, but I had a feeling you’d enjoy it. Perhaps I can tempt you further for an adventure with me after we’re finished here?”
He took another bite, taking his sweet time. I watched him eat slowly, and I felt the rising blood lust begin to take hold as if I were lassoed in. I hadn’t felt like much in a while. I placed my hands in my lap, clenching them together along with my thighs. 
What is wrong with you, Karina? What happened to having control over yourself?
It felt like time slowed, and blood rushed to my ears with an intense hunger washing over me. 
Once he finished, he casually finished his wine as if I wasn’t reacting. 
“Another? Or will you join me on a fun excursion?” Mischief poured into his eyes, and I worked my jaw.
“It seems I was hungrier than I thought,” I spoke in a voice I didn’t recognize as my fangs threatened to pop out. By the fucking Saints, get ahold of yourself!
Gabriel smiled, and I nearly tackled him.
“It’s because of the meat, it’s prepared specially to ignite an uncontrollable blood lust. If you come with me, we’ll have fun. I’ll make sure you’re satiated.”
What the hell does that even mean?
Before I could even ask, I rubbed my lips together as I felt an aching need flow through me. Sly bastard.
Gabriel left the money on the table and offered his hand.
“Will you unleash yourself with me, Karina, or should I make you beg for more?”
So, that’s the game he wanted to play... I tried to steady my breathing and from wringing his neck out, but also not fucking him senselessly. 
What the hell is wrong with me? I’ve felt blood lust before, but nowhere near this level.
“Please,” I said in the softest most submissive tone I could muster.
“Come with me,” he sounded urgent, grasping my hand tight as we moved out quickly into the night.
“I haven’t had company such as you to do this with, but you’ve inspired me. Let’s have some real fun,” he said gripping my hand harder, leading me towards a bumping club. Instead of going in though, Gabriel pulled me down an alleyway and pressed me tight against the building, kissing me swiftly.
I was already so worked up that I groaned, tasting dinner on his lips and him. I was uncertain if it was just lust induced, but he tasted particularly divine that all logic left my brain.
“Did you think I wouldn’t be just as lustful with you? Let us feast and run wild tonight,” he whispered tight against my lips. His body warmed mine
as I hugged him tight to me, clenching his suit jacket between my fists. He seemed to enjoy the response as our tongues brushed against one another’s fangs, deepening the insatiable, lustful kiss. His hands gripped my hips before hiking my dress up. He ripped the bottom giving the dress an opening for my leg to show. A gasp slipped out as he pressed himself against me once more, eyes blazing into mine as I licked the corner of his mouth. Desire was burning through me. 
Blood and sex were all I craved.
“Show me how you feed on humans, Kari. Unleash it, and I’ll join you over the edge.” He pulled his lips away and then his body. He undid his red tie, watching me. I reached up and grabbed both ends, pulling him closer into another heated kiss. His elicited groan made my vagina awaken instantly.
“Let us play then.” My tone came out so seductive that I wasn’t sure it was truly mine. My other persona was coming to the surface. One that I didn’t create. No, this was sparking from him out of blood lust. I didn’t have time to think or mull over the situation. It was time to feast and play.
I gave him a wink before I disappeared away from him toward the inside of the booming sounds of the club, feeling myself come alive with the music. 
I could hear the heartbeats echo around me, and a desirable male immediately caught my attention. Sinking my teeth into the stranger was at the forefront of my mind. I wouldn’t bite him, not at first, of course, I merely walked up to him and pulled him into a sweet kiss. 
He responded eagerly, and I began my sensuous torture on the dance floor. No one paid us any mind as he pulled me close and left his neck open where I discreetly kissed him then licked up his neck before sinking my teeth in casually. I didn’t take too much as there were plenty of people I could choose from. Alcohol consumed the bodies in the near vicinity as I could smell it heavily. 
I felt the guy’s dick poke me, and I smirked before licking up the spot not leaving a noticeable mark.
The clueless guy was dazed and drunk as I danced with him before I looked over to see Gabriel looking at me from nearby. He tossed me a wicked gleam making sure I caught his gaze before he leaned down toward the woman that was pressed tight against him before tasting her. 
It was sinful to watch that I heated up and decided to find a willing woman for myself. Gabriel didn’t know I loved any human that walked, but he would soon find out.
I told the drunk gentlemen to get me a drink, and he obliged, but not before I disappeared to another part of the room near a pretty blonde woman. I asked if she would be my dancing partner, and she happily agreed. I told her she was beautiful before she began dancing closer intrigued by me. 
It had been a while since I tasted a woman.
I didn’t pay attention to where Gabe was, but I continued as the woman complimented me in return. She turned around to face me after a song of dancing behind her. 
The woman’s eyes cast toward my lips, and I smiled, pulling her closer for a taste. I heard her moan and sparks ignited in me as I did the same thing I did with the previous male before sinking my teeth in. I didn’t leave any traces of blood before I kissed her again. She was just as drunk with desire as the last one was. I smirked, turning her around and continuing to dance.
I felt Gabriel’s eyes on me before I stole a glance at his approval.
“I’m more turned on than I care to admit right now. It’s quite a view, and I’m impressed,”
I heard him speak so only I could hear.
I smiled innocently as he grabbed a stranger and kissed them. I wasn’t done with my woman as we disappeared into the bathroom where I sucked her again, but I made sure she was climbing over the edge while I did it as my fingers went to work on her sweet spot. 
She cried out, “This is why I love women.” 
I captured her lips before feeling her swell under my fingertips. Her muffled cry against me was undoing as she convulsed in my arms, leaning against the wall I had her pinned against.
Her mouth was open as I listened to her peaked moan, pulling my hand away to suck on my finger that tasted as sweet as she was. 
I was blinded by lust as I caressed her cheek, kissing her exposed shoulder shortly thereafter. 
“The pleasure is all mine love,” I told her, capturing her lips once more.
Reluctantly, we left the bathroom less than a minute later. I sauntered back onto the dance floor alone, happy with my good work.
I let the lights and music wash me away once more. My thirst wasn’t quite quenched, but it was enough to enjoy the song that played, distracting me from the burning lust at the center of my body. A fever spread through me as I rolled my hips, closing my eyes.
I danced seductively alone for the remainder of the song, then I felt hands, grabbing my face, and bringing me in for a heated kiss. 
By the scent, I knew it was Gabe immediately.
“I could watch you devour this whole room, but it’s my turn now,” he whispered, and the pit of my belly warmed, pulling him back into another kiss. He slipped his tongue inside, dancing with my own eagerness to taste and explore. 
I broke the kiss a minute later and teased him.
“Are you all talk, or will you take me already? I’m burning, Gabe.”
He growled in his throat before pulling us out into another alleyway, a darker one.
“We’ll start here and end elsewhere. I’m a beast, and I don’t care where we are or who’s watching.” He nudged me into a wall before running a firm hand up my exposed thigh.
“I’m all yours, Gabe.” I breathed out, and he grunted his approval.
I moved my dress synchronically as he picked me up at the same time. I wrapped my legs around him, desperately finding his lips when he kissed me hungrily. His hair was scrunched between my fingers, lapping my tongue like a dog in heat with his. I felt him press against my entrance, and I moved my hips toward him to indicate what I wanted. Gabe groaned, the sound vibrating through my mouth as he quickly pulled himself free, easing into me. My lips pulled from his to gasp out, feeling how he filled me up to the brim before increasing his pace, fucking me hard against the side of the building. A blissful breath escaped my lips. I had enraptured him with my siren call, after all; Gabe had his own call and pull too.
“You’re as tight and amazing as I dreamed you’d be. Fuck, Karina. Someday we’ll trust each other enough to taste just what exists in our hearts,” he said against my neck, pinning back my arms as my eyes rolled back with short breaths.
He held my face to him, pounding ruthlessly in a way that made my head spin. Then, without warning he paused, letting me down gently, and I tilted my head in a lustful blaze of confusion.
“There’s a rooftop nearby; I want to finish this there. Come.” He quickly adjusted himself, grabbing my hand and we disappeared quickly before ending up at the rooftop of my hotel. 
In a hurry, we arrived there, and it didn’t take him long to have me pinned under him as he jerked the dress up. Gabriel entered me once more, continuing from where we left off minutes ago on a raised surface near the edge. Crying out, I felt my inner walls start to cave in as I reached my arm above me to grip the edge of the platform I was on. 
“I’ll be joining you, don’t hold back,” he whispered, and those words were all I needed as release tore through me violently. My body had betrayed me in every sense, yet the ride was worth it—goddamn.
His moan made me blush, touching his nose to the side of my neck, and breathing me in.
What a ride this evening was, and we were just getting started.
Catching our breaths for a minute or so, he looked down at me, leaning in for a kiss that I reciprocated. 
He didn’t say anything as he pulled away, and then picked me up so that I was seated in his lap as he sat. We began again, finishing and continuing in the elevator after that round. He grabbed and groped me, clearly not finished.
“I hope you fed enough because I plan to keep you very busy.” I shot him the same lustful look that mimicked the one given at the club earlier when he was delighted by my unleashing.
I released a slow breath as the elevator pinged at my floor, his eyes were glued to me as I pulled him out and down the hallway toward my room where he made good on his words and kept me very busy.
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Two weeks passed, and it felt like all we did was fuck and feed. Once, I was given the chance, I disappeared again. Except for that time, I ended up in Stockholm, Sweden.
I realized then, I should’ve killed him instead of disappearing. There was a lingering feeling of nervousness over his earlier warning, but…I couldn’t do it anymore; I didn’t like who I became when I was in that unhinged state.
Like him, a sort of bloodlust beast arose, and I became someone else. We did it often enough that I didn’t want to venture down that dark road. Every once in a while was fine, but Gabriel was overdoing it. I found myself starting to enjoy it too much, and that’s not what my mission was. 
I wasn’t there to have fun with Gabriel. Kill, not fuck, Karina. Seduce and destroy.
Once in Stockholm, I quickly found a phone to dial Margo. She yelled into my ear immediately.
“It’s about time! I was starting to worry, it’s been weeks! Are you okay? Where are you?”
“Hello, Margo. Yes, I’m okay. I just made it to Sweden. I found him.”
I heard her sigh on the other end.
“Then make it the last stop and end it. Tristan and Fabien are getting on my nerves already.”
My lips curled as I looked outside the phone booth at the cloudy sky through the foggy glass from the cold outside and my hot breath inside.
“I miss everyone. How is everything?”
“Ask them yourself, they just arrived. I miss you too, Rina.”
Oh… Wasn’t expecting that to happen. My heart rate picked up with a dull ache of being apart from them, but also happy to hear their voices.
Someone snatched the phone from her, and I heard her complain in the background.
“Karina? Are you safe? Are you okay? We’ve been worried…”
I took a deep breath, lips drawing upward.
“Which question do you want me to answer first Tristan?”
He chuckled then sighed in relief.
“It’s wonderful to finally hear your voice. Next time you go longer than two months without contacting anyone, we’ll send out a search party.”
“Sorry to worry you; I am okay. I was keeping a low profile. How is everything on your end?” 
I missed them so much that it physically hurt to hear them so close in my ear but so far away from me.
“I’m glad you’re safe and to finally hear from you. We told Margo to message us if you called again, thankfully we were already nearby. I miss you so much. We hope you come home with his head soon. Things are fine here, all things considered. Preparations are in progress for Tokyo still. Patrick is helping with that and getting settled permanently in the UK. He sends his hellos and well-wishes to you.”
As much as I wanted to voice how much I missed and loved him in return, I couldn’t get the words out when my heart was lodged in my throat. 
I fucked his maker and went on a blood-bender with him for two weeks. Shame rode me harder than the horsewhip used at the L.A. mansion.
“Likewise, to him too. I’m glad the business is going okay. I trust the club is alright too?”
“Yes, Fabi has been looking after it while I deal with business stuff with Patrick. Margo too. We’ll all be better when you finally come home. Speaking of Fabi, I’ll hand the phone over to him. I love you, Karina. Please make it back to us safe.”
“I love you too. I will.”
My heart split in two as I heard Fabien’s voice echo into my ear. “Rin. I miss you, please come back. I can’t bear it without you.”
My eyes watered, feeling overwhelmed by talking to everyone, and how my secrets were already starting to build. Not what I wanted to happen when I woke up and left them like sad puppies, as Margo once said.
“You too, B. That’s the plan. Still hunting the bastard down. Are you taking care of yourself and behaving?” I teased him with my last statement, trying to distract myself from the bitter taste in my mouth.
I heard the grin in his voice then.
“Never. I’m doing my best, Rin. I hope you give that bastard hell.”
My enabling mate.
“How do I kill him anyways? I never did think to ask the obvious question… Do I just stab him with anything, or…?”
“A stake through his miserable heart or beheading. You know, the cliché things everyone expects.” 
I snorted as he burst out in laughter. 
“I miss that laugh. I love you. Come back to us soon before we all lose our minds.”
I laughed through my tears.
“I love you too. I’ll be home before you know it. Thank you for taking care of my club and thank Margo for me as well as Tristan.”
I needed to get off the phone before I had a meltdown right then and there. They’d be on the first flight out and damn the consequences later—it wouldn’t have ended well with The Council if shit got screwed up.
“It’s not the same without you, but I do what I can. I’ll hand the phone back to Margo.”
I sighed heavily as Margo came back on the phone.
“Whiny babies are what they are,” she said to me.
“Piss off Margo!” I heard Fabi in the background.
“Good to know things don’t change in the family,” I twirled the cord with my finger, smiling sadly.
“The bloody truth if you ask me. How is the weather up in Sweden?”
“Cold, but not too bad; I just got in. You’ll never believe who I ran into in Germany…”
“Oh, that’s right, I forgot she was there. How did that go?”
“It was weird, and I made her believe I’d forgiven her. Also, she’s mated to Lucien. Can you fucking believe that shit?”
I heard murmuring in the background, but I couldn’t make out any coherent words.
“Lucien, the mind-reader? I thought he already sired someone? I’ll have to ask Patrick about it since he knows more about The Council business than I do. Maybe Fabi and Trist know too. That’s unbelievable though. She of all people to be sired with... Gross.”
I gazed out of the window, happy that Margo was always on my side.
“Agreed. I had to act pleasant towards her otherwise he would’ve read my mind and seen through it. Just the woman I want to fucking deal with for eternity.”
Margo’s short laugh echoed into the telephone booth.
“Her sire aside, no one would bat an eye if you killed her too.”
Smirking to myself at the thought, “I’m considering it honestly. Let me know what you find out about that whole thing with Carmen and Lucien. She says they met in Paris, but no telling with her. I still don’t believe a word she says. I pretended to accept her apologies and excuses for fear that Lucien would end me if I breathed unkind words towards his lover.”
I heard Fabi and Trist in the background laugh at what I said.
“Naturally. Will do. As I said before, if you make him suffer, then I’m happy. Be safe, Karina. Good luck.”
More like, he’s making me suffer by changing the game and dragging me into his blood-lust frenzies that make my head spin.
“You’ve got it. Take care, Margo. I love you all.”
They all said their goodbyes, and finally, I hung up the phone with a heavy sigh. I dried my tears, finding my way to another hotel. 
Collapsing into the oversized bed, tears overcame me. The emotional release I had been holding back over the past couple of months. It hadn’t been long, but I began questioning how I ever lasted those seven years apart from them. The mission given to me by The Council, it was personal. I had to make him love me and somehow pretend the same in return. 
Then, I’d rip his heart out.
Who knew when he’d find me this time; Regardless, I knew I couldn’t sweet-talk my way out of it once he did.
I would spend the next few weeks getting to know the city and surrounding areas of Stockholm. I wished wholeheartedly I could be there on vacation instead of why I was there as it was equally lovely and lively as the other places. It was more neoclassical in style, but then some buildings became more modern through the years that I could see. However, I could still see the history as I walked the streets and took in the centuries-old sites of popular historical buildings.
After feasting with food and blood one evening, I walked back toward my hotel feeling better after having eaten when he found me.
“Hello, Karina. You’ve been a bad girl yet again. Fucking me won’t fix it this time.”
My heart dropped as he yanked my arm, grip strong enough to yank it out of its socket.
“Gabriel, let go.” My voice sounded shaky but firm. Not firm enough though for him to listen.
“Nope. Not this time or next time. You’re mine now.”
Oh no, no, no. This can’t be happening.
He started dragging me away from the busy street from wandering eyes.
“Where are you taking me? Stop. I’m sorry, I didn’t like what we were doing. I—" 
He pulled me to a stop, getting closer to my face. It wasn’t just anger, but pure rage. I could tell he wanted to hurt me but was trying not to by how he clenched his other fist.
“Oh, that’s fucking hilarious Kari-na. You can’t lie to me anymore. I have a spot just for you to think about your actions. It’s cold and dark, perfect just for you.”
“Gabe!” I pulled my arm, getting it freed before I turned, and felt an object hit the back of my head as blackness swallowed me whole.




Chapter 6







My head was throbbing when I awoke to a darkened room, perhaps a basement of some sort. Going to reach for my head, I realized I was restrained by chains. It took me a few minutes to remember how I got here. Gabriel found me and knocked me out.
He was pissed.
Vision blurred; I felt a similar feel spark of when I was a child. As far as I’ve come over the past decade, that dark place came into mind at that moment. I swore I’d never be a prisoner again, and I fucking failed.
Blinking back the panic and fear of those memories, I realized I was spread out into an X-Shape. I knew I should’ve killed him before letting it get this far.
Gabriel’s voice startled me from the dark then.
“Good, you’re finally awake. Must have hit too hard… If I wasn’t so angry, I would’ve been gentler, but after everything, I let my temper get the best of me. I’m still angry with you. I didn’t want you to see this side of me, but you’ve given me no choice. I find it amusing that you came here to my home of all places.” 
He stepped closer, coming before me as I turned my face away from him. As dim as the place was, I could see him better, not that I wanted to see him at that moment.
“Had you asked nicely, I would’ve given you everything you wanted and more, but you didn’t listen and ran off again. Like you planned for me to chase you all along. You minx.”
Turning my head toward his face nearly a foot away from mine with a side glare, his eyes were no longer pale but bright orange; he looked a bit disheveled. Gone was the modern handsome persona he wore. 
“It’s hard to control it when I’m angry, not just angry but raging. They should’ve warned you I was the last person to fuck with. When my rage escapes, it burns everything around me. Why did you do that to me, Karina? Why?” I moved my face away again, but he caught it and had my chin in a tight grip. 
“If you wanted to get kinky, you should’ve asked… Chains, really?” I mocked, adding,
“I don’t owe you anything.” 
He squeezed my face harder with his nails sinking into my skin.
“Keep digging your hole, and I’ll be forced into showing my cruel hand. I don’t want to be that to you. Don’t make me become what everyone expects out of me.” 
As angry as he sounded, he became unhinged after I responded. I wasn’t sure what he meant by the latter part of what he said either.
“I will never be what you want me to be. So do your worst,” a firm, but cold tone showcasing my bitterness.
He pushed my face away and yelled out in pain before changing right before me. I closed my eyes at the sight as he shed his skin. Shocked but also questioning my sanity by what I saw, silence filled my ears along with the fear of what I’d see. 
A hand lifted my chin gently, and I dared to open my eyes.
Lucien stood in front of me. 
I looked at him confused then around the room. It was just us. What the hell? 
Lucien sighed as his long dark hair hung down gracefully and his black eyes glimmered in the darkness of the place.
“I’m a shapeshifter. It’s more of a curse really. Anger is the igniter or intense emotions. It is why I didn’t want you to see it. It’s gruesome, but you like to make my life difficult already it seems… I have things to take care of and a pest to deal with. You’ve been locked down here for three months, and someone came looking for you. I need to get them off my trail, then you and I will have a nice long chat. We can both share and delight in our truths. If you lie to me again, you won’t like it. That I assure you. Enjoy your continued time in darkness, Karina, think about your next actions more carefully this time.” 
I couldn’t tell if he was mocking me or just being a prick.
He released my chin and disappeared before I could have the last word. 
Three months? Plus, the other weeks I didn’t call? Shit! I forgot how it was mentioned of a search party being sent if there was no word from me for two months. 
Now, it’s been four. 
I had a feeling it would be even longer yet.
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The next time I awoke, my feet were the only things chained up and I was on the cold floor. Where the hell were these time gaps? How was I sleeping so damn much? 
I was in and out of the darkness so constantly, I was sure more months had passed. At one point, I opened my eyes and saw either Fabien or Tristan kneeling in front of me in the dim lighting. It had to have been a dream because if it was real, I wouldn’t be in whatever kind of place he kept me shrouded in darkness. In that same state, I remember reaching out toward their faces and finding them smiling back at me.
“How does it feel to know I wear the faces of your mates, ones I turned myself? I took a bite of you to confirm, you are mated to them and left them alone to come to chase me down. Tsk, tsk. Kari, you bad, bad girl. Killing me won’t be easy. All have tried and failed, but soon, you’ll know the truth and you’ll help me… Rest up, Karina. I’ll be back for you.”
In my delirious state, I didn’t have the strength as I moved my hand back down to my side, drifting off into my grim world with Fabien and Tristan on my mind. 
Tears had long dried on my cheeks when I woke again fully. This asshole was drugging me, or he had someone do it for him. 
I leaned against the hard stone wall, realizing I was in dingy clothes. Weak, so weak.
“Drink up,” I heard his voice echo while tossing me a bag of blood. Not only was I weak, but the energy and life felt zapped from my veins. 
“What are you giving me? I’m always asleep or out of it… I don’t know what’s real anymore.”
Ignoring me completely, he grumbled, “I assure you it’s just blood in that bag this time.” 
I hesitantly picked it up out of my lap. He was back to his blonde hair, orange eyes, and casual clothes.
“How long have I been down here?” I asked in a whisper, taking a small sip, not trusting that I wasn’t being poisoned or drugged.
After swallowing, I groaned. No, just blood—delicious blood that made my fangs poke out.
“About ten months now.” 
I nearly choked.
What the fuck! This prick!
“I spent the past few months chasing away your mates, but it appears they don’t know when to give up, so now I have to take matters into my own hands. You’ll help with what I need, and you’ll agree to it willingly. This is what is to come. I won’t pretend anymore; I know why you sought me out and who sent you. I’ve been around longer than you were but a mere thought of dust, Karina. I know how to play games. How I loved playing with you the most.”
He knelt near me as I finished the bag, and he ran a finger up my cheek lightly.
“Fuck you,” I spat.
“Oh, but we already did that, precious. How delightful it was too. I will have you again soon enough; you’re going to agree one way or another. The longer you keep me waiting, the angrier I’ll get. You will help me when I ask. You’ll agree. This I promise you.” 
That confidence and arrogance made me want to reach out and smack him. If only I wasn’t so weak to do so.
I shot my head toward him and croaked out, “Dream on!”
A smug smile settled on his face as he slowly stood up.
“Reality will reveal itself soon enough. A beauty like you doesn’t belong in chains, but you’ve left me no choice. Seems like you still need to sit in here and think longer and harder. I’ll leave you to it.” 
I tried to scream out in frustration, but it came out instead as a croaked gruntle. My throat was dry and achy from not using it.
“Don’t you leave me here, Gabriel! I’ll fucking kill you the moment I’m released!” I heard his laughter as I managed to get out his name, “Gabe!”
I grumbled and cursed, realizing he left me there alone again. Just wait while I plot out my revenge when I’m through with you asshole!
Distracting myself, I squeezed out the remaining blood from the bag, trying to tug the chains. My throat was still so dry, it hurt when I let out a final yell, cursing him.
I would kill him if it were the last thing I did. I would become whoever I needed. So what, he knew why I was sent after him, it didn’t change anything. I wouldn’t return to London until he was dead. I made a promise.
I stared into the dark for endless hours, night or day, who fucking knew. Eventually, Gabriel appeared before me again much later.
“I must admit, you are but an infant if you thought you’d beat me at my own game, though I applaud you for giving it your best effort. Although, the time for the games ends here. Now, you’ll play mine.”
I shot him a look saying absolutely nothing. My anger died down during my hours awake. All I felt then was absolute defeat—a failure. 
He sighed walking closer, kneeling next to me.
“I’m old and powerful deary, I know things you wouldn’t dream of. That’s why your precious mates and that pathetic excuse for a Council have never been able to bring me down. I can shapeshift and break bonds, making me one of the most powerful immortals to exist, and they can’t fucking stand it. They can’t defeat me, not even you, Angel of Death. You shall be my prisoner until you learn that you will not be able to escape me. You won’t be able to feed anyone information or scamper back. You are mine now, Karina. The sooner you accept it, the easier things will become, and I can remove those chains.”
All I could do was bite back hatefully. “Go away. I will never be yours.”
He stood up again with a look that said he didn’t buy it.
“That’s where you’re mistaken. I’ll be back when you decide to play nice. I hope the next conversation between us is more suitable. Until then, adieu.”
He moved away as I screeched the best I could, releasing my frustrations. 
“Goddammit, Gabriel!” 
He left through the door yet again without another word.
It was like he came in there to torment me then when I told him to fuck off, he got angry and left. Maybe next time I would give in if only to see the sun again.
I couldn’t do it anymore. I didn’t want to die in this place, not in the dark like this.
Fabien. Tristan. Please forgive me.




Chapter 7

Fabien







“Tristan it’s been three fucking months. We need to intervene. She’s never gone this long without contacting us, and I haven’t felt her lately. Something is wrong.”
The four of us were in Margo’s living room, as usual, I was pacing as they looked at each other.
Margo and Patrick were on one couch as Tristan sat across. 
My…our girl was in trouble, and no one was doing anything about it.
“We need to be careful, if we interfere, he may take her away forever. It’s always games with him, The Council warned us, we can’t intervene, especially after Karina’s request not to get the black dragon for subterfuge purposes,” Patrick explained when Margo sighed heavily.
“Tristan, say something. That crazy son of a bitch has our mate! Why aren’t you doing anything but just sitting there?”
He gave me a look that said, my hands are tied too, brother.
“Patrick is right, Fabi. I want her back just as much as you do. We can’t just march in there. You know how that sadistic bastard is. You’ve been the one hunting and picking up his trail and falling short.”
I pinched the bridge of my nose in frustration, three seconds away from snapping.
“You’re cowards, all of you. I can’t stand it anymore. You can sit on your asses, but I’m leaving. With or without you. Fuck the mission. I don’t care anymore, this revenge isn’t worth it if he has her. I don’t give a fuck what The Council has to say. They can eat ass!”
Margo cursed before my name left her lips as I stormed out. Going to Karina’s place, it still held her scent. I cried out in anger. Why weren’t they doing anything? Since when did they all follow the rules?
Oh, Karina, please be okay. I’ll strangle that slimy bastard if I get my hands on him. 
My heart ripped open as I threw shit into a bag as well as cash and anything else I needed. I booked a flight up to Stockholm and would damn the consequences later. I’d drink enough blood to fight them all off; I didn’t care anymore. She didn’t call. I felt something off with the bond as if it were slipping away, and I couldn’t handle the feeling anymore. 
Normally, Tristan would be the one freaking out, but the fact that he wasn’t, made me madder.
I didn’t kill anyone thankfully, no, I was saving that for the blonde-haired bastard.
Speaking quietly to myself, “If he has laid any hands on you, Karina, that will be that last fucking time. This I promise you.”
No one heard me, but I made the promise to myself. Everyone believed me as the unstable sibling, so if word got back, it’s to be expected out of me. I’m the most selfish one apparently.
When I landed in Stockholm the next morning, I immediately fed and ate more before spending the next few weeks scouring the place. I called Margo to update her on my failures, but I refused to return without doing more.
“Don’t fucking disappear like that, Fabi! I can’t lose my brother or my future sister.” Her tone was unsettled, and I could hear the worry and anger. Then, her tears started, and they left a bitter taste in my mouth. I hated when she got so upset.
Swallowing the lump in my throat, “I’m doing what I need to do. I was just calling to let you know I was in Sweden and haven’t found shit yet. Slug bastard. Save your lectures for someone who will listen. Is Tristan still sitting on his ass?”
I heard her throw something in the background, glass breaking.
“Fabien, knock it off, and come home before you fuck everything up!”
No, I couldn’t give up now. She’s here somewhere, I know it.
“I’m hanging up now. I’ll call you in another month with some sort of update.” 
I hung up immediately, turning off my phone.
The inner rage seared through me as I searched nightclubs every night and lingered in the dark crevices of the city in the event that asshole was lingering with the rats.
Anger fumed each day and night as I continued to show up with nothing. No answers. I began to get desperate once I realized I was there for two months in total.
Walking back toward where I stayed, I thought I saw Lucien of all fucking people.
I came upon him and casually asked what the fuck he was doing there.
“I was looking for Gabriel, but it appears he isn’t home this time. I’m thinking I’ll try Finland next. Then, Helsinki. What do you think?”
At least I wasn’t the only one not following The Council’s orders, although with his ability I’m sure he could escape plenty. Hmmm.
“You too then? Yeah, I think I’ll try my luck there too. Mind if I tag along?” I asked him, and he nodded.
“I need all the help I can get. The Council sent me to help with Karina. We hadn’t heard any updates from Patrick, who in turn got them from Margo, so I was sent over a week ago. I turned up empty, of course.”
I considered him carefully.
“I was here two months, nothing for me either. When should we leave?”
“As soon as possible. Have you heard from Karina at all?”
I shook my head.
“Not since she first arrived here months ago, then there was nothing. I got worried so I came up here.”
“Understandable, then we should leave now. No telling what he’s done with her. I’m staying in the hotel down the way here, I can be packed and ready in an hour. Shall I meet you there or where you’re staying?”
He pointed behind me from where I came from.
“I’m in the opposite direction, I can meet you at yours. Thank you,” I told him as he nodded, and his eyes reflected the night above.
“Of course. See you in an hour.”
I disappeared, quickly heading back to my hotel and throwing my shit back into my bags.
I ate quickly, making my way to Lucien’s hotel, and he appeared out front with his suitcase.
“Ready?” He asked, and I nodded when a cab pulled up and took us to the airport on time to board for the flight out.
Once on the plane, Lucien and I made small talk from first class. I stared at the night sky through the windowpane, feeling his eyes on me.
“You miss her terribly,” he said quietly.
“She’s my mate, of course, I miss her. I just need to make sure she’s okay. The mate bond has felt…off.”
He went still beside me.
“I understand. I have a mate too,” he fell silent.
Oh right.
“I’m surprised you found Carmen charming out of all the humans.”
“Careful, I know all about her. I still love her flaws and all. Are any of us perfect, Fabien?”
“I suppose not. Karina has forgiven her, so who am I to judge when I’ve never met the woman?”
I heard him sigh.
“Sorry, I don’t mean to offend. I’m just stressed and angry. You don’t deserve it being directed at you. My apologies.”
“Thank you. Although, I suppose if I was in your shoes and it was my mate, then I’d feel the same way. Why didn’t Tristan join you?”
“I’ve been asking myself the same thing,” I mumbled under my breath.
Lucien waited a moment before responding.
“I’m sure we’ll find her though. I’m here to help.” 
With a nod, “Thank you, I’m grateful to be of help while having it returned.”
He inclined his head respectfully, and I turned my gaze back toward the window.
I’ll have you back, Karina, if it’s the last thing I do.




Chapter 8 







“Karina. Come back to me.”  I heard Fabi whisper in my dreams.
“Where are you?” I tried to scream about what Gabriel had done and that he was a shapeshifter, but no sounds came out.
“Karina, he’s going to kill me. Help us.” 
I screamed into the dark, reaching for his silhouetted image.
“Fabi-en!” I cried, and I saw his hand outstretch toward me before he too disappeared.
I sobbed and awoke with a jolt. 
The dream felt so real. 
Was Gabriel going to kill them?
Tears streamed down my face as I curled into a ball with all the chains around me, weeping. 
I would kill Gabriel the first chance I got if he hurt any of them and for keeping me a prisoner for who knew how long.
I stared into the dark for hours wishing for the sun again, or death—whichever came first. Why did I dream of Fabien and not Tristan too? Perhaps my dark mind blurred them together in my head. It made me wonder if they gave up on me. I’ve given up on myself, and I wondered if I’d ever be truly free again.
The door opened, interrupting my thoughts, and Gabriel walked in.
He spoke softly that time, realizing my tear-stained cheeks.
“I didn’t want to keep you a prisoner this long if you must know. You…newborns are often so stubborn. You have made it harder on both of us. Now, if you’re ready, onto the first order of business. Get you bathed and cleaned up, no back talk, and then we’re going to toy with people’s lives, and if you don’t agree then I’ll sweeten the deal and break the bonds of your mates. Just for fun. I can do it for real or you can make things easier by telling them to stop looking for you, interfering with my plans, and how you want nothing to do with them. If you aren’t believable, I’ll be nearby and kill them all on the spot. I can make death look like a sweet dream. However, just in case you don’t believe it, I’ll show you what it looks like to have broken bonds from Almost-Twins. What a ridiculous fucking name.”
My eyes watered, taking in the truth of his words. No wonder I dreamed what I did. I should’ve known he’d threaten me with their lives. It took me minutes to realize he leaned against the wall next to me as I looked away from him, blinking them back.
“I’ll show you the truth before we leave to break their hearts…
The seer only revealed to The Council, what I told her. Leticia and Lucien both. They’ve worked for me since the beginning, feeding those blubbering idiots what I allowed. They’ve been on my side this whole time. Your mission was doomed from the start but have no fear, Karina. It will not be in vain. I’ll tell you everything else in due time. Will you help me, or do I have to be the bad guy again and kill everyone?”
I turned my head, gazing into the void of my future. Tears leaked out that time.
“They will never forgive me,” I whispered with a newfound melancholy.
He stooped next to me. 
“It’s precisely why. None of this is easy or simple, Karina. I won’t have anyone get in my way. My revenge is a long time coming, and you’ll help me. It’s fated. If you’re loyal and stay by my side, then we can reevaluate what happens afterward. If you betray me before my mission and plans are complete, then I will kill everyone you love. Do not push or test me into any games. This is your final warning to not cross me again.”
It felt as if the earth had opened up an infinite hole, pulling me under. I was about to become someone I would hate forever. I had to convince my mates and make them all believe I wanted nothing to do with them. 
I wasn’t sure what would be worse, that or the act of having him break the bonds. Definitely the latter.
“Okay, Gabriel. I accept your terms,” I said weakly, hating every word I muttered.
“I was hoping you’d see things in their light finally. It’s only been sixteen months since you’ve been down here… I don’t trust you yet, so forgive me if I leave the chains on your wrists. I will bathe you and wash you. Slowly but surely, I’ll work on earning your forgiveness for all of this. My anger makes me a tyrant, and it’s something I need to work on, but sadly it hasn’t gone very well in over six hundred years.”
I said nothing as he unhooked the chains from the wall as the numbness took over. 
You did this to yourself, Karina.
He kept the cuffed ends on me, releasing the chains before scooping me off the floor. 
“You look lifeless, Karina. Frail too. Nothing but skin and bone, but we’ll fix that. I will fix that. We’ll right these wrongs together and then who knows what awaits us at the end of this dreadful road.”
Saying nothing, I barely had the strength to keep my eyes open. I didn’t recall dosing off until I woke up freshly bathed, tucked under the covers in a plush bed. 
The chains and cuffs were gone, but I still felt like I was trapped there in the dark. My eyes hurt as the sun rose when I glanced beside me. Gabriel was there, laying on his side facing me with his eyes closed. As beautiful as he was, it didn’t change anything. Whatever he was about to make me do, I hoped and prayed my mates would forgive me for it someday. Pure dread filled my entire spirit. 
I wasn’t sure if I could handle making them believe lies, but if it saved their lives then I’d do it. I had to mean it.
Gabriel was older and more powerful. I wasn’t about to risk their lives to find out just what he was capable of. He kept me prisoner out of anger for sixteen months; I wouldn’t put it past him for other forms of cruelty either.
I wasn’t skin and bones anymore, which meant he had given me blood while I was unconscious. No telling how long I slept either. Was it days or weeks?
Feeling weak and tired still, I closed my eyes and turned toward him, pretending I was asleep.
“Your eyes will be sensitive for a few days. Your hair was cut too. We can dye it to something else before we go to the UK. Are you hungry?”
So much for pretending I was asleep.
I didn’t even realize I didn’t have hair as I reached up to touch it. It was at my chin now. I opened my eyes to find his orange ones staring back. I wanted to feel angry at him and fight back, but I just…couldn’t anymore. I wasted so much time resisting him already.
“Are those your real eyes or another face you wear?” I asked in a whisper, forgetting what my voice sounded like.
“Yes. My brothers have similar eyes but they’re not orange. They all have resented me for over six hundred years casting me out because of these eyes. But that story is for a later time. Let us eat.”
“Okay.” Brothers, huh? He does look like Braun now that I thought about it. I was too intimidated to really pay attention at The Council meeting.
Gabriel got up slowly, walking to the mini fridge and shuffling around. Ripping bags of blood, no doubt. Before I knew it, he appeared at my side as I turned over to him holding two glasses of blood.
He helped me sit up, and I still wanted to punch him. How dare he treat me so terribly and then switch back to kindness like it didn’t happen. Psychopath.
Whether I toyed with him first or not, I don’t think it called for sixteen months of drugged darkness… 
I wondered if I’d ever get real answers out of him.
Handing me the glass, I debated heavily on throwing it in his face, yet I knew I needed it more. Pity.
“I know you’re angry with me, but you’ll see the truth and why I did what I had to. I’ve waited a long time to do it.”
“Whatever you say, Gabe,” I whispered while slowly downing my glass. He sighed doing the same. Looking at him irritated me, so I avoided doing so.
“Now, I’m going to show you something. The cuffs are going back on.”
I huffed as he grabbed a handful of things from the table nearby. Handing me a sweater and pants to wear with a coat, thick socks, and boots, I nearly dropped it. They weren’t heavy.
I slowly got up fully while he walked into the bathroom. The process to change began slowly.
Why was I so fucking weak? 
Putting on clothes took a lot longer than I cared to admit.
"I forgot your muscles haven't been used; I’ll help.” Gabriel walked in front of me, forcing me to sit as he helped me dress, pulling the sweater over my head.
“Sit.” I did as I was told, feeling zapped not only emotionally but physically and mentally.
It felt like being alive was a chore.
As he continued, I didn’t have the energy to argue or do anything else.
“Give it some time and you’ll be as good as new. I’m here, and I’m not going anywhere. You’ve been in the dark long enough.” 
The last sentence echoed in my mind. You’ve been in the dark long enough.
No shit, dickhead.
He put the cuffs on me after I was fully dressed.
“I’ll carry you, and then we’ll make the drive together. You’re going to be even madder at me after this, but I’ll bear it.”
I didn’t respond as he scooped me up, and I leaned into him. I was so tired and useless. Half-hating being in his arms, but also finding him warm against the cold.
We arrived at a red car, and he set me in the front seat, buckling me in. He was gentler than I expected. Watching him shut the door and walk to his side of the car, we were off quickly. It had begun to snow.
I stared at the falling white outside. There was an unsettling feeling of what he was about to show me would change me forever.




Chapter 9







Gabriel brought me to an abandoned warehouse an hour outside of Stockholm. He didn’t speak the entire car ride as melodies drifted through the car, and he’d occasionally steal looks at me. I stared out of the window not having the energy as I closed my eyes, the lighting was still a bit much. Before I knew it, the car came to a stop.
“We’re here,” he mentioned softly as my eyes popped open. 
Damn. I fell asleep again.
“It will take a few days for the drugs to wear from your system as well as the draining effects of the chains, thanks Braun for the idea. In relation to the UK, it will depend solely on you with what happens after that.”
I sighed as he got out and unbuckled me, helping me out of the car. Never in my life had I felt so weak. Gabriel was a parasite, a leech. No wonder everyone hated him. That sort of feeling settles deep within, like poison.
He pulled a small chain from the trunk, linking my cuffs together before leading me inside the looming warehouse.
“Inside you’ll find three people that have betrayed me. They fed information to The Council. In turn, I need to return the same cruelty. No one has ever gotten away with pulling a fast one on me Karina. No one.” 
His chilling words made me shiver while darkness from the rustic warehouse greeted me. I noticed industrial-like equipment scattered. The overcast lighting from outside leaked in through the cracks and I realized there was a stairwell nearby that led downward.
“I apologize in advance for bringing you to another basement, but it needed to be soundproofed for what’s to come,” he said with a sigh. 
The subtle action of how he said it as if he regretted whatever he was about to do, made me wonder if his cruelty was formed or learned, maybe both. No matter the revenge, he wouldn’t earn sympathy from me.
He led me down the long stairwell that ended up being two flights of stairs with a door at the end that was locked and coded. I didn’t care to know the answer to just how many people had been down there to suffer cruelty at his hands.
Small dim lights appeared overhead and three people were angled in a triangle chained to chairs with gags over their mouths. Two of them were twin females with pale skin and dark eyes with tears streaming down. The third was a dark-skinned male with hazel eyes who also had been crying. My heart broke at the sight of the scene in front of me. 
Gabriel ushered me to sit near a corner off and out of the way, but still close enough to see their faces and how regret and hate burned in them.
“Good of you to be awake. I brought a guest to see a show of what it means to cross me. I don’t have the intimate details of which of you is the sire. Now, tell me who, and don’t even think of lying to me,” he told them, and I heard their muffled whimpers. Gabriel casually strolled in a circle around them, a conflicted gaze that I couldn’t understand.
The male stole a glance from me that told me all I needed to know for what was to come. That he made a mistake by whatever betrayal Gabriel spoke of. Absolute sorrow showed there on his face, and I wished my hands were unbound so I could help them escape. My heart and stomach were churring into tight knots.
“Don’t look at her. She can’t help herself and she certainly can’t help you either. Now, tell me. I won’t ask again.” He removed the twin’s gags as the sisters looked at each other with muffled cries, shame lay there.
I could see their apologetic looks at each other as the one on the left of where Gabriel stood in front of them spoke, “It is I.” 
She squared her jaw, looking at him fearlessly as if knowing that something dreadful was coming.
“Good, should you be caught lying then all of you will be dead. Let’s not waste time shall we.” 
He sauntered off and began to shed his skin immediately, and I had to turn away. I squeezed my eyes shut and heard a feminine voice echo.
“Shall I explain how it’s done? All I do is change into the first sired twin and bite both twins to break the bonds. I’ve been told it’s very painful. The worst pain imaginable. The most suitable punishment for three traitors. After all these centuries. Before I begin, shall I go over your crimes once more for our guest?”
Gabriel looked at me and then individually at all of them, his gaze staying on the guy a bit longer. He sounded cracked and deranged. 
“You’ve been claiming to be on my side, Team Gabriel while working for me and feeding information back to The Council. Knowing what you know, you still chose wrong. The funny part about it was, they even warned you to not ever get caught, and just when you got comfortable… Caught you were. Betrayal is what I find most unforgivable. Death will seem sweet in comparison to what I’m about to do. Once the bonds of a sire-mate are broken, they can never be repaired. You will never be the same afterward and will go on leading miserable lives knowing you failed each other the most after failing me. I’ve never been more disappointed and hurt than I am in this moment despite all my failures.”
My heartbeat echoed in my ears at his words. I opened my eyes as Gabriel’s shifted feminine gaze remained on the guy. It almost appeared as if there were tears in both of their eyes. 
Gabriel
strolled around behind them as both twins broke out into sobs barely getting out their apologies.
“I’ve done nothing but be supportive of all of you and love you. Save it for someone who grants forgiveness,”
Gabe mumbled before sinking his teeth in the twin that claimed to be the first sired one. She cried out in pain as he moved to the next one. I heard the male groaning trying to move in his chair, wiggling, and trying to break free to get to them. 
Somehow I could feel their pain as I watched the scene unfolding, fear lodging my throat closed tight.
Before Gabriel sank his fangs into the other twin, the sire mouthed I’m sorry to her mate that was seated across from her.
After he sank his teeth into the other twin, their screams echoed. They were screams of souls being ripped apart, never to be the same ever again. 
I began to sob as I turned my gaze away, unable to bear the scene in front of me. 
Now, I saw Gabriel’s cruelty firsthand. That would be my fate if I didn’t do everything necessary to play nice and do as he asked. It was pure fear of my fate.
I heard him grunt, and I realized he had changed back into himself instead of the first twin.
He pulled me up aggressively, bringing me towards the male.
I whimpered as he went on bitterly, “Taste him and you’ll see the bonds are gone never to be sired by or to anyone else again. Different and changed.”
The twins were laid back in their chairs on the ground sobbing, and my hollow heart couldn’t bear it.
Tears of sorrow leaked out of the man’s eyes. He couldn’t even scream because of his gag.
Gabriel forced my head down to the guy’s wrist behind the chair, and I hesitantly took a bite. 
It tasted odd like something was broken forever. It was hard to explain and put into words that it wasn’t merely a taste of something being off in the blood, but an overwhelming feeling too. 
I gently kissed his wrist while whispering my apologies as Gabriel pulled me back up forcefully.
“They’ll spend the rest of their miserable lives wishing they were dead. A sire bond showcases unity and completeness, once that’s broken, there’s nothing left to live for, in addition to losing that special mate bond. It’s a brilliant, suitable punishment.”
I shot my head towards him, fuming.
“So, you go through all these centuries doing whatever you please?” I barked, and his lips turned up.
“It’s a wonderful way to live, you should do it sometime.”
His tone left me feeling resentful and bitter. I cursed under my breath as he tugged me toward the door.
“Don’t leave us here, Gabriel! Either end it or let us go!”
I cringed at how heartbreaking the twin’s voice sounded. Begging for death and pleading for it. Unsettled over the feeling, I blinked back my tears.
“Someone will be by later to let you go off to your miserable existence. If I see you in my home country again, I won’t hesitate to end your lives,” he said casually but with a bitter undertone. They yelled their curses, and Gabriel yanked me out into the stairwell, closing the door behind us where their screams silenced beyond on the door.
I feared for all three of them.
“Do you believe me now, Karina?” He asked coldly, pulling me up the stairs behind him. Tears that I held back previously, escaped then from the horror of what he’d done and what would be me if I didn’t stop resisting him. 
I would do anything to prevent that from happening to my mates—not after this life I’ve lived.
“Yes,” I barely whispered, silently crying in the dark behind him. He led us back into the warehouse where my vision blurred until we were outside.
“Good. We’ll leave for the UK in a week after the color returns to your cheeks. We’ll fix your hair too. I was thinking of a brighter red. What do you think?”
“Okay,” I squeaked out, and he paused outside the car while turning toward me with a solemn expression that made me want to strangle him. 
He sighed, reaching for my face as I flinched.
“I’m not going to hurt you as long as you stop trying to hurt me. Just work with me, please. I’m sorry you had to see that.” He hesitantly reached back up, wiping my tears. 
This guy was cold one minute and hot the next. 
What a fucking psychopath.
“When will you tell me the truth then?”
He answered immediately, his expression not wavering.
“The minute you’re honest with me. Anytime and anyplace, that happens.”
I gave him a pained, but grumpy look.
“Fine. The Council sent me here to end you. They told me about the twin thing and how quirky you are.”
It must have been the way the words came out, but he began laughing before releasing me to double over. 
Was it true laughter or madness? I couldn’t distinguish it then.
“Oh, that’s rich coming from them. Get in the car, Karina, and I’ll tell you all about The Council as a token of you being honest with me. I already knew everything, of course, but thank you for admitting it. Things that anger me most are lies and betrayal.”
He led me to my side of the car, opened it, and released the chains before I got in. Once he got in on the driver’s side, he turned the ignition.
“You’ve met The Council, so I’m sure you remember Braun and his brothers? Although not all of them.”
“Yep. I don’t remember all of them as I was introduced to more than a dozen people, but I remembered Lucien, Braun, and Leticia.”
“Yes, I’ll get to Lucien in a second. I’m sure you aren’t blind, Karina, you have eyes, how alike we look and Braun being identical, minus the eyes. They are also my brothers. Although, if you ask them, I’m the bastard of the family.”
I raised my eyebrow at his wording while he stared ahead at the windshield and the falling snow beyond it.
“Yes, you heard correctly. The feud between us started long ago before we were turned.  The four of us lived here in Sweden with our parents. Back then we all trained to be soldiers and would get into battles over the family name and who was strongest. Being the older sibling, they held resentment towards me. I would always get picked on for my orange eyes. They didn’t treat me as a brother but as a bastard. My father had amber eyes and my mother looked similarly. Braun was always arrogant and would instigate shit, my brothers always took his side—never mine.”
He paused, leaning back in his seat slightly with a small sigh before continuing, his hands in his lap. 
“I was to be married to one of the village women when Braun and my brothers killed her, saying I deserved nothing more than being alone. She was pregnant and I had to watch them die and turn to ash while tied to a tree… It would be those words that would haunt me because I believed them.”
He sounded numb to the words as if he lived through it so many times, it sounded rehearsed. There was so much bitterness and pain still laced in his words. Somehow, it told me more about his actions than I cared to admit.
“Years later, I turned thirty. A horde of vampires raided near this area, killing our parents and turning us. Watching my mother die in front of my eyes is something I still have dreams about. She was the only one who truly loved me despite it all back then…” He paused and I could’ve sworn I saw a tear shed, but I released a silent sigh, staring ahead at the falling snow too.
“Anyway, those vampires left us to figure it out. I wasn’t always the person I was now; I was shaped by the people around me. It only festered and brewed over the centuries. We found some brothers turned that same night and took them in. The seven of us sought to form The Society, and we decided on the black dragons as something to be feared. Once we left the country and navigated our newfound eternity, they turned on me again. We discovered how the sire bonds worked, and it led to a tangled web of trouble. Braun and I had a mate centuries ago… She loved me most, despite loving him too. Braun became insane with jealousy and once again killed her in front of me. I left them and The Society forever after that.”
His sob story was starting to get to me then. Would I be mad with revenge if I were in his shoes? What kind of choices would I make if I had to watch people I loved die… My throat grew tight as that could very well be my reality. I closed my eyes, seeing their jade eyes in my mind.
Gabriel went on. 
“I traveled around doing reckless things until I ran into Lucien in Romania. He had heard my thoughts and beseeched me for help, friendship, and navigating new waters himself. We’ve been…loyal for a long time, over five hundred years. Leticia too. She told me that it would be a long time before Almost-Twins would sire someone worthy of my quest for revenge to take everyone down in The Council.  
Almost-Twins isn’t rare; it happens a lot, in fact. I scoured the earth for centuries making sure I found any twins. When I realized later that it didn’t matter what kind of twins were for mate bonds, but fraternal twins were what I needed, then I had to be clever. I developed a habit of leaving newly turned vampires, not because I wanted to, but because I knew that it would be the rage that would fuel them. Of course, that backfired and led to a lot of people hating me as you already know. Hence our situation, along with everyone else.”
I opened my eyes, and we coincidentally looked at each other. 
“Everything I’ve done Karina has been for a reason, no matter how good or terrible, which at this point has been a lot of terrible things. Things I’m not proud of. I feel as everyone else does, but my anger has been uncontrollable for centuries. After being betrayed by my family and seeing people I dared to love to die more than once, it was enough to harden my heart and resolve. It’s why I can’t let you go. I need your help most of all. It was you I was waiting for. Lucien and Leticia, both confirmed it years ago. I realized you were playing a game when I first met you, but I blindly followed, curious to see where you went with it. Then, I realized you pulled a me-card. It’s why I wasn’t angry when I caught up to you in Copenhagen. I stalled my time because I couldn’t be too eager to have met my match. 
Lucien told me that your caretaker was his mate as well as his sister’s. She knows everything too. He told me where you were after they ran into you in Germany. He knew you hadn’t forgiven Carmen fully even if what she told you was genuine and honest. It made me realize you and I were a lot alike. Even better about your Angel of Death origination. I know all about you, Karina. I knew you’d be the one. My salvation.”
His gaze lingered, and I wasn’t sure what to do with all of his information. As if he rationalized all the terrible shit down. 
At some point, you need to take ownership, Gabriel. 
Looking ahead again, I felt the heat through the vents in full force, relaxing my nerves.
“I took things personally when you abandoned me the second time. Did it ever dawn on you that I made you do things to get you in the habit of disguising your true intentions? So much that when we hunt them down one by one and end them, they won’t see it coming. Also, when you’re unleashed, so to say, you are least hesitant to think about morals or being good, when you need to be that way to take care of business. I’ve lived a long time, Karina; terrible shit still haunts me. We must go to the UK… I still don’t trust you not to turn on me, and I, unfortunately, must resort to threats. I know that was a lot of information… Thank you for listening. Feel free to ask me anything at any point.” 
His knuckles whitened on the steering wheel as the snow became heavier.
I still wasn’t sure what to think as he immediately got out of the car. It took me a minute to realize his skin was peeling and that he needed to shift again. I took a deep breath, closed my eyes for a minute, and opened them to find him returning as a dark-haired woman with jade eyes.
“Margaux looked exactly like my first love, which is why I took a special interest in her. Tristan will never admit it, but I cared for him too. He wasn’t just a means to an end. I valued them both. I know it doesn’t excuse what I did. I shouldn’t have taken advantage of them with my friendship. She was in love with someone else, but I was a tyrant. Your mates have every right to hate me. She has every right. I betrayed them both…”
Gabriel finally began to drive us back to his place in the city, venturing carefully into the treacherous weather conditions. I took in all the information he told me. I gazed in the direction of the woman that he wore.
So that’s what Margo looked like years ago. 
I couldn’t find the right words to say. I didn’t agree with any of it, but somehow, I could understand. In all the fucked-upness, I understood. I would’ve spent a long time doing whatever means necessary to hunt down the people who have wronged me. 
Hell, I did. 
It doesn’t excuse everything he’s done, but I wasn’t innocent of cruelty either. I spent six years hunting down people and making sure they suffered. For that reason alone, I would help him. Didn’t mean I couldn’t dislike him still. Sure, I understood his actions and reasons better, but it doesn’t mean he would earn my forgiveness for what he’s done to me.
His feminine voice jostled my thoughts away.
“It’s been thirty minutes, Karina; don’t you have anything to say?”
Looking out of my window, I sank into the seat fully.
“I’ve been thinking, and I can’t find the right words to say.”
“Then try anyways,” he whispered.
Fine, here’s the truth then, Gabriel.
“I don’t forgive you for all that you have done to me and the people I love, but I understand you better, I think. I appreciate you telling me the truth, and I’m truly sorry for all that you have suffered at the expense of your brothers and others who have crossed you… I will help you. Together, we will fulfill your lifelong desires. I won’t resist anymore.”
He pulled us to the side of the road safely and unbuckled his seatbelt to lay his head in my lap, lazily squeezing me.
“Thank you. Please do not disappoint me. I need you more than anyone. We must get your mates to believe you want them to stop and cease to believe in you anymore so that we can focus without anything but heartbreak and rage crowding our minds and hearts.”
There was a sniffle before Gabe continued. 
“I know you hate me, and I can accept it and deal with it. I’m used to being the most hated person, the devil in everyone’s eyes, but one should remember that the devil was once an angel. Not everything good is truly good and not everything evil is truly evil. It’s a concept formed by religion, a religion that has both shaped and destroyed nations and people. You may not believe it, but I truly am sorry, Karina. I’m grateful it’s you that’s helping me and no one else. Thank you for agreeing. I will spend as long as it takes to make it up to you. If we succeed with it all, I’ll give you anything you want.” His feminine voice was pained, and in my head, it made me think I was consoling Margo in a way. 
It fucked with me.
All of this was absolutely fucked.
I thought nothing of it as I reached and stroked his long dark hair. What else was I supposed to do at that moment with a psychopath in my lap who would do anything to get what he needed?
“Very well. I apologize in advance for things I say in anger involving our UK trip. I don’t want to do it, but I will. I will not cross you. I swear it on the lives of my mates. I will give them up and somehow make them believe I want nothing to do with them. I will become someone unrecognizable and cold as well as doing what needs to be done. As an irritating but wise woman once told me, ‘Your pain is your greatest weapon; the world isn’t kind, and sometimes we must harden our hearts to stay safe. Sometimes we must become that darkness.’ Carmen said that years ago.”
“Well said. I won’t take your anger personally, thank you, Karina.”
I exhaled heavily, finding the whole situation to be absolutely insane. He was crazy, and I wasn’t any better. Both of our hands were forced on our shitty dealt cards.
“What mental games we play, Gabriel. Now I know it was your shapeshifting that has evaded The Council.”
I saw jade eyes peek up at me with tears, and it stirred and confused me.
“A secret that has been safely guarded for over six hundred years. Leticia and Lucien know because of their abilities. They know not to share the information with just anyone. You’ll do well to remember that. You are now included in the circle. If we are to work together and do what needs to be done. We need to trust each other completely. Understood?”
“Okay,” was all I said as he sat up reaching to caress my face.
I’ll pretend not to hate you and make you believe whatever I need to.
I will do whatever I must to survive.
Gabriel buckled back in and continued the rest of the drive. I couldn’t believe I was looking at a past Margo. It fucked with me.
“For the first time in months, we were finally honest with each other, Karina. Good or bad, honesty is always better in my book. It feels good to be on the same page.”
I watched the Margo skin he bore, carefully thinking back to how she dreamed of his death for two centuries, and how fucked his web over peoples’ lives had been. 
Now, we’d venture down the shithole together. As the tall building he stayed at came into view, I knew I would harden my heart once more to do what I needed to do to make it. 
I only hoped they’d forgive me for everything I was about to do and lie about. If they didn’t, then I’d bear that burden, for it would be all deserving.




Chapter 10







Over the next couple of days Gabriel made a hair appointment as well as a mani-pedi session.
It threw me off, but I went along with it anyway. 
My chains may have been broken, but I was not free. 
I also agreed to go along with it, freedom of choice in the matter aside.
Gabriel began to speak, interrupting my morbid thoughts.
“I need to call Lucien and Leticia, although as talented as she is, already knows, I’ll let you go enjoy your day. Tonight, I’ll have you call from one of the payphones to let your friends know you’re coming, so they can all be there. On our way over, we can talk about what not to say as well as things to say.”
I caught his side-eyed glance. He seemed more at ease, but I still felt as if I were walking on eggshells. His moods were unstable enough. 
“I’d fuck it all up out of nervousness, so that would be helpful actually. Two minds working together are better than one.”
He considered me as I dressed comfortably warm.
“For starters, you’re going to make them believe you chose me over them. That you love me more. It won’t be pretty, but it’s the oldest trick in the book. I’ll be outside, and if things go terribly, I can always come in and get you. Watching you defend me will stop them in their tracks as they won’t lay a hand on you no matter what you do. In theory. They will hate you for a while, but they’ll get over it. None of it will be pretty; you and I both know the outcome. Breaking hearts will never be easy. As the number one heartbreaker, I would know. Leticia told me all along what would happen, and it helped me prepare. It will work out in the end, Karina. I promise. Not that I mind calling you mine the least bit. Even if it’s for a short time, I’m grateful for your…lovely company.”
His eyes flickered, and it took everything within me not to roll my own.
Yep, still a psychopath. Threatening one minute and caring the next. It honestly made my head spin. I hated it. The fact that I had to tell them such things, I despised even more. 
How was I supposed to take all that information, knowing he was always two steps ahead?
Can’t beat him, so I joined him—as the saying goes anyway.
“Tell me what I need to do and say, and it will be done,” I said with a sigh.
Eyebrows scrunched together, he shook his head slightly.
“I’ll see you later. Don’t stress about it right now… I can’t wait to see what look you conjure up when you return.”
The corner of his mouth drew up, looking smitten, and I found it unnerving as I nodded and left. 
Not stress? How could I not stress when I was tasked with the impossible? It would be a miracle to get any of them to believe me. Fabien and Margo could see through lies and it didn’t take being a mind-reader to do it. Tristan…well, I couldn’t even take my mind there. He created me, and I wasn’t sure I could look him in the face and mean it. 
I sat in the client chair as the cosmetologist styled my bright red bob. For once, I decided to listen to Gabriel. 
“I like this look. Beautiful,” he gushed, and I couldn’t help my broad smile.
“Why red?”
Shrugging, I caught my reflection in the mirror and felt slightly better about it.
“It’s my new favorite color. It symbolizes anger and passion, and those are what will fuel me forward,” I confessed.
Positive vibes here…
He grinned, and I adored his accent, not being able to place where he was from. 
“I love it. Mind if I take photos for my portfolio? It goes great with your eyes.”
I nodded and gave the camera he held my fiercest face as I sat in the chair with a prop magazine for the photo.
“Beautiful. Thank you.”
I went to pay at the end, and he turned it down.
“Already taken care of. Enjoy your passion and anger, Kari.”
I flashed him a cheeky grin before I walked out, putting on my sunglasses to head to the next place on my self-care transformation day.
I felt as if I were taking on a new identity with the look I wore. There was confidence and spunk with a no-nonsense appeal. Gabriel seemed to like the color red too. So, I ran with it.
I hadn’t felt like myself in a while since my hair was changed years ago. I would be Gabriel’s plaything and a red vixen. I’m in the inner circle now, helping him take down The Council. 
Sacrifices had to be made.
I would break myself apart, again and again, to keep them safe from him. There would be two villains in their eyes, once I had that conversation in the UK that I dreaded. I could live with it as long as they left me alone so that Gabe would leave them alone too. I couldn’t let the terrible fate of bond-breaking ruin everything.
I ended up going with black pointed fingers with the matching polish on my toes. It was simple, but I liked it, nonetheless.
When I arrived back, Gabriel was dressed in a blue suit that brought out his pale eyes.
“Well don’t you look ravishing? I knew red was your color. Here, I have a dress for you.”
I muttered thanks, and he indicated to the bed where a dark sapphire satin dress lay with matching earrings.
“Was there a special occasion I missed out on?” I asked while undressing.
After a quick glance in the mirror during that process, I could see the color on my cheeks returning more; strength was coming back to me too. 
Maybe it was makeup, but still.
“Other than our partnership, no.”
Okay, weird.
“Oh. Well, thank you,” I said awkwardly, wondering why it needed to be celebrated. If anything, he needed to grovel at my feet for forgiveness for chaining me up for sixteen months. 
I’m still bitter about it.
I put on the earrings, standing naked in front of the mirror while ignoring his feasting gaze.
“You tease me already?”
Ignoring him, “Don’t I have a phone call to make before dinner?”
He sighed, pausing with his hand frozen in the air as if to second-guess touching me. Not that he’d have that right any time soon if I could help it.
“Always seriousness with you… I miss playful Kari.”
I gave him a sideways glance, debating if I wanted to be a smart ass or not. 
“Give her some time and she’ll reappear again. It’s not going to happen overnight. For now, you can watch,” I sassed.
He narrowed his eyes, a glint of small satisfaction with a quiet grunt. “Fine.”
Happy with that, I smiled to myself, moving over to the bed and slipping the dress over my head.
“It’s only fair. You forget who I was before mates and revenge.”
He straightened his jacket, checking his appearance in the mirror.
“Ah, that’s right… Well, I’d love to hear all about it over dinner.”
“I suppose,” shrugging to myself, “What should I say on the phone?” I asked as I put on the black heels laid out.
“Tell them you want to meet; how you have a lot to discuss. How things have changed. I’ve already planted the seed within The Council, and they think we’re continuing your game of seduction. I told Lucien and Leticia to wait until a day before we arrived in the UK before reporting anything to The Council. How you’ve been chasing me across the continent, and me chasing you in return because I’m captured by your perfect beauty.”
I snorted, and he turned toward me while giving me a full once-over with bright, intriguing eyes.
“They aren’t technically wrong, but we’ll feed them bits of the truth. There will be the initial anger over not killing me yet, but they know better than to interfere when I start playing games too. I’ve been doing it for centuries.”
Gabriel looked handsome, there was no doubt about it, and I began to find it harder to move my feet forward. I didn’t want to make the call to Margo.
“Fair enough. Let’s get this awkward phone conversation over with,” I mumbled while putting on a coat, and he offered an apologetic look that I didn’t fully believe.
“After you.” He opened the door as I stepped through. 
Make them believe the lie, Karina.
Following behind me, we made it blocks away to an old working payphone where I dialed Margo. My heart sped up, taking a deep inhale before she picked up. 
Gabriel stood outside gazing at me from the window. I couldn’t read his face as the window fogged.
Don’t worry about him now.
“Hello?”
“Hello, Margo. It’s me, Karina.” I kept my tone serious, biting back the relief of hearing her voice after so long.
“Karina? What in the fuck! You have a lot of explaining to do! It’s been over a year and a half! Do you know how worried and crazy we’ve all been? What do you have to say for yourself? If you tell me he’s still not dead, I will lose my fucking mind! Please, don’t tell me that after all this time he still lives and breathes. Karina…” 
I held the phone away from my ear as she shouted. I couldn’t bear looking at Gabriel then. 
He already knew everything anyway, it didn’t matter anymore.
“I know and I will. I’ll be coming back for a few days. I’d like to have a chat with everyone. All four of you. Events have taken place, and I want all of you to hear them from me first. I’m sorry I didn’t call and that you’re worried. I’ll see you this Saturday at your place around supper.”
Holding my breath, I listened to her answer.
“You better. Tristan and Fabien looked for you endlessly. Fabien more so, because of Tristan migrating a sector of the business to Japan. They said it was a fucking goose chase. I hope you had nothing to do with that… I’ll never forgive you for torturing them in that way. Is he alive Karina, answer me that much?”
I swallowed, biting back the tears, and steeling my voice. “Yes.”
She cursed in more languages than I knew, which wasn’t many.
“I have to go; my minutes are ending. I’ll see you Saturday.” I hung up the phone before I lost my nerve.
Gently hanging up the phone, I stared at it with a sigh, blinking back the tears. 
Fuck me, this would be harder than I thought. Gabriel was also outside, and I couldn’t let him see me crack open.
I hesitantly let go, knowing that doom and gloom awaited. Stepping out into the crisp night air from the booth, I hugged my coat tighter walking through the snow as Gabe followed closely.
“She didn’t sound happy.”
I shot him a death glare, clearly not wanting to talk about it, and he held up his hands.
“I take it you were the one that led them both on a chase?” I gritted my teeth.
He held back a sly smile. “Of course, I did. I couldn’t have them snooping around and interrupting my plans now, could I?”
I grumbled.
Not sure why I even asked.
“I don’t want to talk about it anymore. I thought we were celebrating whatever-it-is tonight?”
He linked arms with me. “Yes, food. I’m ravenous.”
“Me too,” I joined in, and he leaned over to kiss my cheek. I did my best not to flinch.
“I know a great seafood place. I think you’ll enjoy it.”
A memory flashed from two years prior when we went out to eat that first time…
“Please, no more blood-lust escapades tonight.”
I happened to catch his pouty frown. It was surprisingly cute, but I’d never tell him that.
“Not tonight, but I’m sad you don’t enjoy them as much as I do. As much as I love seeing you unleashed, I’ll behave and wait until our business is done in the UK.”
With a grumble, “I hate you.”
“I know.” 
We shared a look then, one of mutual understanding. At least he knew and still wanted my honesty. 
Saying nothing else, we eventually arrived at the restaurant. I had Gabriel order the tasty foods. My gaze was lost as I looked off into the night where the city lights reflected, and the snow fell.
“Tell me about an earlier time, Karina.” His words echoed curiously, yet I could see the contentment all over his face on being there with me, a woman that hated him. I sipped my water in a long silence before I answered.
“A time where I was lost? Or when I found freedom from the gifts Carmen gave me and taught me about?” I asked him, wondering why he wanted to know.
“Any of it. All of it. I want to know more from your lips, your perspective. I need to know more about my beautiful enemy across from me.” 
His words made me shift in my seat.
Not sure why, but I gave him a similar spiel as I did at my first Council meeting. The beginning and how I ended up in the UK, including The Council meeting. Gabriel looked unamused when I brought up Braun and the rest of them, but he seemed to relax after I confessed my resentment toward him for locking me up in the dark that I didn’t deserve it. 
“Such great conversations to have… I’ll make it up to you somehow. Remember, I didn’t want to, but you weren’t making anything easy, nor would you listen, resulting in my extremes… I am sorry, Karina. Please understand how desperate I am…how long I’ve waited for this. Help me succeed, and I’ll give you everything you want.” 
We stared at each other. My heart was in my throat. I took a slow breath; our food arrived with more wine. The way he pleaded and begged made my heart twist more.
“Hating me aside, I was right about you. You have a strength within you to do what needs to be done. We had a rocky beginning, but I want things to be different. I don’t want to be cruel. I don’t want to be that person to you. I need your help to do that.” 
His eyes were bright under the lighting. He was being sincere, and it was bothering me more and more.
“I’m working on it, Gabe. It’s been less than a week. Give it some time and I’m sure I’ll warm up with…being less bitter. You say you have your problems and grievances… Well, I’m fucked up too. No wonder we pair well together, and soon it won’t be you that’s the most hated, but I’ll be up there with you. Cheers to us, Gabe. A fucked-up duo but a worthy partnership. You are talented at being an asshole, perhaps I could learn a thing or two.” 
Worthy enough of what I’d be doing in a few days.
I hated myself for it.
He blinked speechlessly and stifled a laugh.
“That’s one way to put it. I’ll drink to that. At least you’re being honest.” He held his glass up, waiting for me to clink with him. When I did, I caught him gazing at me as we drank the wine.
Once I finished and set it down, I muttered, “The fun starts after the UK, right?” 
He nodded.
I couldn’t even imagine what mayhem he held in store to bring down The Council.
“Yes… Although, I’m curious. Are you…still into that sort of thing? The BDSM that is. I know of it, but it wasn’t my thing. I’m certainly no expert nor do I judge. I know what I like and that’s getting drunk on blood lust and fucking wherever I want. Rooftops, in public places, it doesn’t matter. I love to fuck.”
My body betrayed me as it warmed, not expecting his bluntness.
“Then that’s your kink. Blood-lust and all that comes with it. Kink doesn’t have to be bondage and getting whipped, you know. It can be a mental game too. Or some voyeurism…exhibitionism. You’re into what you’re into.”
Although, I’d take pleasure in doing all the above to him right before I killed him. I could be a sinner and a saint.
In some strange fucked-up way, I would never admit he was right on his various points. My mates wouldn’t leave me alone to work out some scheme. 
“Hmm. I suppose,” was all he finished with while we began to eat our mixed variety of prepared seafood. He was also right about how tasteful it all was, and part of me was glad to not have a repeat of a bloodlust frenzy. The other half…I couldn’t let myself linger there yet.
Strangely, the evening reminded me of the Saturday when Tristan treated me on Girlfriend Day. What a terrible one I was over the years, but I was never an expert on relationships, to begin with. Not with the upbringing I was given. The Saints know of all the evil and good a person is capable of.
I thanked him for dinner once we finished our meal. Full and satisfied, we both left not long after paying.
“Would you care to see a showing of something? Movie? Play?”
I looked over at him, arching my brow. “Are you asking me on a date?”
“It’s whatever you want it to be, Kari.”
Not quite an answer, Gabe.
Keeping my brow raised, I inhaled the cold air deeply, letting it settle deep into my lungs.
“Sure. Surprise me.” I kept my tone light.
“Will do. A play it is. We have thirty minutes until the showing starts.” He linked with my arm and led us down the street toward the place.
In another life, I might have convinced myself that Gabriel was worthy of love and that it was what he needed the whole time. However, not in this damn lifetime.




Chapter 11

Tristan







I paced around Margo’s living room. Fabien sat next to her while Patrick sat across from them, facing the front door. I had a sinking feeling that something bad and wrong was on the horizon as we awaited Karina’s arrival.
I recalled how Margo called us crying, telling us to get home right away. After sixteen fucking months. 
My meetings were pushed back, and I headed back to the UK. Once I arrived, I hugged my sister tight while she wept.
“He still isn’t dead, Tristan, why hasn’t she done it? No word for sixteen months. She says she needs to talk to us. I don’t like it, Trist. I have a bad feeling.” 
This conversation was just but a few days ago. Fabien was already there.
He looked as broken as I last saw him when he came home empty-handed and defeated. 
Work was my main distraction.
Margo had Patrick around. Whether they were together, I couldn’t say, but they were becoming closer than ever before. Fabien was in Paris for the past six months. He had spent a while with Lucien until Lucien had to return to The Council, then he went around Germany and Denmark. After so long of nothing, Fabi gave up. I even went around Europe myself to try and help—nothing. It made me wonder what was in the pot of games, and if Karina had been dragged into them too. Or something was wrong.
The past sixteen months had been rough, and the months beforehand. If she was coming home finally, then I couldn’t be mad no matter what she had to say. I think at that point, Fabien would come back to life if he just saw her again. All of us. Margo has missed her best friend the most. She also made sure to let us know when we annoyed her, especially in the beginning. We all felt unsettled as if we were drowning without answers, without her.
Before she left, we agreed on sexual rendezvous—it wasn’t the same.
It felt like an eternity passed as we waited before a knock sounded, and we all tensed up. Fabien finally looked up from his hands, and I knew he was trying to keep it together. We all were. Patrick was the calmest, level-headed one.
“Everyone just breathe,” I whispered before walking towards the door. My heart pounded as I opened it. 
The sight before me revealed a short, but bright red-haired Karina. A familiar Mistress, yet different. She wore a black corset, leather pants, snake earrings trailing the edges of her ear, a spiked collar with her makeup dark and her lips black. She looked like a wicked Angel of Death, and I certainly wasn’t expecting that. Not that I minded. I would love her any way she came. 
I hugged her at once, pulling her inside and shutting the door behind us. She didn’t hug me back, and I looked at her in question. That’s weird.
“You… Karina…what’s wrong?” I held her arms, drawing back to look at her with grave concern about why she didn’t hug her mate. Any of us.
What happened during those sixteen months, mon cher?
“Have a seat, Tristan, and I’ll tell you,” she said flatly.
I hesitantly let her go while moving to sit by Patrick. I felt my nerves vibrating and a sinking feeling settling deep into the depths of my soul.
“Well, don’t you look fun?” Patrick said to her after giving me a look. Margo kept her face blank, but I knew she was upset, and Fabien didn’t even try to not look unhappy. He stood up immediately.
“Do you want to tell us what the fuck is going on? Why are you dressed like a dominatrix again? Don’t tell me you’ve been with him this whole time.” I could hear him breaking by the tone of his voice. All the torment of the past sixteen months and time before that.
Fabi stormed toward her, grabbing her hands, and she glared.
“Let. Go.” She didn’t sound like Mistress Nyx would. 
She sounded serious. It wasn’t a game.
“Answer me, Karina, and I will.” He leaned closer to her face, glaring.
“Yes, I was. We are together. We’ve been together over the past sixteen months.”
“And no fucking phone call? Where? I searched for you. Tell me the truth, Karina,” he demanded in an enraged whisper.
“I was in Stockholm the whole time, Fabien. I…We didn’t want to be found.”
Releasing her hands, he sank down to his knees in front of her, hugging her legs desperately. While he was offended, he was hurt most of all for having fought for her harder than all of us. I shamefully admit it, but I knew I couldn’t interfere—Council’s orders.
“Don’t. Do. This. To. Me. Please, Karina.” With the way he pleaded through gritted teeth, restraining himself. My eyes teared up and so did Margo’s. Patrick became a statue, still and silent.
“No one told you to look for me. None of you. Neither did The Council. I told you I was fine when I arrived. I didn’t call because I knew you wouldn’t like the answers I had for you. I’ve been okay this whole time.” She didn’t even touch Fabi. She was cold and unfeeling towards him, and I had enough. My heart also had enough.
I stood up and walked over toward her.
“What happened to you, Karina? This isn’t like you. Before you left, you would’ve never said such things to us. Why must you break our hearts like this knowing who he is to us? Is he forcing you into this?”
Fabien released her as she gave him an unfeeling stare. It was lifeless, and it was too much. I wanted to weep at her feet too. He stood up, running his hands through his hair while walking away mumbling and trying to control himself.
“Tell me, Karina. You can’t lie to me. I created you.” I said to her in a low commanding tone when she didn’t respond right away.
“Fine, you want the truth? Okay, here it is. I went into this expecting one thing, but another thing happened entirely. He is not the monster you think he is. I choose him, Tristan. As soon as I leave here, we’ll be getting married. There are truths you don’t know, and he’s innocent. I love him. I can’t kill him. I refuse to. He makes me happy and fulfilled.
There, are you satisfied now?” Her facial features were genuine as she defended him. My sire of all fucking people. 
I kept my clenched fists at my side. 
“Y-you… you’re going to marry him?” My heart lodged itself in my throat and split at the seams.
“Yes. I am. I’ll spare you the wedding invites. Don’t worry. You can stop looking for me and wondering. I’m no longer yours to deal with. This plan is finished. There are no games, and no one is forcing me to do anything. We are finished entirely.”
I’m no longer yours to deal with; it echoed in my mind lingering there.
“Are you fucking kidding me right now with this bullshit Karina!” Fabien yelled, storming closer, and I held up my hand to stop him from hurting her. I could feel his rage begin to consume him, and I knew if he got closer, he’d hurt her whether it be by words or physically. I wasn’t too far behind as a trembling rage began to stew. There was a time when Fabien wouldn’t, but right then I wasn’t so sure with all she revealed.
I created her, and even if I was breaking, I wouldn’t let any harm come to her. 
However, I couldn’t shake the feeling that there was more to the story. I couldn’t put my finger on it.
She looked defiantly at him and then at me, not backing down.
“You would choose him over your mates? The people you’re supposed to be with. Do we not mean anything to you? Was it all a lie too? Is he here now waiting for you? If he is, I’ll kill him. I don’t give a damn.” He threw open the front door, and I stopped him, pulling him back inside and shutting the door.
“Stop it, Fabien. Enough. Let the past be the past. Go live your lives before I came around. You did it before and you can do it again. As I said, I’ve made my choices, no one made them for me.”
“You don’t get to tell me what to feel or what I do. I’m no longer yours,” he bit back monotonously.
Karina said nothing while his tears flooded his cheeks as he yanked his arm from mine, walking into the kitchen.
“What about Margo?” I asked in a whisper, slowly turning back around to face her and indicating my hand in the direction my sister was.
Karina looked at me and then at Margo, who looked like the world was ending as tears streamed down my sister’s face too.
“You made her a promise, Karina. Is that a lie too? You’re just going to forget everything Gabriel has ever done to the people you cared about? Well, now I’m not sure if you even care about anyone other than yourself. I don’t know who you are anymore or what the real truth is. If you truly want to leave us, then it will be forever. Bond or not.” I wasn’t sure if she truly meant it, so I would give her that freedom. 
If this is what she truly wanted, then I’d take the pain it would bring. I’d rather die than see the cold feeling and look on her face that existed at that moment. 
I would let her go. We all would.
“I will always appreciate Margo’s friendship, and I’m sorry to have broken the one promise I made. It’s not worth it Margo; It isn’t.”
Margo jumped up suddenly, and Patrick grabbed her hand as if to hold her back from attacking Karina.
“I don’t ask for much and I’ve tried to be the friend I wanted to be to you, yet you betray me like this. I can eventually forgive you for breaking my brothers’ hearts, but this, I cannot. If you leave here, do not come back. I do not want to ever see your face again. Is that clear? I don’t deserve this bullshit and neither do they. Go play your games with Gabriel because you and I are through. I hope he’s worth all of this bullshit, Karina. Say whatever you need to say and leave. Before I rip you to shreds for betraying us.” 
Her jaw was clenched and wound tight, holding back her inner rage while Patrick still held her wrist in a grip. Hateful tears flowed down her cheek.
At that moment, I did see emotions flicker in Karina’s eyes, but she blinked them back. I wasn’t sure whether to be upset over the non-emotion toward my brother and me, or the slight one from Margo’s. Who are you, Karina? Who is this woman in front of me?
“You know what, I second that,” Fabien said with finality as he walked to stand next to Margo.
“If you leave, don’t come back. Not after all this shit. After all, I’ve gone through for you. Truth or not, I’m not dealing with the bullshit. The anger and rage… I can’t hold onto it anymore because of you. I will not watch you come back and tear up our lives again. You put me…put us through hell and back. Mate or not, I’m done with you, Karina. As my sister said, I hope he’s worth it. You deserve each other, both rotting away. I deserve better than this. Tristan, make her leave before we all lose our patience. I won’t listen to another word.” 
He rubbed Margo’s shoulder, and my heart broke open. Was all of this truly happening? Please let me wake up from the worst fucking nightmare. 
No matter what truths she said or hid, she was asking for us to leave her alone because she chose Gabriel. It still made me wonder if he forced her into it, but she looked alive and well, so I figured that wouldn’t be the case. There were no bruises and she looked healthy, although different. 
My decision was final.
“I also have nothing else to say to you, Karina. You’ve broken my heart for the last time. If you’re done, please leave. I’ve heard enough too. There’s only so much I can do with two angry siblings, even I’m not dumb enough to stand in their way,” I warned, slowly stepping away, moving to the door, and unlocking it.
“I really am sorry,” she whispered to them. 
Opening the door, I turned to watch Margo scream at her to get out, and Karina disappeared. 
I quickly slammed it shut, locking it. Fabien walked towards me angrily.
“Leave it alone, Fabien. If she wants to ruin her life, then let her. She’ll realize she was in the wrong and let the regret eat at her. We suffered long enough brother. They deserve each other,” I told him as he cried out in frustration.
“If I see her, I will not hesitate to strangle her, Tristan. I will hate her for this. I hope they both die cold and alone together. It’s all fucking bullshit. A cunt move. Her of all people,” Margo sounded venomous, and I shot her a look.
“No one will harm her. I may have created her, and she makes the worst decisions, but even I know when to walk away from a lost cause... Fabien.” I leaned down to where he sank, gently touching his shoulder.
“She might as well have killed me, Tristan, because that is what this feels like. I can’t do this. She’s with him… She chose him. I hate her for this.”
“Me too, brother. She crossed a line that will never be undone. However, we will make it through it together as a family as always. I won’t leave you. With our threats, she won’t be back, so you don’t have to worry about seeing her. We will figure out a way to break the bond if that’s what we decide to do someday.”
“Good,” my siblings said in unison, and Patrick pulled Margo into a hug as she sobbed.
“Come drink with me, Fabien, let us forget about the mate that betrayed us.” I offered him.
“You swear it? Will you lose control with me?” He stood up looking deranged and as lost as I truly felt.
“Completely.”
I held out my hand, and he took it, standing up.
“Then, let’s go before I hunt them down and kill them both.”
I shook my head.
“No more killing, let’s go,” I countered, grabbing my coat as he led us out into the night. If my brother was about to lose complete control, then I’d go with him into madness. 
I couldn’t leave him alone when I dragged him into this, I owed him.




Chapter 12







The shattering remained withheld as I left for the last time. My performance was so believable, they all hated me. Mission: successful.
I disappeared and ran to the closest dock, sobs escaping me, and I began to hyperventilate. 
It felt like my soul was being ripped apart. Why do I need a bond breaker when I can ruin my life on my own? 
“Marriage, huh?” I heard his voice sound out.
I couldn’t even bark back a real response.
“Not-t. Th-e. T-ime.”
Fucking breathe!
Queuing the same magic words, “Breathe, Karina. It will be okay.”
I gripped the railing near me, leaning forward on my arms as I sobbed uncontrollably.
“I hate you,” I mumbled, sniffling. 
By some miracle, the hyperventilation eased up enough for me to get a sentence out.
“I hate you for making me do that!” I finally spat out.
He sighed, pulling me into his arms. He tightened his hold as I hit him and tried to get away.
“I know,” he whispered, stroking my hair. “It will be okay. It won’t be forever, you’ll see. Help me, see things through, and we’ll figure out the rest together.” 
I sobbed into his chest, hating every inch of him. He held me to him until I found my breathing rhythm. 
Eventually, I dried my tears, worried about how long we’d been out in the open.
“Let’s leave here before they kill us both. The two most hated people now.” I was bitter and heartbroken.
He took my face into his hands, wiping the tears that still fell.
“Let’s do that, and then let’s plan where you want to marry me.”
I sobbed out once more in defeat, and he kissed my forehead. Scooping me up swiftly, we disappeared and made it back to where we stayed near the airport. 
Once we were in the room, he spoke again, “In case I didn’t tell you enough already. I’m grateful for you, and you look hot in your outfit tonight. I’m thinking about letting you show me what a dominatrix does...”
I scoffed, not believing what I was hearing after all that bullshit I had to do earlier.
Flopping down on the bed, I lay on my back while gazing up at the ceiling. I heard Gabe in the bathroom, turning on the porcelain tub faucet. 
If only a hole in the earth would open and swallow me. 
I couldn’t get the images of their faces out of my mind. The look of betrayal and hurt, as if I had taken a knife and carved out their hearts with my bare hands. Margo’s reaction almost broke me right then and there. I almost faltered at that alone. Fabien too. 
Despite what Gabriel said, he didn’t know them as I did.
They would hold that grudge for eternity. I had an initial feeling of dread already, and right then, I didn’t want to feel anything anymore. 
“Will you bathe with me? I’ll be happy to distract you from the pain that I know is eating you up. At least let me do that for you.”
That’s what you think, Gabriel. 
Part of me wondered what it would feel like if I leaped from the window if I’d survive the fall or die. How long would immortality last? Was I as invincible as the characters I read about or was that an illusion too? My life is one big fucking joke. One shitshow after another. See Donnie? The UK is a grand adventure, after all.
I continued to stare up at the ceiling, sinking further into myself. Gabe could have whatever he wanted, but I’d never give him those parts of me that belonged to my mates. Although, bond or not, wanted nothing to do with me anymore. 
You did this to yourself, Karina. You went and played with fire; now that fire has consumed you. You belong to Gabriel now. Better accept it. You’ll never be free again.
“Karina,” he said softly from the doorway. I didn’t hear the water running anymore. 
Did I really space out that much and ignore him this whole time?
He walked to the side of the bed, looking down at me empathetically.
“Let me be of service to you. Tell me what to do first.” Something dark and familiar sparked inside me as I looked at him. I pushed back all thoughts and feelings that were threatening to spill out of me.
“Start with taking my earrings out. Then, undress me.”
His lips turned up slightly. “That’s better.”
I ignored him as he carefully took the earrings out, placing them on the table. He took off my boots and socks before helping me up.
Watching him with a blank expression, I stood there as he undid the corset and I let it fall. Not too eager or too forward. It seemed as if he took great care in undressing me completely. Nothing sexual, although he certainly appreciated the view.
Once the leather pants and spiked collar were off, fully nude, he took my hand into his, leading me into the bathroom.
Steam rose from the tub, and citrus scents flooded my nose. It was strangely calming and enticing.
I stepped into the tub while holding his hand and hissed out from the hot temperature, gripping the edges and lowering myself in.
“Do you want me outside the tub or in?” He asked as I leaned my head back, closing my eyes. My muscles and body began to relax.
“Surprise me,” I muttered, not opening my eyes. 
I went somewhere far away in my mind where it was dark and lonely; the loneliness that I would know for a long time after that night. Gabriel wouldn’t even fill that part of me I lost that night, no matter how hard he tried.
I would give him some credit, he kept me from breaking completely. That I was grateful for.
I heard him step into the tub, seating himself on the opposite side. His legs brushed up against mine as my eyes opened slightly.
“I’ll wash you, come closer,” he coaxed quietly.
Observing him as he lathered a clean rag, his eyes lingered attentively before locking onto my own gaze. I scooted my way slowly toward him.
He held out his hand, and I adjusted to kneel in front of him. Holding out my arm toward him, he took it tepidly, rubbing the rag up my arm slowly. I used my other arm to grip the tub, steadying myself, then I alternated with the other arm as he washed and cupped water in his hand to rinse me.
“Back,” he softly said as his eyes danced in orange flames. 
I didn’t realize he went as himself tonight. 
Preoccupied with keeping a straight game face, I paid little attention to nothing but the doom ahead.
I turned around and felt him wash my back. Closing my eyes, bathing with someone was always something I adored. It was intimate, relaxing even. Great care went into it. It had been a while. 
“I like your natural eyes better,” I said into the quiet of the room, minus the slight splashing from him.
“Really? Blues and greens don’t do it for you?” He questioned, not quite believing me.
“They do, but orange is unique too. You aren’t pretending to be something you’re not when you’re you.”
It was the truth. Perhaps one of the nicer things I could say about him. There weren’t another pair of eyes out there that looked like his.
“I do think that’s a compliment. My ears aren’t deceiving me then.”
I sneered, rolling my eyes, knowing he couldn’t see.
“It will be your last one if you aren’t careful,” I hinted. 
He splashed water on me playfully and pulled me back against him.
Feeling his arms go around me caused me to initially stiffen and lock up, I took a deep breath and did my best to relax into him. Rolling my head to the side, he moved his face beside mine to speak into my ear with a sweetness that I wasn’t used to.
“I’ll take the compliments whenever you give them. Thank you.”
Then, I realized how sensitive he was about his eyes, but I wasn’t lying, I did like them better than whatever skins he wore. I knew it was a part of his insecurity and the shape-shifting, but if I could help him feel more comfortable in his skin, then maybe he’d stop wearing the skin of others and being the biggest pain in my ass. Part of me wanted to voice that thought aloud to him.
Gabe began washing down my torso, stopping at my chest. I breathed out a sigh, enjoying the touch, even if it was his. Using his non-rag hand, he continued to massage my breasts in a sensuous manner that made them pebble at attention as my core began to warm internally.
Stop betraying me like this, body. Don’t give into his touch, traitor.
The rag continued downward, and I closed my eyes. Then, I felt his lips brush against the side of my neck, placing a gratifying kiss there. The rag neared my mound, so I opened myself to him when his hand found that little sweet spot.
“That part is extra dirty; you might want to spend more time there.” I breathed out, and he nibbled on my neck in response.
“Such a dirty girl you are.”
The heat of the water began to be felt internally as if those words activated a part of my mind that not only enjoyed the words and sex but the sensuous part of being bathed by someone with the right touch.
“I’ve got an even dirtier mouth,” I bit back, my tone low.
He chuckled against my skin, placing another kiss on my neck.
“Oh, I know all about it. Perhaps I’ll clean that too.”
He moved his hand from caressing my breasts to sticking two fingers in my mouth, still stimulating me with the other hand. I sucked and nibbled on them as he sighed. His quiet noises made a jolt head straight toward my clit.
After he pulled his fingers out of my mouth, I released a moan while he continued his torment down below the surface.
“Are you going to wash the rest of me?” I managed to ask him.
“After you come for me, yes.”
My eyes rolled back as I held back a muffled noise, biting my lip and gripping the sides of the tub.
He bent down to kiss, lick, and nibble on my neck some more. I arched myself against him as his free arm held me close to him. I could feel his hard length pressing into me as if it had a siren call of its own. The familiar feeling of release flooded my senses as I tensed up, crying out while vibrating against his hand. 
I twitched when he didn’t stop.
The water splashed as he whispered, kissing my cheek, “That’s better.”
I steadied my breathing as he lathered up the washcloth again while I turned around with a heated gaze. His eyes were bright too as I put my leg up for him, alternating between both as he washed the rest of me.
“Your turn,” I told him soundly while grabbing a clean cloth from nearby then I soaped it up.
His lips turned up in amusement.
“Show me your cleaning skills, Kari,” he crooned.
I knelt between his legs, beginning with his arms in the same gentle care he bestowed upon me. I felt his eyes watching me before I went to work on his torso. Smiling with my eyes, I leaned down to place a gentle kiss in the middle of his breastbone. His gaze softened as I pulled away and ran the rag over his thighs, skipping over his hard dick. Once I finished, I indicated with my hand for him to turn around, and he huffed out air.
“You tease.”
I grinned blatantly, backing up as he turned around. Washing his back, I appreciated the very same glorious, muscled ass before I decidedly reached around to tug on him a couple of times with the cloth.
“There, you dirty man, all clean,” I quipped, removing my hand and the rag to lay it on the side of the tub. I placed featherlight kisses on his back and shoulders. I heard him exhale, turning around before pulling me into his lap.
“Karina.” His whisper came as a gentle caress when his lips found mine immediately while I adjusted myself. 
Straddling him more efficiently, my hand cupped his nape as his arms drew around my back and into my hair. Taking the initiative, I guided him inside me, sighing out in unison. Our lips merged once more as I found a steady rhythm, motioning my hips and feeling him ease inside and out. His kisses turned hungrier, along with his grip. It was an entanglement of moans, water splashing, and pants. It would be the start of more rounds; of that, I was sure. 
We’re all a little deprived, enemies or not. I’d fuck out my frustrations with him.
I hated Gabriel more than anyone in the world, more than myself, and possibly Carmen. It was a close tie.
I still didn’t forget the end game. At some point, I would need to kill him at the end of the road–the road of taking down The Council.
Despite my lies, his lies, and the lie we dove into. As much as I loathed him, I loathed myself more for how much I enjoyed bickering with him and our previous bloodlust adventures. But now, in the tub without it, I still enjoyed fucking him. Which I hated him for. Despite it all, the way he held me and fucked me as if he cared—I couldn’t hate him completely. I told myself I would do whatever I needed to survive when I began the charade.
He was maddening but also kind; sometimes it would be at the flip of a switch whenever something triggered him, but I was starting to see what he didn’t show anyone else. All of what remained behind the many faces he wore.
The fucked-up part was how he was as damaged and fucked up as the rest of us, and it was selfish of me to hate him for it. Gabriel pushed my limits and made me do unspeakable things, whether the reasoning was there or not.
I was stuck with him, whether I liked it or not. We were tangled up together, and soon to be married. 
Why did that even slip out again? Oh, yeah, to make them all believe and hate me even more. 
He made being around him difficult in the past; I wanted to strangle him constantly. There were moments of his sincerity that would make me pause and short-circuit my brain. It threw me off and made me feel guilty for hating him when I had every right to.
Like everything else I hated to admit about Gabriel, he did distract me, and he wasn’t half bad when he legitimately tried.




Chapter 13

Gabriel







Everything was fucked. 
I did everything I could to make her hate me. 
After Copenhagen, I took it personally. I admit it, I took it too far. My dark twins even confirmed I did, not agreeing with my methods. Madness couldn’t be tamed when I could see it all failing and falling apart in front of me.
I wasted enough time.
That aside, the most fun part for me was leading Tristan and Fabien in directions that made no fucking sense. Fabien didn’t even know I was with him the whole time because of the gift of my many faces. I would’ve worn Karina’s face only for fun, but I still needed her help. They needed to stop interfering, and my patience was wearing thin. I’d rip out their hearts in other ways, the worst was I didn’t have to do it, Karina did. I’m surprised they didn’t fight harder based on what I heard, but Karina was most compelling. Then again, I spent a long time wearing them down. 
Leverage, revenge, it’s all a cycle. Always let the other players think they’re winning. I needed to get my thrills somewhere. As a proclaimed, ‘worst vampire to ever live,’ I needed to show the outside world just that.
Before Karina snuck into my life, Leticia had told me about an Angel of Death. One born of fire, ashes, and blood. She would be the one to help me end everything, being the mate of Almost-Twins, and would leave them behind to help me. She left out the dirty details as I didn’t want to know. I knew myself and the lengths I went to. 
Leticia and Lucien knew me completely and how I had a quick temper. They warned me she’d be looking for me and how my brother sent her. I was curious about what cards she would reveal, so I danced and played. I was beside myself in laughter when she ditched dinner. Such a me-card. It was lovely. 
I admired her willpower, and that she was a wolf too. It made me appreciate her even more. Playing with her would be exquisite. 
I decided to give her a head start, cleverly giving Lucien information about me and my paths where I turned twins and left them alone. Then, I leaked the false information on how I’d circle all over the country. 
It was all lies, of course, well mostly, I didn’t have a pattern. I just wanted everyone to think that. If they were smart, if she was smart at tracking, then she’d find me. Thankfully, she didn’t disappoint.
I lingered in Amsterdam, stopping in Germany to meet up with Lucien before wandering up to where I knew she’d be next. I would play the fool and pretend to be offended. It was precious how she reeled me back in, so I took it personally when she left after growing closer—so I thought.
Rage consumed me and I was taken back to a dark place when it was just my anger and haunted memories. I’m not proud of how I hurt her, but I needed her to cooperate in the only way I knew how. Violence. Mayhem. Games. Her twins didn’t help either.
Her performance in the UK was award-winning, even I believed it. When Fabien threw open the door, I had to duck behind an object, because I really didn’t want to get violent with any of them that evening unless absolutely necessary.
Once we left the UK, I could see the bitterness and regret lingering in her gaze still as she tried to hold onto the hate. Yet, I had a big plan of fucking it out of her. She was more receptive to my sweetness when I was distracting her and filling her up.
Sex is sex until it’s not. 
I will never apologize for my promiscuity. 
Sexual relationships aside, I enjoyed bits of everything, the arts, dancing, music, traveling, all of it. I was old and bored, so I learned to appreciate all sorts of things in my time alive. Can’t forget the madness bit and my addictions to men and women, plus the mischief. Old, formed habits die-hard, what can I say?
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We decided on Genoa, Italy to get married. I told her to wear whatever would make her happiest, and that she didn’t need to be sober for it if it made things easier. I knew we had to make everyone believe we were married, so we had to physically go do it. Lie or not, we were both good at swaying the lines.
I could tell she was conflicted with the whole marriage thing, but I didn’t bring it up unless I had to. There was remaining contempt for her mates, and I didn’t want to make it worse than it already was in her eyes.
Once in Genoa, Lucien, Leticia, and Carmen met us at the airport. I felt Karina tense initially, but then it faded. I bit back my smile while Lucien gave me a knowing look, but he didn’t comment. Carmen was overjoyed, while Leticia was calm and quiet. I knew she was happy to see me by her initial small smile, full of secrets and wisdom beyond anyone else in The Society or Council.
As we left the airport toward one of Lucien’s homes, I reminisced about the flight over when I told Karina how the three of them threw something quick together on the beach and how it would all go. She didn’t like that Carmen would be there, but around Lucien, she’d keep her thoughts quiet near him. 
I chuckled, finding it admirable and amusing.
“He isn’t going to do anything to you, Karina, whether you insult his mate or not. As long as you don’t go murderous, then you’re safe,” I had told her. 
She puffed out an irritated breath, and I found it endearing to see her anger pointed toward someone else other than me. She and I were more alike than she realized. It was heart-warming.
I had applauded Lucien’s quick thinking when I called him the following day after finding out about Karina’s whim
decision to marry me. He took care of it as the two women went to work on dress options. 
After we landed, the women stole Karina away while Lucien and I went to get our tuxedos. This wedding would be happening quickly.
He showed me the black rings he obtained from The Council if he ever decided to marry. Lucien had no intention of getting married, but The Council didn’t need to know that. 
“Your soon-to-be wife is clever. She keeps her mind quiet when I’m around. I find it most humbling. I can’t imagine any of this is easy for her. I hope you’ve been kinder to her since the UK.”
I sighed, looking at our handsome reflections.
“The rings are perfect. Yes, she is quite the woman. It hasn’t. I feel like an asshole, you don’t have to tell me. I know my methods are…unconventional.”
His smile perked up.
“That’s putting it mildly. Regardless of your methods, remember we need her help. You know I support you always, My Odd One.” 
I grinned at the long-standing nickname.
“Thank you, My Dark One,” I echoed back, “As I, you. I have been kinder by the way. I needed her mates out of the way without killing them. She’d never help me if I killed them then it would all be for nothing. I know she’s not thrilled with everything, and it was her choice to do the marriage. I didn’t tell her to do it. However, I’m not against it. In my six hundred years, I’ve never been married. I care about her enough; I don’t mind if it’s her, not in the least bit. One last thing to cross off my list of things that got taken away from me… I know she doesn’t love me, Luc, but I’m wondering if in time a small part of her will.” 
I looked into the mirror at my finished classic tuxedo look. Lucien stood next to me looking like a stereotypical handsome Dracula would. 
“I know. I’m happy for you, orange-eyes. At least you’re getting some form of happiness even if it is through odd means. Who am I to judge? It’s bad enough to have precious things ripped away and then wait these centuries for revenge, but it feels like it’s all coming together. Our hard work will pay off. Karina led us right to Carmen, although we had to wait for her to come overseas, I cleverly arranged for that through Patrick and Tristan years ago. You know me, I need to observe and figure things out for myself before jumping all in. As I’ve always been for you, I’m here for Karina too, whether she realizes it or not yet. Ticia is on board too. We are forever in your debt as well as Karina’s. We’ll follow you to the ends of the earth, always.”
I nodded, appreciating his words deeply as his smile reflected in the mirror toward me. We had our friendship and love guiding us through the centuries of all the bullshit we had to endure. I couldn’t do any of it without him or Leticia.
“I share those same sentiments. Also…at least we look good,” I told him as our grins showcased so and he nodded.
“Fantastically so.”
We changed back into our normal clothes and left with our respective suits heading back to Lucien’s home which was decorated classically in Genoa villa fashion. It had two stories with blue shutters and a decent-sized pool in the back. It also had a large balcony off the master suite on the second floor overlooking the pool and the views of the sea.
Lucien led the way into his home, getting back to business. 
“I will let you and Karina have the villa for a few days or as long as you need. There’s a gathering a little over a week from now that I arranged in town where several members of The Council will be. We can strike first then. Your brothers won’t be there, unfortunately, but we’ll pick them off one by one. I recommend letting Karina know rather soon what her job that evening will be. Carmen has also agreed to help graciously, which I love her for. They will be suspended above us with others doing a style of something called aerial yoga or maybe it’s aerial acrobatics—not sure. It’s rather fascinating really, a beautiful moving art form.”
I considered him and agreed. He poured me some Vodka and himself one before coming over and handing it to me, then we sat on his lavish pale sofa. 
What? No blood?
His eyes shimmered as he let himself bleed into my glass, and I returned the favor.
I winked, taking a drink with a satisfied sigh. 
So tasty, you make it the best.
Lucien smirked, taking a casual sip of his. “You are right, it always tastes better.”
Always, Luc.
“How many members of The Council will be in attendance?” I asked moments later after another satisfying drink of my two favorite things.
“Last official headcount was eight. However, many other members of The Society who have wronged us will also be in attendance.”
I lightly tapped the glass in consideration.
“Then, we’ll bathe in their blood. That’s half of them and then some. We’ll feast handsomely. I’m interested in seeing how Karina handles herself when hell breaks loose.”
“Me too,” he said in agreement.
We clinked glasses. Sounds like my kind of party, Luc.
“They should be arriving soon; do you want to remain separated before the wedding tomorrow morning? There’s enough room in this house that you won’t cross paths if you stay on opposite sides.”
“Hmm, why not? I’ve never been married. It couldn’t hurt to sneak in a tradition or two. This will be my first and only time, might as well make the most of things.”
Something bitter flickered in his gaze, lingering in sadness as I offered him a consoling look.
“You and I will stay in the master suite, and we’ll let the women have the rest of the villa to themselves.”
With a slight smirk, I finished my drink quickly when I heard their voices drawing near. I immediately made myself scarce.
In the master suite, I leaned against the balcony window, looking towards the sea. I couldn’t believe in a few short hours I would finally be married to a woman who doesn’t love me. As fucked as it sounded, I didn’t mind at all. She would be mine, and that’s what mattered to me. 
Until death do I part from her. That’s the only way she’d ever be free of me now.




Chapter 14







I stood in the dressing room alone half-naked with the dress choices. 
Someone kill me, please.
When Gabriel offered me the option of alcohol to make things easier, I didn’t hesitate. If only to dull the void and waning noises of the realities of my present and future. 
I begrudgingly tried on multiple dresses. I didn’t have it in me to do a traditionally elegant and classy look.
No, I didn’t deserve to torture myself like that.
I swallowed the lump in my throat, imagining a life where Margo, Donnie, and I were looking at dresses and having the best time. I bit back my tears.
Instead, I had two wenches with me. 
Well, Leticia, by association, I couldn’t completely think awful things. They would always support Gabriel. 
For that alone, I wrote them all off for dealing with the psychopath. Everyone here is insane.
I put on a low plunging lace gown, and another that was similar, but it still didn’t feel right. I shouldn’t be marrying him; why did I open my big fat mouth again?
I tried on another I knew Gabriel would like because it was elegant and fancy with a plunge line while being form-fitting with a high-collared cape
attached. 
After countless more, I saved the best for last.
It was odd and form-fitting, but also lacey and sheer. Over my breasts and private areas, the lace was thicker with white floral, and white sheer covered the rest of me. The top of the dress was open minus where the lace covered my breasts. The lace spiraled down while the back was open. The sides of my legs were exposed, and the dress had to be worn fully naked. My arms weren’t covered but as I looked in the mirror before showing them, I finally found something that was tailored to the occasion. My siren’s song.
I would lure them all to their deaths, but I too would need to be careful.
First, get married.
Second, take down The Council as instructed.
Third, kill my husband.
Fourth, celebrate in a new city, get rip-roaring drunk, take a nap, and disappear into my misery.

I held it deep within my heart as I swore to myself silently; it was my promise.
I couldn’t think too much about it as Leticia was bound to see it. I had to fake everything and do it well, so well that I would have to believe and become it too.
You have nothing left to lose except yourself.
With a deep breath, finally, I opened the door to show the two women.
Both had their mouth agape.
“Somehow, this is it. Please tell me this is what you’ll choose?” Carmen asked with a tearful smile. 
I resisted the urge to be sarcastic.
“Yes. This is the one,” I told them.
Leticia smiled coming closer, her dark eyes observing me from head to toe in approval.
“Divine indeed. Gabriel will have the most irresistible bride. Come, let us get your short hair lengthened for a fancy updo, and make sure you’re fully waxed.” She winked, and I held my breath. 
A wax, how…joyous.
Carmen suppressed her giggle, and it made me want to choke her. 
“If it will make you feel better, I’ll suffer with you. How’s that?” She asked me, and my lips turned up. 
I hope they use extra wax on you.
“Fair enough,” I grinned in knowing while Leticia smiled, folding her arms across her chest as I walked back into my room carefully getting out of the dress. My shoes were the easiest as they were white pumps, and I was given a white leg garter to wear. 
I would enjoy such a special day while getting as drunk as possible.
The rest of the day I spent getting tortured with extensions that matched my bright red hair. I hated the waxing part until I began laughing hysterically while Carmen got a Brazilian wax. She gave me a glare before yelping, and I couldn’t stop laughing. 
I’m losing it, Saints help me.
Eventually, Leticia joined in on the laughter. It shouldn’t have been as funny, but by then I had lost my mind entirely. I accepted my fate and would go down the dark road of insanity ahead. Fuck it all to Hell.
We arrived back at Lucien’s home, and it took me a moment to get used to the long red hair. Before arriving, we fed and ate, they bought me a strappy white dress to wear.
“To celebrate new beginnings and your future ahead,” they both told me, and I swallowed hard. 
I put on the dress at once so as to not be rude. Somehow, I was starting to enjoy myself, despite the surrounding unideal circumstances.
I realized in public Leticia and Carmen didn’t act like mates but as good friends. It took me a minute to realize that not everywhere in the world was accepting of women lovers in public, and I understood then. However, I could see the love shine in both of their eyes in their looks and heartfelt gazes. For just a brief moment, I found it sweet and
saw two women who loved each other.
Once back at their lavish and beautiful home, I stood near the pool, appreciating the views. At least I’m getting married someplace lovely. Silver linings to move me forward.
“This view is yours for a few days or longer if you’d like,” Lucien said from beside me suddenly.
“Thank you. I really appreciate it and everything you’ve done... I can’t deny my shock that you and your sister were on his side this entire time. Then, the chaos since venturing out to find him, and leaving behind…my mates. I’m all over the place emotionally, so don’t mind me. It’s not you.”
He placed his hand gently on my shoulder, offering some sort of comfort.
“I know what you sacrificed, and how impossible it was to do. It says more about your character than you know. For all of us, I’m sorry.”
Eyes misting, his words were sincere, and I knew it was useless anyway for hiding anything from the dark twins. 
“I…can’t think of them, Lucien. I appreciate your kind words, but I can’t let my mind go there. Please don’t bring up my mates again during this.” A lump had found its way into my throat. 
I blinked back my tears, seeing him nod.
“You have my word. I’ll tell my sister as well.”
He gazed at the sea next to me for another minute before I was composed enough to speak words.
“Thank you,” I whispered, and he rubbed his thumb on my shoulder once more before moving away. 
I turned slightly to watch him leave and saw Carmen walking over. Biting back my resentment, Lucien kissed her admirably before walking back to the house.
“It’s beautiful here, isn’t it?” She asked casually, standing beside me.
“It is,” I agreed in near silence, biting back the dark thoughts coming to the surface about my mates I abandoned.
“I know this time must be difficult for you. You know no matter what he will forgive you. They both will. It will all work out and be okay.”
The fact she believed that brought the urge to shove her into the pool and drown her if she were human. I quickly resisted the thoughts, fearing Lucien coming back to finish me off. 
Gabriel was rubbing off on me, although I had a feeling deep down that I was violent before I had ever met him.
“I’m not having this conversation right now. Please don’t make me have it. What’s done is done. I don’t want to talk about it anymore. Drop it. Aren’t we supposed to be celebrating? Are we having a pool party or going out?” I changed the subject.
Carmen sighed, raising her hands in defeat, and I clenched my opposite fist. Don’t do it, unclench your fist.
“I’m sorry. Of course. I didn’t mean to upset you. I heard Lucien speak to you and wanted to offer my own words to you.”
How was I supposed to enjoy my night out before condemning myself to marriage if I was upset and irritated?
I clenched my jaw before responding quietly, “I appreciate it, but it’s unnecessary.”
Her eyes were on me, and I could feel her take a step closer, seeing it in my periphery. 
“To answer your question, we are going to take you out. I was also told to make sure you have as much alcohol as you need. Do you still drink Caribbean Rum, or has that changed?”
The familiarity of how she said it made me cringe internally. Saints, please spare me.
“Whatever is the strongest that you can get, I don’t care,” I grumbled.
“Oh, okay. Tonight is covered, and I’ll have as much as you need on standby. I know it will be hard, but I want you to be comfortable.”
Without faltering in my response, “The more alcohol the better then.”
“You’ve got it… We’ll leave momentarily, and feed again later while we’re out. We’re going to a place that is more accepting of women like Leticia and me.”
I gave her a sympathetic look then for that reason alone and nothing else.
“No complaints from me. I wouldn’t mind drowning myself in a woman or two before I’m an unavailable married woman.”
Her lips turned up. “Nyx still lives in you, after all.”
Karina and Nyx were always the same people, processing different aspects of life in unlikely ways.
“Always.”
She kissed my cheek and went back inside. I couldn’t bring myself to turn around because I knew Gabriel was watching me from the balcony. 
Good, let him look.
“I know you can hear me,” I said after I knew I was standing at the pool alone. 
The sunset before me was extraordinary.
“I can,” I heard him say.
I thought to myself for a moment.
“This is a beautiful place to get married. I’m happy with the location. However, I’m going to be rip-roaring drunk and enjoy every minute of it and this place. I’ll see you at the altar, husband of mine.”
He made an audible noise of approval.
“See you then wifey.”
I couldn’t help but smirk to myself as Leticia and Carmen came back dressed similarly to me but in different colors. I had to admit they both looked beautiful and perfect together. 
We left and I kept my promise of getting stupid drunk for a pre-game wedding kickoff.
I watched them dance passionately together in the club and my heart ached as it made me think of my mates years ago. 
No, I wouldn’t weep, not in front of them. I’d save it for a time and place that was safe. Instead, I found two women to press myself between. I was drunk enough to enjoy myself and pretend to be anyone else. For a few hours, I forgot everything and existed for mere pleasure.
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The next morning, Carmen brought me a glass of blood.
“I made sure to put two shots in there to get you started.”
I smirked in approval, sleepily.
“Thank you, very much appreciated.”
She returned a smile that was familiar.
“Anything for you. Today is your day.” 
I ignored her remark and downed the glass as Leticia strolled into the room in a black robe, looking as any classical gothic beauty would.
“Come, let us make you the most ravishing bride in the city.”
I mustered a friendly look while she took my hand into hers, and we all walked to the bathroom vanity together.
They worked on a fancy updo with elegant but simple makeup.
I shimmied into my dress and shoes, appreciating the red-haired reflection staring back at me. My eyes were still too clear instead of glazed over in a drunken stupor. Definitely need more alcohol to fix that.
Carmen and Leticia both wore hues of red themselves looking elegant and classy too.
“You look radiant, Karina,” Leticia went on to say sweetly, and Carmen added, “Perfection.”
“Thank you both for everything,” I told them, half meaning it.
“Of course. Let’s get you married off. He’s downstairs. We’ll meet you down there. No need to rush, come down when you’re ready,” Leticia concluded.
I nodded, waiting for them to leave before I walked to where the bottle of wine was. I didn’t read the Italian label, I just started chugging. 
When I looked into the mirror, my vision blurred slightly, and I imagined my mates on either side of me. 
Please, leave my mind today. I can’t do this if you are all I see. 
I blinked back the tears and took another long drink before taking a deep breath.
Let’s get this over with.
I put the bottle back down against my better judgment and slightly stumbled out into the hall toward the long-curved staircase in the foyer area.
As I walked down the stairs, Gabriel turned around, looking as handsome as ever. I saw him hold his breath when he saw me. He held out his hand as I neared him. 
His orange eyes were bright and twinkling, but I didn’t truly see him then. I smiled genuinely, feeling the effects of the alcohol as I took his hand. 
All I could picture were jade eyes and the dark hair of my beautiful mates.




Chapter 15

Gabriel







I couldn’t breathe when I saw her walk down the staircase. There were no words for how perfect Karina looked. Even those words weren’t enough. I was delighted and impressed with her choice. Her hair was lovely, the red reminding me of someone familiar that I tangled with… Karina was naked under her sheer dress, minus the floral white lace that covered her nipples and her sweet little pussy. 
I couldn’t wait to have all of her later.
However, as predicted, I could smell the alcohol immediately. At least she showed up.
Karina took my hand with a dazed smile, and we stared at each other for a moment before Lucien came near us.
“Before we leave, I need your signatures otherwise it’s not a legal thing.”
We followed him, and I signed my name on the paper. Then my wife.
Gabriel Hellström. Karina Knight.

 
Somehow, seeing the names on paper, made it more real. All these centuries later, I was finally getting something I always wanted.
I caught Lucien’s tearful smile as mine matched.
“Mr. and Mrs. Hellström. It’s official now by all legal rights.”
I heard Karina hold her breath and I led her to the car.
We sat in the back as Lucien drove. Leticia and Carmen drove separately.
I squeezed Karina’s hand, and she offered a smile.
“You look beautiful, wifey.” I wasn’t even sure beautiful covered how perfect she looked and how much of a gift she was giving me after so many centuries…
“You don’t look half bad yourself.” Although her tone said she felt indifferent, her eyes held a drunken glow. My lips turned up remembering something similar she had once told me.
I brought her hand up to my lips catching her pale eyes.
“Is it too early for a toast, my dear?” I asked her as I leaned forward to grab the bottle in front of me.
She lit up. “Not at all. You first.”
I popped open the bottle with a smirk, intending to join her drunkenness. After a long drink, I passed it over to her. She did the same, and we passed it back and forth until we arrived ten minutes later at our destination. 
One bottle down.
“We’re here,” Lucien said, catching us in the rearview, “Really, a whole bottle? You two are the worst.”
Both of us grinned like children at his response, and I got out before she did. Wondering how much Karina had to drink before meeting me at the steps earlier, I helped her out of the car.
“You lush,” I cooed, and she giggled unashamedly.
“It’s our wedding day, and I do what I want.” I chuckled, finding her more breathtaking and charming with each passing second.
“I’m all in on that,” I said, kissing her cheek and leading her to the beach.
I had the rings in my pocket as we found a beautiful spot to stand; the others weren’t far behind. Karina gazed off into the distance, seeming happy with the views.
“Beautiful,” she whispered in the breeze.
“Indeed, she is,” I responded while moving to stand in front of her, taking both of her hands into mine. Her touch was warm as she stared at me, and Lucien stood near us, officiating things. Carmen stood behind Karina and Leticia behind me. It meant the world to have most of my favorite people with me on one of the most important days I would ever have.
I took out the rings, handing one to Lucien to hold as I took Karina’s and placed an ornate black ring on her left ring finger and said, “With this ring, I vow to love thee for the rest of my days, to have and to hold, until my dying day. Should death separate us, I grant you peace and mercy with all the love in my heart.” 
It was my honest truth. 
Her eyes watered as she repeated the words back to me, placing my own ornate black ring on my proper finger. I knew she didn’t mean all of it, but I meant every word. It was probably the only time I’d ever hear that L-word from her.
I made sure to show her when I kissed her moments later. I could taste her tears as I deepened the kiss signifying at that moment how she was mine forever. 
Until one of us died. 
Someday, I’d let her if she truly wanted to. I would let her have me any way she wanted me. With what was predicted to happen, and with all of my enemies, The Society would never let me be.
All of us walked from the beach, heading to one of Lucien’s favorite spots to eat. Karina was too drunk to care and even so her smile was everything I wanted for a wedding day and more.
All of us ate and drank, and I said in my mind to Lucien, “Today is a happy day, my dark one.”
He didn’t say anything, but his eyes said all they needed to. All of them were happy, despite the circumstances that brought us all there.
I fed my wife dessert after eating, and her eyes turned mischievous, glazed over. I warmed instantly, seeing my favorite people smile, and Carmen winked knowingly.
“Enjoy,” Leticia said as if knowing what was on Karina’s mind.
I grabbed my wife’s hand, leading her back to the car and kissing her deeply before helping her settle inside. With a small smirk, I climbed into the driver’s seat.
Holding her hand the whole way, we made it back safe and sound to the villa. I was slightly drunk before but then I was sober in anticipation of a slight anxiety I held back. 
There were some confessions I needed to share and ask of my new wife that hated me.
Bringing her into the house bridal style, I heard a giggle slip out as her arm tightened on my neck.
“Are you too drunk to play with me, my wifey?” I asked, my tone playful, suggestive of my plans for her as I continued up the stairs.
She narrowed her eyes with deviltry that answered my question, her lovely lips tugged upward. 
That’s my girl, always ready to play.
“No. I’m more than ready to play, husband.” She dropped her tone by an octave at the last word, and I hardened instantly. I would need to make my confession and request quickly.
Once I brought her to the master suite, I set her down carefully near the balcony doors.
“I have two things for you. The first is an important question. I don’t know how you’ll feel about it, but I’ll ask you anyway.”
She tilted her head to the side as I ran my hands down her arms gently, unsure of how she’d respond.
“Ask away.”
I caressed her soft cheek with a small sigh, letting my thumb linger there. Pale eyes observed me, and I was finding them to be my new favorite to gaze into.
“I know it’s a special thing, the sharing of blood, but I would like to do that with you if you are willing. I’m not sure how you feel about that…” 
Her breath held, considering me and what I proposed. I moved my hand away from her face as she put her hand against my cheek smiling sweetly in turn.
“The fact that you asked me, and we’re now married makes me hate you a little less. Thank you. I’ll agree to it. I am yours, after all. As you are mine.”
It was my turn to hold my breath. Her words drowned my heart. If she hated me less, then I’d be grateful for it and whatever of herself she gave. It was progress.
I leaned closer to kiss her briefly, so I could tell her the rest of what I had to say before lust drove me mad.
“Second order of business before we go any further. As the original head Council member, I have the original black dragon tattoo, and I’ve shifted so many times, no one has seen it, Leticia’s visions aside. Lucien has an exact replica. My back…I look at it in the mirror sometimes as a reminder."
She let go of my face as I pulled away and began undressing. The bewilderment written on her face made me sigh. I waited until I stood before her, not only erect but completely exposed. 
I turned around slowly, revealing the intricately made black dragon tattoo where the head began at the top of my shoulder and then snaked down to the right side and back across to the left while looping down so that the tail end went over my right ass cheek onto the top of my thigh. It was a huge, detailed piece that I’ve kept hidden away for centuries. 
It was my shame and my desire. 
When I shifted, I always wore non-tattooed skin and blue eyes, so that I wasn’t the freak bastard I was coined. That I wasn’t the family outcast. The same outcast I had been for 600 years.
I could feel her eyes on me, taking me in, and I never felt more exposed in my entire existence. However, something deep within me felt compelled to share that part of myself with her. 
I felt her touch as she traced her fingers over the line work and details from my thigh up and around. I shivered as goosebumps followed in her light touch. Although she didn’t love me, she had the lover’s touch that I adored.
“I see. Is it the shame and rage of all that it represents and has cost you, is that why you kept it hidden, as with your real eye color?” She asked softly.
She was spot on, my smart Angel of Death.
“Yes. All of it. It also reminds me of what I still need to do and that’s to wipe them out. I think someday it could all be rewritten, instead of what was, becoming something new and meaningful. Not the bullshit they’ve created from my own original ones. You and I could remake it into something better, I think. It’s needed to happen for over six hundred years. Braun offers the ideals, but he doesn’t follow through; he’s just as cruel if not more so than me. Who else would I learn the shit from? It all needs to change. We can do that. Revenge first, remaking The Society into a non-hypocrisy, step two. However, we can figure that out later, let’s focus on the first part and go from there.”
As I spoke, her fingers still traced against my tattooed skin lightly.
“Symbolic it was and is, it’s an art piece; you are an art piece. A troubled, insane, maddening, but magnificent, art piece. Thank you for being honest and showing me the real you, the one you keep locked away. It gives me more perspective that I lacked previously.”
My heart stopped and began again. Her words were honest and sweet, and I wanted to hear more of them. I needed more of her. To touch and taste, filling her up until we were both full.
I turned around taking her hands into my own before placing them on my chest. 
With my own heartfelt emotion, “You are incredible. My newly wedded wife… Do you know what else will give me perspective?”
She breathed out slowly, tilting her head as if to tell me to go forth. 
I leaned in closer, letting my breath tickle her cheek before inching my way to her ear to whisper, “The perspective of your wet warmth as I’m inside you making you go over the edge repeatedly as I taste you and you taste me on our wedding night.” 
I turned her around before burrowing my face into her neck, and a sweet sigh escaped her. I pressed where I throbbed against her, showcasing exactly what I meant, and she made a cute noise that drove me wild.
Unpinning her long red hair and moving it aside, I traced my fingertips along the angel wings on her back. With a featherlight kiss at the top of her spine, I felt her shiver underneath me, goosebumps awakening underneath.
I carefully helped her out of the ravishing dress that already showcased so much of her in a new and seductive way, yet I was happy to see her fully bare.
Once the dress fell to the floor, I appreciated her naked body before me and the single-leg white garter she wore. Goddamn was she a sight. 
“Take the garter off with your teeth,” she said quietly with a tone that made me weak.
I immediately kneeled in front of her while she ran her hand through my hair, and I closed my eyes, enjoying it. Perhaps my submission was something that enticed her, I could play even if I wasn’t as kinky as she was. Not that I was exactly vanilla either. I didn’t think of dominance and submission in the same ways everyone else did.
I liked to fuck and get fucked.
Yet, that was something I would not be sharing with my wife as it didn’t really matter in the grand scheme of things when she was sent to deliver my death anyway.
Distracting myself from my lingering thoughts, I kissed her in random multiple places before kissing down to the garter piece, placing it between my teeth. I pulled it downwards, and she watched me with her eyes igniting, clearly enjoying it. 
Once it was down enough, she stepped out of it and out of her heels.
I bit into her thigh where the garter was, and she gasped out as her hand quickly found its way back into my hair. Her blood was fire, pure passionate fire as I paused and licked the spot I bit. I needed more of it. 
What I failed to mention was that as chaotic and fun those two weeks in the past we spent feeding and fucking, she would be in for it once I became addicted to drinking from her.
“Delicious,” I whispered, looking up coyly. Trailing more kisses and licks up her body, I pushed her back onto the bed where I feasted on the warmth between her thighs. She tasted sweet and heavenly, no doubt would she bring me to my death. Her cries of pleasure were all-encompassing as I bit again into her thigh, drinking from her while my fingers toyed with her clit, feeling her swell until releasing abruptly. It delighted me as I trailed sweet kisses back up her body until I made it to her waiting lips.
Karina pulled me down, deepening it as I nudged her legs open before I dipped down to bite her neck. A gasp hurled out of her before turning into a mangled moan. As her blood consumed me, I entered her, feeling her stretch as I did. Groaning at the feel of her coating me and hugging me tight, she cried out in carnal pleasure, grabbing my wrist and sinking her fangs in. 
When she bit me, I felt my skin and blood ignite to have her taste me. It was completely undulating as I groaned at such pleasures. I blew out a blissful breath, and she released my wrist she drank from while licking her lips. Finding it sexy with the heated look she gave me, I quickly moved us up further on the bed and then flipped us over so that she was on top.
“I’m all yours to dominate and take advantage of.” Something hot flickered in her gaze as she rustled, lowering herself onto me. We both hissed in pleasure at the contact, and I began playing and toying with her bundle of nerves and breasts.
As she rode me, closing her eyes before tipping her head back, I heard the magic words. “I want to bite you as we go over the edge together.” 
Her inner walls began to contract, and she became breathy. I immediately thrust up harder. Marking her as mine.
“Gabriel,” she whispered in calling. 
I sat up, holding her close and licking up her neck. Sinking my teeth into her, her moan nearly shattered me when I released her.
“Do it now, Karina,” I told her with much anticipation and need. Those pale eyes were blazing, locked onto my own embers of irises. Her head dipped to my neck, licking it first and placing a kiss.
As she drank from me, I came, and I came hard. As if fireworks were set off in my brain and body, bringing me to life. It didn’t feel as if a mate bond would, but because of her connection to Tristan, I could feel the bond and how meaningful it was.
I also remembered all too well. 
Sharing blood with her was everything I imagined and more. We continued to fuck passionately while drinking from each other off and on for hours. Lost in each other as newlyweds should be. I was hot for her even more after tasting her blood. 
I knew I’d never willingly let her go again.
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I vaguely remembered my wedding day. I recalled more once we made it to the bedroom, and he showed me his truth, written on his back. Sober enough then, my heart tightened and my loathing of him fell further. Empathy had made its way into my being for him, and it felt initially off-putting, but I had accepted my fate that day.
Gabriel had politely asked about drinking from each other, and then I was in turmoil. 
I’m supposed to hold hate for him, but he was making it difficult. Even still, it was an incredible wedding night and the following days afterward. I found myself starting to ease up on the tension in his presence, between making meals and doing normal things. I had to say that drinking from him was addicting, I could taste Tristan, who would always be bound to me. It was strange at first, but Gabriel was his maker, so they were connected too. A fascinating combination that took me to a dark place, but a place where I was fine with the fantasy that he didn’t hate me. Blood-lust and normal day-to-day aside, Gabe and I would swim naked in the pool, and find various rooms to fuck in.  
We couldn’t get enough of each other, and while I felt guilty about it for a while, it soon faded. Perhaps it was my own madness and his passion that made me stop caring about everything. I drowned myself fully in him. It seemed like he was right there with me too. 
After an afternoon sex bender, Gabe mentioned our first mission and what my role would be. He would be going disguised. He stood near me while I sat in the living area. My heart rate increased, somehow knowing I wouldn’t like the next words out of his mouth.
“Whose face will you be wearing, Gabriel?” I asked him, fighting the crack in my voice.
“You aren’t going to like it.”
I swallowed the lump in my throat, closed my eyes, and got up from the sofa irritated.
“Did you marry me to torture me, answer me honestly?”
“No,” he said appearing behind me as I stood by the window.
He nuzzled his face into my neck trying to be sweet.
“I can’t do it. You’re asking the impossible. Please don’t make me.” 
I had been avoiding the dark thoughts that beckoned me until then. My tears escaped and couldn’t be held back.
“Will it help if I told you, it wasn’t my idea? It wasn’t my idea, Karina. Please don’t cry.” He turned me around cupping the back of my head and cradling me into his chest.
“Do you swear it?” I squeaked out, and he reassured me. The parts of me that fought between liking and hating him were at a draw.
“It was Lucien and Leticia’s idea as it would be the most realistic. It’s not like any of them would make it out alive to report back to someone.” 
I heaved a breath trying to calm myself. He whispered more sweet things in my ear, and I buried the pain that would consume me, whether it be in a few days or months later.
“What do we do to prepare?” I asked a couple of minutes later, changing the subject.
“You, nothing. Me, being good at what I do best. Lucien has taken care of most of it. The gathering is at one of the old cathedrals that had been renovated into a different space. I can’t recall the name specifically, but you don’t mind heights or doing something called aerial yoga, do you? You don’t have to do it the whole time, but all you’ll have is the long cloth-like material and then you do what you want while being suspended in the air, to my understanding anyway. I didn’t understand it honestly. However, I’m interested in seeing what it entails.”
I forgot how vanilla, but temperamental, he was. Little did he know that being suspended was one of my favorite pastimes. 
I couldn’t help but chuckle, and he blinked at me before smiling.
“At least you’re laughing. I thought you’d strangle me for sure.”
I ceased my laughter, giving him a sarcastic look.
“Not yet, my dear,” I crooned, and he kissed my cheek.
“I deserve that one.”
I bit back my response of telling him that he needed to be punished, Nyx’s way. I should suspend him and leave him there. Gabriel wasn’t preyling material. A pity.
He may have his madness, but so did I.
 
[image: A picture containing outdoor, dark, image, silhouette  Description automatically generated]
The day before the gathering, Carmen, Lucien, and Leticia came back to the villa.
Lucien went over the game plan. After mingling below those doing aerial moves, they would get the information they needed, and someone Lucien knew would bar the doors shut from the outside as we kill-frenzied and fed. We’d feed beforehand too, of course, and no one would have a clue about Gabriel. The Council knew I would marry Gabriel for ruse purposes, but they didn’t know when. So, they could just assume I had gotten away from him and sought security with Fabien and escaped to Italy. Far away from Gabe. Leticia said it was a dangerous game, and Carmen agreed too. 
Not that I paid attention to anything she said half the time.
I began drinking upon their arrival, in addition to the anxiety I already felt. Gabriel would pretend to be Fabi, and I wasn’t sure I was ready for it. The real one hated me and couldn’t even look at me, because he had fought for me, and I betrayed him.
I would’ve felt the same too, B. I still hate myself for it.
What a shitshow, Gabriel dragged me into. I did agree to help him, and now I was married to him. We were bound to each other now, mayhem and all. I wasn’t even sure Donnie would agree and would’ve definitely gone for his balls for locking me up for sixteen months. I still missed her, and often thought to myself, “What would Donnie do?”
We all arrived separately the following night. 
Carmen, Leticia, and I arrived to get set up. Also, Carmen and I particularly needed a practice round before members of The Society arrived. It took me half an hour to grasp it, and the two mated women showed me how to do a few tricks. 
Others slowly started arriving as Carmen and I got ready. I did two buns on my head with a few strands hanging down. I wore a black halter bodysuit that showed my abdomen and my back. It was sexy and fun. I watched others already up in the air, and I took note of what they did, along with various poses and drops to try. 
Carmen and I wished each other luck and took to the air. I mimicked gracefulness and elegance as the others did in their poses. I swung around upside down wrapped up securely when I saw Gabe looking up at me in Fabien’s skin. My breath caught, and I instantly wanted to rip my heart out.
Remembering not to blow my cover, I blew him a kiss, and he smiled back. After being around Fabien for those months pretending to search for me, I wasn’t surprised by how well he embodied him. 
I would let the view burn me alive.
I quickly adjusted myself, turning my gaze away to focus my energy elsewhere. I spun and twirled, getting stares and whispers. 
A few of them I could hear over the music.
“Did she escape Gabriel?”
“She’s here with Fabien, maybe it was a ruse to keep them away from Gabriel?”
“If she doesn’t marry Fabien or Tristan, then that means they’re free right?”
“They’re still mates at the end of the day.”
“They can’t be mates if she marries someone else. Time will tell who she ends up with. The whole Society is watching and waiting to see what becomes of her next. Gabriel will only play the game for so long before he kills her, as our leader says.”
“Probably. She hasn’t killed him, so she’s obviously not the one to bring him in. They even sent Lucien in to help, and he had no luck either.”
“The Council was wrong in choosing her to do the job.”
“Yeah, she’s nothing special.”
“Fabien is fair game tonight. His brother isn’t here… A shame really.”
“I heard Gabriel was gorgeous too… Perhaps he–” 
I stopped listening, anger coursed through me. Letting it fuel me for what came next, I carefully wrapped and pulled myself up after much more time passed. Carmen and I exchanged a look while she did the same, and after a few minutes, she gave me a nod, queuing what would soon unfold.
We carefully crawled up high as others looked up wondering what we were doing. Little did they know, we had chakrams tied up high out of sight, so they looked like decorations instead of bladed discs. 
We grabbed our chakrams and quickly spiraled down and hit our four targeted vampire-council members.
The others in the air proceeded to do the same as Carmen and I both twirled around, flying above the crowd and avoiding angry vampires reaching up to try and grab at us.
Screams and shouts echoed as I caught flashes of Leticia, Lucien, and Gabe beheading and drinking from various people after killing the other Council members. 
The others were aware of the ongoings, and once I was able to safely land on the ground, I grabbed my two chakrams and found those gossiping women to deal with.
They tried to run from me as I tossed one, beheading one immediately, blood flying with her head. The other shrieked before I did the same to her. I quickly moved to pick up the discs as I stalked toward the last one. Tackling her to the ground when she tried to escape me, I straddled her before taking a good bite from her shoulder as she struggled against my hold.
“You will never have him, you bitch,” I spat with a venomous glare to go along with it before I ripped her head clean off her shoulders from fury alone of what she said about Fabien. Gabriel too. 
I licked the blood off my hands then picked up the chakrams I had put down to rip her head off. I went to town on the rest of the vampires in my near vicinity.
“You will all pay for this!” One of the males yelled.
“Not if you’re dead,” I said before the blade sliced his head clean off. All right, Gabriel, I see what you mean about a blood-lust frenzy. I was strangely turned on by all the violence and blood.
I licked the blood off the blades feeling an intense rush of blood-lust as my head snapped towards another male vampire rushing towards me. I leaped on him as we scuffled, and I took a bite out of him, draining him dry. He tried to beat against me and get me off, but I had my claws sunk into him. My nails may have been sharpened for the occasion. 
As I ripped his head off, I released his body and kicked it aside like it was nothing. I tossed the head in some random direction as three more vampires charged me.
“You are a lying, traitorous bitch! You won’t get away with this!”
“Oh, burn!” I mocked, feeling my strength increase the more I sank my fangs into them. 
More blood, please.
I kept them off with ease.
Bite, drink, behead, lick the blades, attack, and repeat.
I lost track of time, high from the blood-lust. I began to get insatiably horny.
I straddled a female vampire and was licking my blades after her head rolled away when Gabriel finally came over. He still looked like Fabien and my breath caught. 
Fuck, I’d fuck him like that. I’ll take myself to that dark place.
“I have to admit seeing you in action has made me hot. Seeing my murderous wife unleashed on those that deserve it…does things to me.” 
I gave him a false timid look, keeping my eyes on him as I licked the bloodied blade slowly.
“I’m going to fuck you right here amongst all these corpses if you don’t stop.”
“Oh, really? Is that so?” I gave the blade another lick, placing it down beside me as I moved off the body and kicked it away.
“Yes.” He breathed as I casually looked around. Carnage everywhere. Blood splattered, soaking the floor, disembowelment, and body parts were scattered all around the place. 
What a lovely piece of dead vampire art.
Gabriel was right from before; I understood his reasoning for that blood-lust frenzy those two weeks before he locked me up.
“Are we alone?” I asked him softly, looking around as he moved a couple of steps closer.
“Yes, four members of The Society managed to escape, and the others went after them. It’s just you and I for now.”
“Good,” I spoke with so much seduction, heat pooled between my thighs. 
He raised his brows in question before his nostrils flared.
I quickly peeled out of my bodysuit, then I sat down, taking my hands and dipping them into the puddle of sticky blood next to me before smearing it down my body. 
The minute I finished; he was upon me, licking me aggressively.
I groaned in pure euphoria, closing my eyes and opening them to find him naked while beginning to kiss me with hurried passion. A pleasured cry left my mouth when he entered and fucked me hard enough that cracks began forming on the floor. Well, that’s new.
“Fuck yes,” I breathed out, and he growled in his throat as my nails ran down his back, making him bleed.
Hissing in pleasure, I flipped us over and pinned his arms as I rode him even harder.
He chuckled as more cracks formed.
“The earth will swallow us both up if we aren’t careful.”
“Then let it,” I commanded, sitting up tall while placing his hands on my breasts.
I could feel my build rising as he squeezed them in response, my pants coming faster.
“Karina. We must set this place ablaze. We need to do it soon.”
Fire you say. I grinned.
“Bite me and I’ll ride the edge of insanity with you, my husband.”
He grunted his approval, sitting up in the blink of an eye, and did as I demanded. Once he bit into me and blood pulled into his mouth, I screamed in ecstasy as I came abruptly, my inner walls taking him in spasming strides. 
Returning my own bite, he joined as I held him close to me, feeling his dick pulse. Lust taking a blind hold of me, I closed my eyes and tugged on my bottom lip, grinding my hips into him. 
For just a moment in my delirious horny blood haze, I pretended I was hugging the real Fabien.
“God, Karina, if we didn’t have so much to get rid of, I’d fuck you in blood all night. Then I’d lick you clean. Fuck me.”
His growl made my inner walls tighten, causing him to groan soon after.
“I already did,” I said nonchalantly, and he kissed me hard before I giggled.
“Tonight isn’t the place, we need to hurry. Get dressed.” 
He kissed my cheek before we separated and tugged our clothes back on. We still had blood splattered on us from the carnage surrounding us.
“Before you distracted me, I poured gasoline and shit everywhere. A certain little birdy said you like flames. I leave the rest to you.” He tossed matches to me, and I caught them with a grin.
“I’m honored. Let’s light this shit up.”
He grinned wickedly, grabbing my hand, and we moved so fast to the backside of the church. After he pointed to where to throw it, I lit a match and laid it on the gas trail.
Flames erupted immediately, spreading rapidly and engulfing the lovely building. There was so much gore inside that it made sense to cover some of the mess up, although nothing would mask the smell of all the death and burnt flesh.
We stepped back and watched it all catch fire. At that moment, I felt Donnie’s spirit nodding her head in approval. 
Well, that was fun.
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Immediately after the completion of the first killing mission, Gabriel and I made a pit stop at the sea to rinse the blood off. Since it was dark, we also snuck in another round. As the waves roared, so did we. Driven mad with blood-lust, mostly the lust part, it was the rush that drove us both over the edge.
I’ve lost my mind and converted completely to Team Gabriel. It was bound to happen sooner or later.
      When we arrived back at Lucien's house, we found them freshly bathed and dressed sitting on the sofa.
“Did you get the runners?” Gabriel asked after coming in from shifting back to his true self. I flopped into the nearest chair.
“Yes. Barely. It is done. We learned useful information while we mingled,” his lips drew up in amusement as if he could sense the sex-inducing blood lust from us both still running wild in our veins, “The Council plans to hold its annual meeting in Budapest. It’s too risky to take them all out, rendering us outnumbered, so we will attend and learn all we can about where they’ll split off next as well as plans. I know a few of the members will be splitting off toward Romania and Bulgaria after the meeting. The others, I’m unsure of. However, we’ll find out.
The meeting is next weekend, you can either take Romania or Bulgaria. After the meeting, we’ll travel down to the other location. Leticia says they will hear about the fire soon, so we should all leave at once. The authorities are no doubt already at the scene. We’ll let you take the car since they can track our flights. We’re going to Budapest early.”
Lucien explained everything, and Gabe exhaled in relief.
“Very well. How many expected members of The Council will be going to Bulgaria?”
“Three, in Varna,” he responded, indicating the folder on the table. Leticia and Carmen were on either side of him, watching as Gabriel bent down to pick up the folder, opening it with a grand smile.
“That is what they look like; I will call you once we leave Romania,” he added, telling us both.
“Ah, you are too kind, Luci, you saved them for me. Brilliant.” Gabe and Lucien shared wicked smiles while I stood nearby catching Leticia’s knowing gaze and then Carmen’s.
“Who are they and what have they done?” I asked, curious as to what could possibly make Gabriel so giddy. Then again, he was murderous, so I wasn’t at all surprised.
“I’m glad you asked, my dear wife,” his bright orange eyes looked my way, “You see, these three idiots are responsible for many transgressions. The fact that they still travel together, amuses me greatly. Each of the three men are best friends with my brothers. They single-handedly made my life hell six hundred years ago, and off and on since. Before befriending my darling brothers, the three of them were newly turned. Their similarities are what drew them together in friendship. Because my brothers hated me, so did they by association.
I’m going to find something special for them. I’m also open to suggestions, wifey. We can figure that out once we arrive in Varna. The drive will be long, so let us be off soon. We should make it with plenty of time with the driving, pit stops, and planning. Thank you, Lucien. Truly. This is a gift.”
I caught Lucien’s fond gaze expressed to Gabriel, and it touched me deeply to see the strength of their friendship in that brief moment.
“You picked the location, G. However, I would’ve switched if you asked for Romania,” Lucien responded, and I dared to ask the same question about who would be waiting in Romania.
“Who are they and what have they done?”
With a smirk, Lucien answered, “It is only one member of The Council, a woman who has been awful to Leticia for centuries because I broke her heart centuries ago when I ended the fling. She tried to get even by hurting my innocent sister. You may not have noticed it when you first came to that first meeting, but she glares at us each time. I also know someone who threatened her well against it centuries back. It was endearing.” 
His gaze flashed toward Gabriel before Leticia smirked as if they both remembered such a scenario from long ago. No doubt, it involved Gabriel defending his friends. The thought made me admire how loyal he was to them and vice versa.
I realized Carmen went still as Leticia patted her thigh. I didn’t even want to let any other thoughts linger as I didn’t care about that one bit.
“Oh okay, so this next mission is personal for everyone.”
All of them shared a knowing look.
“Yes, wifey, it is most definitely. Although, I’m sure I would have much fun with her in Romania before I ripped her apart.”
“All right, psycho killer, at least you’re getting a three-for-one special instead.”
He turned to me with the biggest grin, and I shook my head, finding him ridiculous.
“So, where should we reconvene after these next few weeks?” I asked no one in particular.
“That all depends on the meeting next week. It’s best not to plan too far ahead as plans change, but we’re halfway there. All in a day’s work,” Gabe said with a shameless grin. What a murderous husband I have. Lucien smiled at me then, hearing my thoughts.
I found it endearing, nonetheless. 
The effects of the vampiric strength of all the blood I drank still lingered. I still felt high and horny. It was invigorating and stimulating, I could see how other vamps got addicted to drinking vampire blood, which is why I was told not to do it unless it was someone special. What a clever Council ploy.
“Fair enough. I know you said time is of the essence, we should pack up and leave soon, yes?” I asked Gabriel.
“Right. As much as I’d love to celebrate tonight’s victory.” He said looking at his friends.
“The fire destroyed the bodies, and the evidence has been wiped,” Leticia said with a small, sinister smile.
Oh right, Seer abilities.
“Great. We’ll pack up. Good work everyone,” Gabe said to all of us.
“Karina certainly was great wasn’t she, Lucien?” Leticia asked her brother with a wink.
“Indeed. I’m going to have my friend Francis paint the scene as it was artful and delightful. Gabriel has met his match indeed my dear sister.”
Carmen smiled at me then her mates.
“She always was a sight to see when she was in action, capturing the room around her,” she mused, and I awkwardly looked toward Gabriel. He didn’t help but only grinned.
Ass.
“I have a hot wife, what can I say?” 
I rolled my eyes at his comment.
“Don’t we have packing to do? Behave yourselves,” I said, changing the subject and getting up.
I ignored the smirks from the couch as I strolled past, grabbing Gabe’s hand and dragging him up towards the master suite. He kissed my cheek once inside, and we began to put our things in suitcases.
“I think you forget how good-looking you are, Karina. Although, when you’re seducing the room around you, that doesn’t seem to be the case. Then, another delightful side of you comes out. I think we should use it again in our next façade if you have the heart for it. I’ll even pose as your twin, which could be fun. The three we’re after have a special taste for redheads, natural or fake. So, what you have will work out perfectly,” he said while zipping up one of his bags, and I decided to play.
“So, I’m an object to be used and toyed with now? To lure lustful men to their deaths?” I sounded offended, and his eyes darted toward my unhappy expression.
“I’m in trouble now, no matter how I answer.” He began to walk in my direction, and I put up a hand, noticing how he paused. I tried to hide my smirk, but he caught it and was in front of me instantly. At the same time, I placed my hands on his chest, pushing him back until he fell back on the bed. So dramatic. 
I crawled over him after he plopped down. 
“Shall I lure you to your death too?” I leaned down close, taking in his vivid orange eyes as he sighed out, satisfied to have me above him. I felt his boner begin to poke me.
“Yes.” 
I grinned at his husky responsiveness. “Then, I’ll happily succumb to being objectified. I’ll let you toy with me too, I suppose.” 
His eyes dilated, pulling me down into a sweet kiss.
“You aren’t an object my sweet, delectable wife. However, I will never say no to toying with you. You are fun to play with.”
“So are you,” I purred back, reaching behind me to rub him. He groaned, eyes rolling back, and a wicked smile drew upon my face.
“I don’t want to destroy their house; remember we’re supped up on our own kind. We’re stronger than your average everyday vampire.”
“Sounds like a personal problem, my dear. I’m not going to break anything but your dick,” I said innocently as lust flashed over his eyes. 
I had him right where I wanted him.
“You’re playing a dangerous game, lovely,” he said as I continued rubbing him through the fabric, “We. Need. To. Go,” a half-effort attempt, closing his eyes as I rubbed the center of me against him.
“After you fuck me on this bed one last time,” I lowered my tone, adding a layer of seduction.
He made a loud guttural sound before pulling me down and quickly flipping us over.
“So, sex-starved. It’s been like what, five minutes?”
“Shut up and fuck me already,” I said in a voice I didn’t recognize.
He ripped my clothes off effortlessly, freeing himself as we made our sex capade quick. The earlier blood lust was insanity and the lingering horniness that remained.
Release found us both quickly as I clutched him tight, entwining our tongues to muffle our moans of release minutes later. There were three vampires downstairs who could probably hear every whisper.
“Fuck, Karina, I’ll never get enough.” He breathed out heavily, and I stole his lips again.
“Let’s make it to a new city and continue this,” I whispered, and he got up, redressing himself. 
I sat up and shook my head at my torn clothes on the floor as he watched me with a satisfied smirk.
“Oops. I’m sure you won't miss that. Here’s a blue dress instead.” He tossed a simple dark blue satin slip. I shrugged, not caring as I pulled it over me.
He zipped the suitcase he got it from, and we both smirked as I put my shoes back on.
“Let’s hit the road before I straddle you again,” I told him nonchalantly, walking past him to grab my bags. 
He smacked my ass, and I let out a pleasant yelp, shooting him a glare.
“What part of hitting the road before I fuck you again, did you not understand?” I threatened.
“You’ll have to say it again. I didn’t hear you the first time.” He tackled me to the floor, and I began to grin.
“Your threats sound like promises.” He kissed me fiercely in response to my statement. 
Goodness, we just got dressed, well him more so than me.
A knock sounded before he could enter me again.
“We’re leaving, you should probably leave before the lust consumes you both, and The Council investigates my house,” Lucien said with a smile I could hear.
“We are…coming right out,” Gabriel grumbled, and I looked to the side, hiding my smile.
I heard a chuckle from outside the door, and I suppressed my own giggle while Gabe stood up adjusting himself. Standing up with him, we grabbed our bags.
Once we made it downstairs, I saw their humored looks as I walked past them.
“We’ll see you two lovebirds in a couple of weeks,” Carmen mentioned, and I waved to them on my way out, waiting to roll my eyes once I was outside.
Gabe quickly joined me in the car while I loaded my bags in the trunk. I held the trunk open for him as he sighed heavily.
“You’re going to be the death of me, woman.” He said, stealing a glance, and I leaned close to peck his cheek.
“Sounds like a party,” I cooed, skipping off towards the passenger side of the car with a childish giggle while he muttered under his breath.
It didn’t take him long to be in the driver’s seat, pulling us out of the driveway and onto the road into the endless night.
We didn’t exchange much for words on the first leg of the journey, minus the radio tunes and his hand on my thigh.
“Where is the next stop at our destination?” I asked after watching the beautiful place that was Genoa pass by me.
“We’ll stop in Zagreb, which is in Croatia. It’s a lovely place too. It will only take a few days to make it to Bulgaria, so we don’t need to rush. We can enjoy the sights along the way.”
“Sounds perfect,” I told him as he looked over briefly to smile at me. I reached my hand over to caress the back of his head, and he leaned into it.
I rolled down the window after a while, feeling the cool breeze. I stuck my hand out, letting the air whoosh through my fingers, promising a sense of freedom, so I rode it.
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Croatia was beautiful, hell, all of it was as we drove. I gazed out of the window happily taking in all the beauty and sights of the old architecture and artfully designed buildings in styles I could not name. I could see history all around both modern and old. I wanted to touch and taste it all.
Through Zagreb, I stuck my head out of the window, leaning out to see around us as we drove slowly. I felt his hand rub my thigh then my ass.
“You can’t just put that in my face and expect me not to touch,” I heard him say, and I belted out a laugh into the wind. 
My long red hair blew around me as I marveled at the beauty. “It’s all so beautiful, Gabriel,” I said into the breeze, unsure he heard me.
“Yes, I agree,” I heard him say.
Eventually, I moved back inside the car but kept the window down.
“I must say, it’s delightful to see you so full of vigor and life. It’s a lovely sight to see my wife so happy.”
I considered him, catching his gaze briefly before he focused back on the road.
“I do enjoy traveling,” I mentioned when he pulled up to a place to stay.
“I’ll grab us a room if you want to explore. I’ll come and find you.” He offered, and I kissed his cheek.
“Time to disappear then.” I smiled sweetly while he gave me an unamused look.
With a silent chuckle, I stepped out of the car and walked to the trunk to put on another layer more appropriate and suitable. I decided on a long coat, putting it on before I shut the trunk, and noticed Gabe leaning against the side of the car.
“Well, don’t you look lovely?”
I certainly felt a little warmer then.
“Thank you.”
I saw the way his eyes crinkled in a satisfied look.
“I’ll catch up with you in a bit, enjoy the sights,” he said with a growing smile before locking the car as I walked in the opposite direction. I teased him with the thought of me running away, however, I wasn’t a complete idiot to think I could ever escape him.
It was a nice partly cloudy day as I walked past the shops, enjoying the sight. Similarities of the place reminded me of London in a sense, but I didn’t let that thought go further as I walked for another mile before Gabe joined me.
“Let’s grab food, wifey,” he said as we found a local place. When Gabe ordered, he spoke in their native language, and I turned to blink at him as we were seated.
“What?” He asked me.
“A husband of many talents. How many languages do you know?”
He looked at me across the table with a smirk.
“When you’re as old as I am, you would think it's all of them. I learned Swedish, Latin, and Dutch long ago. Then, as I traveled through the countries I easily picked up on their languages. French was easy and German took some time. Italian was easy too. Greek was a bit more difficult, and I learned Romanian for Lucien and Leticia. I also know a little Finnish and bits of the Asian cultured languages.” 
He took a sip of his beverage, and I blinked at him. Well damn.
“You’ve seen the world, no wonder you don’t get bored. Did you not venture to the UK or the United States?”
“A few times, but I enjoyed Europe and the countries near my home the most. I was in the United States for a year in the 70s and that was interesting. I didn’t bother with Australia or Northern Africa. Not a big fan of the desert, dry climates. I enjoy lush greenery and beauty, although I’m sure they have their charms too. I never got around to South America either. I liked Canada though when I was overseas. I tend to get homesick when I leave the continent, so I don’t,” he went on, watching me as I stared off into space while taking in the information.
“The desert isn’t so bad. It has its charms, although I’m with you, I find the lush greenery much more favorable,” I replied, remembering how I appreciated Vegas’s charms, and his lips curled up.
When our food arrived, we ate in silence when a question suddenly dawned on me.
“So, the information that was given to me about your patterns, you don’t have one, do you?”
His eyes lit up mischievously then.
“Nope.”
I sighed.
“So, you knew everything because of Leticia and Lucien?”
He nodded.
“It wasn’t all on them, we worked and planned together. Because I know my brothers and their friends better than anyone, it’s why I enjoyed playing your game initially. It was adorable, and it reminded me of myself. I wasn’t truly mad at you in Denmark.”
A silent rage filled me, all that initial planning was for nothing. If I had known, I would’ve disappeared sooner to chase Gabriel down before shit had to happen. 
I bit back a heavy sigh as I ate my food.
“You said you took it more personally the third time you caught up to me.”
“I did…I couldn’t control my temper after that as you’re aware.” He sighed as I avoided his gaze.
“I am sorry, you know. For all of it,” he went on quietly.
I didn’t completely forgive him for all he’d done, but I was feeling less volatile.
“I don’t completely believe or forgive you now, but perhaps in time, I will. As you see, forgiveness is hard for me. I still can’t look at Carmen sometimes. I only tolerate her for fear of Lucien hearing my awful thoughts. What kills me is that there was a time I would’ve done anything for her, until she took advantage of that. I don’t care what shit she spouts or excuses. If you love someone truly, you don’t sell them off and tell them awful things, and you don’t abuse them.” 
I took a long refreshing drink of water and looked up at him across the table. He did look sorry, and strangely I believed it then.
“Understandably so. It’s why I was surprised by your interactions in the UK. I was close enough that Fabien would’ve found me easily when he opened the door. Thankfully, I didn’t have to barge in and intervene, but you were resisting so much, I had to result in threats. I know part of the cause had to do with all the lies everyone fed, along with their perspectives of the truth. At least you can rest easy knowing they're safe. I told you before, it will not all be in vain. We’re halfway there, Karina. If there’s anyone, I believe in helping me complete my lifelong mission, it’s you.”
I clenched my jaw slightly at the mention of the UK. Take a deep breath, Rina, don’t cause a scene. Save your anger for a later time.
“Then, let’s plan and finish it, so we can stop living on the run as the most hated people on the planet.” 
We stared at each other as emotions I couldn’t fathom flickered through his eyes.
“Very well. We shall plan when we arrive in Bulgaria. I wouldn’t know what not living on the run wearing other people's faces is like.”
I reached my hand across the table, offering a sympathetic look as he held my hand. The sentiment reminded me of a similar gesture Tristan had done once when I was brooding over the past.
“I don’t know what it means to be normal either. We’re in this shit together now,” I told him quietly as he squeezed my hand.
“We’ll finish it together too.” 
I nodded as we finished our food, wandering through the city afterward. After extending an extra day's stay, we were back on the road toward Varna. The drive was perfect for sightseeing; Serbia and Croatia were gorgeous to drive through. It made me want to stay and explore longer—if only. 
Days later after we finally arrived in Varna, we found a place that overlooked the coastline and stayed there.
“How am I ever going to decide where to live after seeing so many incredible views?” I asked, sighing dramatically while looking out at the coastline.
“Travelers have no settlements because the world is their home. They appreciate the views and the beauty around them, same with the memories created and associated with such. After all is said and done, we can always come back.” 
He joined me at my side.
“I’m convinced. All this traveling, and I may feel more inclined to stay longer than five minutes somewhere. When it’s safe to do so, that is,” I ruminated over the thought, leaning my head on his shoulder.
“I think that’s a great start.” He kissed the top of my head, drawing his arm around me.
“I think over these next few days, we should tour the area and figure out our next moves. We have a week of waiting for the meeting to conclude. Also, let’s do the twin thing. That could be fun. Change your hair color to natural red though,” I told him, and he grinned evilly.
“Two Karina’s, what will the world do? I’m in. Let’s toy with them. Once we get them alone, stab-stab.” 
I turned to look at him, finding his fiendish boy-like look charming as I burst out laughing.
“My murderous husband, you’re adorable when you get stabby,” I cooed, and he grunted in response.
“I’ll stab you with something, my darling wife.” 
He grabbed my hand, dragging me over to the large bed before hoisting me over his shoulder, and smacking my ass. I giggled as he playfully did it again before tossing me onto the bed with his classic Gabriel grin of wickedness. After he crawled over me, I captured his lips hungrily before we rolled around in bed.
I had a feeling this next mission would be easier than the first especially if three men could be swayed over by two murderous women.
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I arrived at the perfect time, finding a central spot at the bar at one of the upscale posh clubs. I sipped on my vodka drink, waiting patiently for the night to unfold. Musing over my wardrobe choice, I went with a strappy black dress with my angel wings on display, matching shoes, and my short, bright red hair. 
Oozing total confidence. 
It wasn’t until I was well into another drink that a masculine voice echoed in my ear.
“And what’s a pretty lady such as yourself doing here?” 
I turned my face towards the dark-haired male with hazel eyes smirking down at me. 
Typical Pig.
“Can’t a lady drink and enjoy herself?” I asked coyly, squinting my eyes slightly.
“Aren’t you Karina?” Another said while tracing his fingers on my angel wings, yet I didn’t catch his eyes.
I casually crossed my legs turning, around with a sweet smile.
“The one and only. Good to see you again, gentlemen. Care to join me?” I saw the third one lingering close by, watching me carefully. 
All three of them had a decent build, ordinary with brown hair and various colored eyes. They weren’t as handsome as my mates, or my husband, but they weren’t bad to look at either.
“We would love to…as soon as you tell us why you’re here of all places?” Mr. Hazel Eyes asked.
Their names slipped my mind from that first meeting years ago, and I didn’t read their names from the folder Lucien handed over to Gabriel, just their pictures so I knew who to look for.
“I’m on the run from Gabriel,” I said with a hint of worry.
“Ah, I see. Did you rattle up the old boy then?” Mr. Hazel Eyes went on as the three snickered.
Huffing out a breath, I nodded with a shrug. “Yeah, a bit. I wanted to get an edge over him after escaping from his grasp again. Now, I know why you all found him to be a pest.” They grunted in agreement.
“The Council is getting impatient with your games, Karina. You better find a way to end it soon,” Mr. Blue Eyes said, who stood at my other side, opposite of hazel eyes.
“I’m only one woman, after all. I’m trying my best without getting killed in the process,” I told them, and they sighed.
“I guess that’s a valid enough excuse. So, you’re here alone? Aren’t you afraid he’ll show up?” The guy who had brown eyes stepped closer. I looked between the men on either side of me and the male in front of me with a smooth smile.
“Not anymore. I have three handsome men around me now. What do I have to fear?”
Mr. Brown Eye’s lips drew up.
“Let us drink and enjoy the evening together then, Mistress.” Mr. Blue Eyes at my right, leaned in to kiss my cheek while Mr. Hazel Eyes did the same on my left cheek. Mr. Brown Eyes leaned his hands on my knees, eyeing me with the intention of getting more from me than a drink.
My grin grew, knowing that Gabriel was nearby. Time for some fun.
“What will you gentlemen be drinking tonight?” I ask them as they gave me predatory looks.
“Are you on the menu?” The one in front of me purred, trying to play his seductive game. I’d let them think they were irresistible. The reality was that I was indifferent to them. My husband played better games.
“Of course, all in good time. Let us drink and dance first. Then, I supposed I could share.” I winked, leaning my head over to look at the men at my sides sweetly.
“Seal it with a kiss.” The two whispered in my ear.
The one on my left turned my chin towards him and kissed me gently before Mr. Blue Eyes did the same. I sighed blissfully as the one in front of me grabbed my face and kissed me with such haste that I almost pulled away and blew the whole operation.
“What divine lips you have. I can’t wait to taste the rest of you.”
The others agreed, and I turned back around to order us more drinks. They formed a barrier around me, sticking at my sides and behind me. 
My body warmed. I couldn’t help myself. As we drank a few shots, they couldn't keep their hands off me. The ones at my side had their hands on my thighs, and the other behind me had his hands on my back and shoulder. 
We chatted idly, and after a bit, I mentioned dancing while turning around to get up. Mid-laugh, I came face-to-face with myself. Except she had natural red hair and a sexy blue dress on.
“Karina?” She asked me.
“Sabrina?” I asked, walking towards her as she embraced me.
“What the hell is this, Karina? You have a twin?” I heard exasperated sighs from behind me, and I winked at Sabrina.
“Not by birth, but the resemblance is remarkable, isn’t it? I ran into her while running across Europe. I even convinced her to get the same angel wing tattoo so we could celebrate our twin friendship.” Sabrina leaned on my shoulder in endearment as any best friend would.
“Incredible,” they whispered in unison.
“Do you want to join us, Sabrina? We’re about to hit the dance floor. Is that okay, boys?” I turned around asking them. I shot Sabrina a look while the men looked at each other and shrugged.
It’s time to play, wifey, I could almost hear him say.
Sabrina grinned as Mr. Hazel Eyes spoke, “We’re eating well tonight, boys.” 
My twin and I exchanged smug looks before I nestled myself between the arms of the two men as Sabrina did with Mr. Brown Eyes. I heard her giggle as he whispered in her ear. She took on my persona perfectly. I was most impressed.
We made it to the crowded dance floor, and the two men sandwiched me between them. I let my mind drift back to an earlier time with two different men in ’99, enjoying the feel of their bodies, breaths, and touches all over me. Sabrina also enjoyed herself while dancing close to the brown-eyed sibling. While we danced intimately, I recalled an earlier conversation with Gabriel.
“You can’t break twin character no matter what. Not when they’re being male pigs or touching me. You’ll have to become a version of me. That Mistress who enjoys such things,” I told him.
He shot me a side-eyed look with a grunted sigh. 
“I won’t like it, but I’m willing to make some sacrifices if it wipes them out. Whatever it takes. We’ll make them believe what they want. They are easily swayed by beautiful women. Let’s give them a show, wifey.”
I gave him a playful wink before he pulled me closer into a kiss before we tangled in the sheets.
It was a short conversation and I left it to Gabriel to distract me with sex.
Time flew by as the two men teased and toyed with me on the dance floor.
“There’s a room upstairs, can we tempt you?” Blue Eyes spoke in my ear. 
I answered with a wicked smile, “Lead the way.”
They took each of my hands, and I gave Sabrina a flirty wink.
“See you later, sister,” I told her, and I knew she heard me because she led the third one away to a separate area.
Being led up the stairs, the two men pulled me into an empty room down a hallway. One pulled me into a heated kiss as the other began kissing my neck from behind me. Then, they turned me around to switch out, and I groaned lowly. 
I looked towards Mr. Hazel Eyes, minutes later, pushing him down onto the large couch. He flopped down, intrigued by my initiation. Straddling his lap, his hands found their way to my ass while I kissed him fiercely. Mr. Blue-eyes stroked my hair before kissing my neck again.
Where are you, Sabrina?
As they began to grope me, a knock sounded before the woman herself snuck inside, locking the door behind her.
“Sorry I’m late, have room for one more?” She said sweetly as blue eyes pulled her to the couch right beside me into the same position I was in.
“You both really do look alike,” the one at my right whispered in fascination, their eyes full of lust and desire.
“Do you want us to kiss for you? Is that a fantasy of yours?” I asked with a giggle, and Sabrina bent down to kiss her man.
“If you aren’t related and that’s cool… Please do,” Hazel Eyes confirmed.
Sabrina looked at me from my right side then. We shared a smoldering look before leaning to the side, gently touching our lips before deepening it, tongues entwining. I could taste Gabriel, and a moan slipped out.
“So hot. I get the twin fantasy now,” Blue Eyes sighed in bliss as the other one agreed with him.
“We’re still eating good tonight, brother.”
That’s what you think; a plate of death is all you’ll be eating.
After a few minutes, we pulled away with heated looks before leaning forward to our men in another kiss.
At the same time and in unison, we both leaned further so that their heads were in our bosom as we reached behind the furniture where Gabriel planted the stakes earlier in the day. He put some in each room just in case. 
I pulled him closer to me, sighing out pleasantly as if I were truly enjoying myself. In another quick breath, I plunged the stake through his back until it reached its hilt, sticking out of his chest. Sabrina did the same simultaneously.
The two men gasped out as I bent down to kiss them.
“See you both in hell,” I said with a wink as the light left their eyes.
“It’s always delightful to see you wrap anyone around your finger, wifey. So talented and beautiful you are,” Sabrina said, leaning over to kiss me.
“What a sweet wifey I have in turn,” I cooed back, and my own reflection smirked. It was so strange to be kissing and talking to myself.
“What do we do about them?” I asked, standing up alongside her.
“Leave them there, I dumped Daniel in the dumpster.” I snorted at the response.
I snickered to myself in amusement, Dumpster Daniel.
“Let's do the same with these two to follow Dumpster Daniel?” I suggested, and she nodded with the biggest grin.
We took out the stakes and hid them, closing their eyelids.
“Good thing we ate already, they’re heavy,” I grunted out before she giggled. We managed to get them outside while pretending they were drunk and stumbling. Then, into the dumpster with their friend, they went.
“Pretentious pigs,” I said as Sabrina glared at them.
“Hell is where I’ll see all you bastards for making my life unbearable. For helping all of them in this demise. Next up is my brothers… Let’s head back before someone sees us.” Her tone sounded bitter, full of quiet yet venomous rage. Offering a small smile of condolences, I grabbed her hand, and we disappeared into the night.
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Two days later, Lucien called from an unknown number.
“The Council is taking notice after Varna. I’m being sent over with Tish to investigate; Finn is coming with me. Braun and Geory are in Italy before they come with me everywhere. We need to plan accordingly. It shouldn’t be too much trouble to take out Finn. The other two will take some time. After Finn, you must leave Varna, for both of your safety. Go to our Bucharest residence until I can figure out a plan. The meeting and the other members of The Society are worried about who is picking people off. They think it’s you, naturally, and they’re starting to think Karina has something to do with it. Ticia has been playing her role well and lying her ass off. We told them, we last saw Karina in Germany, so she couldn’t have anything to do with it. They traced her back to Sweden too, so that should buy her some time. I don’t have much time, My Odd One, before Finn meets me at the airport. I’ll send you a message, somehow in an inconspicuous place. I would offer to kill him myself, but I know you want your brothers for your own which is more than warranted.”
“Thank you, Luc. We’re almost to the finish line. I look forward to your message.” I told him where we were staying if Leticia or Carmen felt like stopping by. He agreed and hung up the phone.
I looked towards my beautiful wife lying on the couch in the living room where we stayed. 
“The Council is onto us, or me more so. Lucien was able to get them off your trail, for now, so the blame doesn’t fall on you. Apparently, the grand meeting alerted everyone of a psycho killer taking out the founding members. Lucien and Leticia have an edge because of their special abilities, so they’re able to get by without suspicion. I’ll tell Leticia to throw me under the bus with her visions. If it will spare you too, then the whole Society can hunt me down solely if that’s what happens. However, by right, if anything happens to me, you technically can run The Council. Leticia and Lucien won’t let anything happen to you. I won’t let anything happen to you, Karina.” I rambled on, kneeling beside her with a gentle caress on her leg.
She cupped my cheek, and conflicted emotions remained in those pale, gorgeous eyes that I wanted searing into my memory and flesh forever, death and beyond.
“It’s sweet of you to worry and go into protective mode. It makes me hate you less and less.” Her eyes twinkled as I leaned down to kiss her legs then moved to place gentle pecks on her thighs. Words wouldn’t do me justice to how much hers meant to me. I will kiss and love her until I could no longer.
As a man who loved deeply in his life, I could say without hesitation that I was in love with Karina. I knew she felt something, but I knew the truth she battled with. She would be my redemption.
Her voice broke me out of my wandering thoughts then.
“Also, if anyone is going to kill you, it will be me not them.” 
I snapped my head up after placing a gentle kiss on her smooth leg.
“Do you promise?” I asked her as we stared at one another. Her eyes were intense, and I wondered what my own reflected. Both of us knew what our endings would be. I would die, and she would live on and change things.
I accepted that without question, so long as she helped me to the finish line. 
“Yes. I promise,” she sounded small when she spoke as if she were hesitant to say such words, knowing that if anything else was said her mates would hate her more. I knew Tristan would never forgive me, but he’d forgive her. It was me that got us to this point.
I moved myself to draw her into my arms, hugging her so her head nestled in the crook of my neck.
“You are the only one I’d willingly allow to kill me. I must complete everything first, otherwise, there will be no peace for either of us.”
I heard her take a deep breath as I maneuvered myself onto the couch, laying my head comfortably on her chest as she held me back.
“Do you promise me that?” She asked quietly, and I squeezed her in response. Yes, a thousand times over, wifey.
“I promise that at the end of this, if that’s what you truly wish, then I will give you anything you want whether it’s my life, divorce, or whatever you truly desire. I will do it for you.” I felt her chest rise and fall, her heart pounding against my ear, skipping as I spoke. 
I merely nuzzled my head against her breast, taking the silence as a break in the hate she was no longer festering as she was. 
“Someone sounds like they really care for their wife,” Karina whispered, running her fingers through my hair.
I closed my eyes, enjoying one of my favorite comforting pastimes as a child, adult, and vampire. 
“With all of my being, Karina.”
Her heart thumped against my skull, and I heard her trying to steady her breathing.
“Your wife doesn’t think you are so bad either... A husband that can be redeemed.” 
I looked up at her as I melted instantly at her meaningful words. Redemption was something I had always dreamed of but didn’t think it would be obtainable.
“I can’t take it when you say such things to me. It makes me burn for you even more.” I adjusted my position and brought myself so that I was gazing down into where she peered deep into my soul.
“Then kiss me,” she urged soft-heartedly.
So, I did.
Karina had my heart, mind, and body, all for her taking. I willingly gave it to her, and someday I would give her my life. I would find redemption if it were the last thing I ever did before I departed this world and into the great beyond. 
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Leticia came over two days later, alone. I greeted her at the door with a kiss on the cheek and she returned it.
“It’s good to see you both are safe. Also, I know what you’re going to say, Gabriel… Please don’t make me do it.”
I sighed, pulling her into a tight embrace, knowing how much all the shit was breaking her apart too.
“To protect my dear friends and my wife, blame the crimes solely on me. They already suspect it, so I want you to confirm it. You can start when I kill Finn. It will make Braun and Geory come out of hiding to hunt me down. I’ll be happy to bait them. Tell them visions to make them believe as you’ve always done, Tish. Do you know where Braun’s love is?”
She squeezed me back before hesitantly letting me go with tears in her eyes that I wiped away.
“She’s in Budapest, still awaiting further instructions since Braun is trying to keep her safe. We also made Carmen go back to Germany for a short time to keep her hidden from The Council should they figure it out. The Society has eyes everywhere now, looking out for you, Gabriel. Do not go anywhere wearing your real face. Karina should also change her hair. If you both would like, I can help.”
I inclined my head for her to walk further into where I knew Karina stood and waited.
Once there, I saw Karina give Leticia a look and nod.
“Let’s start with changing the color of my hair and eyes,” Karina spoke quietly.
“Very well. Let’s do your hair black again. What color eyes would you like, I’ll find the contacts for you today,” Leticia asked her.
“Give me my husband’s eyes, since he won’t be able to be himself,” she spoke without hesitation. 
I held my breath as Leticia smiled, tossing me a knowing yet endearing look.
Turning back to my lovely wife, she went on, “That’s a lovely sentiment and sweet. Give me two hours, and I’ll be back with the hair color and contacts for you.” 
Karina offered a small smile as I continued to stare, noticing Tish smile at me in my periphery before leaving quickly. 
“Why…would you want my eyes?” I asked her quietly, feeling my heart race in anticipation of her answer. My dark twins always loved me for me, and a few others, but I couldn’t fathom why Karina wanted to wear my eyes.
The beautiful, pale-eyed woman herself watched Leticia drive away before moving her gaze toward mine, and I melted into her depths. 
Tristan deserved his mate; this I was sure of. I knew why he chose her to sire, even if he didn’t know the ins and outs of fate and all that had to happen to make certain events occur.
“Why not? You have the eyes of a hunter. A handsome devil too. They are darling. I meant it when I said I preferred you naturally as you are than your other looks.” She was being honest, and I pulled her tightly into me, hugging her.
“I don’t think you realize the weight your words have… It means more to me than you know. I love you, Karina.” I felt her go still as I added, “You don’t need to say it back but get used to hearing me say those words to you.”
She took a deep breath, “Thank you, Gabe.”
I kissed her on top of her head as I held her close. My heart was cracking and breaking over her words. Such meaningful words won me over forever. These eyes that always fucking damned me since birth. 
I pulled her to the couch to hold her in my lap some more. She must have noticed since I felt her hands stroke my hair soothingly as if trying to comfort me. It thawed my heart within, feeling overwhelmed by the woman that entered forcefully into my life. Not that I was innocent. Not by a long shot.
“When Leticia gets back, I’ll leave you two to do the hair stuff while I bring us back food,” I said against her skin.
“Okay. Don’t forget to change into someone else when you go out.”
I rubbed my nose between her breasts, inhaling her comforting scent of sweetness. Unsure of how much time had passed, we remained like that until Leticia returned. 
Shifting into her appearance, the woman herself grinned, eyes glittering in flattery as I kissed her cheek, heading out. The closer it got to the end of The Council, the more my heart ached. I couldn’t let Karina go, no matter how hard I tried. 
I would never let her go.
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“Thank you for helping.” I look toward Leticia in the reflection of the mirror, admiring the classic gothic romanticism looks she always wore. She was beautiful in a timeless way, one that showed wisdom in her dark eyes. It made my thoughts drift, wondering about her long life while she applied the dye to my natural hair that I hadn’t seen since I took down the slave operation in the early 2000s. 
I caught her smile in the reflection as I sat in a chair we had brought from the living area.
“I have been friends with your husband for over five hundred years. It is my pleasure. We would never abandon our friend during a crucial life moment, nor his lifelong mission of seeing wrongs righted; that also extends to his wife.” Returning her warm smile, she added, “He does love you; you know that, right? I know the ending of this story though, and I know it must be you and no one else. The entire Society will hunt him down after this. If you have a mind for it, our friendship will extend to you after everything is finished. We will help you rebuild The Society... As long as you don’t harm our mate.”
There’s the magic words.
My heart sank, and we shared a gaze in the mirror.
“I know he does. My initial hate is no more, despite what I must play face for… Thank you. Speaking of mates, was what you said all those years ago true? Is one bond truly deeper? And the sire bond…” 
“I knew Fabien was insecure in himself which is why I said what I did… What do you believe?”
“I loved them both equally and deeply. Both brought out similar yet different parts of me. They had their overwhelming love to give and share, which was something all of us struggled with initially. The fact that they looked for me and fought for me…for me to show up and hurt them as I did… I know why I had to do it, but it broke me to do so. I don’t know how I’ll be able to face them in the future after all I’ve done and will do. I know nothing about running a society or a council. I doubt anyone would want a new vampire or woman running the show. I’m inexperienced, and I’m not sure I’m leadership material or how shit works.” 
Taking a deep breath, my heart panged, feeling as if it were cracking under all the weight I had to carry.
“I know… Lucien and I are happy to see Gabriel thriving…at the end of his life.” Her tone lowered, and she seemed to be conflicted over the whole situation. I wanted to hug her for it, but I wasn’t sure we were on that level of friendship yet.
She exhaled deeply, opening and closing her eyes before continuing to not only speak but finishing up the dye application.
“The future will be complicated, Karina, I won’t lie to you. There will come a time in the future when you’ll face your mates again. It won’t be easy, but forgiveness doesn’t happen overnight. You should realize that all too well with your husband, and others. As hurt as your mates are, it’s impossible to forget about the bonds or ignore them for long periods…To answer your earlier question, it’s not one over the other, it’s all dependent on you and how you give your love to both of your mates. The key to it all is communication and not letting them feel left out of your love. It’s why Gabriel and Braun have a feud. Their mate took to Gabe more and Braun couldn’t take it in the end. In ignorance, he ruined both of their eternal lives twice over.”
I watched her squeeze the rest of the hair dye and use the brush to apply the rest on my hair while I listened to her speak. My nose burned from the chemicals, along with my heart from listening to the truth of the situation. Whether I’d run into them in the future or not, would I be ready for it after all I’ve done and seen? Did I want to go back to how things were? 
Yes, I loved them, but will that solely be enough?
“Mates are rare, Karina. You can sire anyone as well as the sharing of blood, but not every bond is a mate bond when you’re eternal, whether you feel emotions deeply or not. However, we made The Council believe that you wouldn’t come around for centuries. You are Gabriel’s resurrection, settling an old score with him. You will also be the death of him. We all knew it from the start when we met you for the first time. It was always doomed, but I have much respect for you for leaving behind your mates and marrying another. I know he’s not perfect, but you’re giving him the ending he deserves. It is what he wishes, no matter how much we beg for him not to… His death will break you in a new way, and us too. We know you’re supposed to hate him and kill him, but we also know what exists under that exterior and what realities lie underneath inside that burning heart of his.”
Leticia finished and tossed the materials away, putting a timer on her phone. With how she spoke, I could hear every last word of heartache and sadness over a future without her best friend, and somehow, I understood all too well. My eyes teared up at the realization, of not only Donnie, but of feelings, I didn’t want to admit out loud, for then, it would only be true. That, I could not do.
“I know. Thank you for being honest… How do we make a better Council?” 
I wasn’t sure how else to respond as complicated emotions settled heavily inside my chest of what was to come and what had already passed.
“We do it one day at a time,” she said with a heavy sigh, taking off her vinyl gloves.
Easier said than done.
I got up out of my chair, following her out into the living room.
“How did you and your brother forgive those who have wronged you?” I asked as she sat at the dining table.
“It all depends on how long you let it fester and who. If it’s done to me, I can find forgiveness relatively soon. Revenge isn’t my forte, but I can rage and hate silently. If someone hurts someone, I care about, then I have no problems taking initiative or aiding in revenge. Hence the situation we’re in now. Although, if you ask your husband, revenge is always the answer, and playing games, because that is the path he was given. My brother is the same as me, but also Gabriel too. He’ll seek revenge when it’s the last resort, not as the only resort. Also, if you’re asking about yourself, we have already forgiven you for Gabriel before it happens. As does the man himself.”
Blinking back tears, I wandered to the window near the table, spacing out immediately.
“Fair enough, and thanks. None of this is easy for me, any of it, but since I was tasked with it, I must endure. Perhaps it’s penitence for previous sins. Forgiveness is hard for me, not only for others but for myself. At least we aren’t alone in our suffering.” 
I gave her a sad look, and she returned one that told me how she understood it all too well.
“Give it time, Karina. Time to allow you to lose and come back to yourself. We must all endure at the end of this.” 
Standing up, she made her way over to me to lightly rub my shoulder. Then, we both gazed out of the large window overlooking the coastline. 
Perhaps for her kindness alone, I’d spare Carmen from the rage I still felt. She said she’d help me if I left Carmen alone and didn’t hurt her. Perhaps that was her own version of the warning because she knows I haven’t forgiven her. Maybe I’d work on forgiving Carmen next. Maybe.
The timer went off not long later, and I went to shower and rinse out the dye. 
Once I returned a half hour later, Gabriel was back to himself, orange eyes and all.
“So, this is how you are naturally then? Dreamy.” He held a smug look before I walked to where they both sat.
“Have you worn contacts before, Karina?” Leticia asked as I sat down opposite them.
“No,” I answered her as she showed me the process of opening her eye, holding it open, and carefully slipping the contact toward the irises—with clean hands, of course. Her eyes were orange before I knew it.
After handing me a package, I mimicked her directions, taking longer than I’d like while I blinked, seeing my vision tint slightly.
Gabe grinned, “Now, what are we to do with three sets of orange eyes?”
Smiling to ourselves, I began to turn my face toward them,
“The resemblance is uncanny. Look, Gabriel,” she nudged him. He stood up, moving toward me to get a better look.
“No kidding. You did good, Ticia. They’re not as beautiful as your natural eyes, Karina, but they are my next favorite.” 
He cupped my cheek, giving me a heartfelt look that made my heart skip a beat. Stop looking at me like that, Gabriel.
Offering him a small smile in turn, I moved to get up and see for myself in the closest mirror nearby.
Damn, they really did look exact. 
I walked back into the living area taking the contacts out before putting them back in the case.
“I’ve set you up with a few packs, they should last you a while,” Leticia said while leaving the contacts she wore in.
“Thank you,” I told her as she nodded before turning to the true Orange Eyes across from her.
“Gabriel, Lucien told me that in a couple of days, they will be eating at a local restaurant in the city; it’s bait for you to show up. Do not go. Wait.” She slid a card on the table.
“What about shooting through the window with a stake? You know, out of sight, but in sight. They expect him to show up and make a scene, not take him out that way. It will throw them off. I think,” I explained, hoping the suggestion didn’t sound silly.
Gabriel leaned over to kiss my cheek. “This is why I love you, you clever woman.”
Leticia’s lips turned up.
“That’s a good point… However, there will be more members of The Society on the lookout in the room and outside. Not all of them showing up deserve death, Gabriel, please don’t go on a killing spree,” she gave him a knowing look as he put his hands up with a small sigh.
“Okay, fine. I’ll behave. You should be telling her this too, you know.” He pointed towards me, and I smacked his hand away.
“Hey, I behave more than you!” 
Leticia smirked at us both as we bickered.
“Fine, both of you, please behave and wear your disguises.”
We paused our playful bickering, and Gabe gave me a boyish grin as I rolled my eyes.
“Already an arguing married couple too,” she added, and I hid my smirk.
“Is Carmen still elsewhere?” Gabe asked her, and she nodded.
“Do I have your permission to go as her, after I take Finnick out?”
Leticia sighed, giving him a look, but she nodded.
“I’ll tell Lucien, but please remain hidden and once it’s done, join us inside. It’s not fair to pin things on her if you’re caught.”
He nodded as she stood up.
“I’ll see you in a few days, you should probably stay hidden the whole time, Karina, as they think you’re up near Sweden,” she added.
“Of course. I’m not sure the contacts will be enough to convince them if I’m caught.”
“Then, take that as an indication of not getting caught.” She offered a small smile and left thereafter. 
I leaned back against the couch, looking up with a silent huffed breath.
“Whose trouble again?” Gabe started, and I jumped on him.
“You,” I whispered, kissing him.
“I disagree. You’re just as bad. Maybe more wicked,” he purred, trailing kisses down my neck.
“I like your dark hair. The red was nice too. You can pull off any hair color. My beautiful wife,” he said against my skin, pulling the straps to my dress down.
“I like you as you are,” I said without thinking. 
Shit.
He paused what he was doing to give me a satisfied look of the words I spoke. My heart thundered in my chest at the realization of what escaped my lips. I might as well have said the L-word. 
I exhaled as he kissed me sweetly before pushing me back so that I was lying underneath him.
“Karina,” he whispered as his eyes shone brightly in appreciation.
“What?” I asked, staring up at him. 
“Say it again.”
I grumbled, narrowing my eyes. “You’re hearing things. If you’re going to bother me about it, then I’ll move your status up to a slight dislike.” 
He chuckled, leaning down to steal my lips once more. 
“Fine. But I’ll remember what you said. No take-backs. I’ll take those words and run away with them before you can ever take them back,” he spoke between kisses.
Eventually, I giggled as he continued to tease me.
Despite what he said about me taking the words back, I refused to utter those words of adoration. 
It hurt too much to say aloud.
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“Stand in the shadows of the next rooftop, Karina. If things go wrong, kill whoever threatens the mission, save yourself, and leave. I will always find you, so you don’t need to worry about me,” Gabe mentioned the game plan beforehand. I kissed him after he shifted into one of The Council members, we had previously killed weeks ago. I donned a black jumpsuit, put the contacts in, then headed to the rendezvous point.
Gabriel stood on the rooftop next to mine, and both of us were carefully hidden from sight. With a quick peek across the street, I could see Lucien through the window.
Please, let this work. 
I felt Lucien’s gaze linger on the two buildings in front of him where we were. 
Gabriel brought two stake bow-gun contraptions for our defenses. I wasn’t expecting him to use my idea, but it was somehow crazy enough for a plan. We made sure to feed plenty beforehand before we drank from each other in a blood-lust frenzy before putting on our disguises.
I slunk back into the shadows, doing a quick scan of our surroundings. Thankfully there was nothing suspicious to note, other than Gabriel loading up the stake gun. Before slithering back into the shadows, I did see some men walking down below across the street at the entrance, and others near Lucien floors up.
Gabriel mentioned how Leticia fed them information of the blonde man himself who would make an appearance ready to kill and to be on the lookout.
A clever woman to plant such a seed.
Breathing silently, I watched Gabriel wearing someone else’s skin from the darkness. He waited ever so patiently, so focused. As if he were born for stealth missions. I certainly couldn’t imagine carrying my pain without justice for… 600 years. My mind couldn’t even fathom the thought. All of us were stupid to think we had all the answers before starting down the path to take down Gabriel.
In a strange, fucked up way, I admired the vampire before me. What travels he must have experienced to survive the journey of all he went through with his brothers and lost lovers. 
No wonder he was such a formidable lover, an insane one at that. Yet, how could I point fingers when my wings were merely tattooed on my back? The Saints have long turned their back on this Angel of Death.
After so long of being still as death, Gabriel took aim, and perfectly timed the shot through the window, right into Finn’s heart. 
When I looked back over at the next rooftop, Gabriel was gone. I remained in the shadows out of view, but I caught a quick glance across the street, seeing Carmen walk inside the room with a worried look as Leticia embraced her quickly. 
Then, the commotion started over Finn’s death.
Gabriel was far too talented for his own good.
I could hear footsteps coming my way, and people began ascending to the rooftops, which meant I needed to leave immediately.
There were two people closest to my building on the side alley; I shot them with my stake immediately since I would be heading in that direction. I bided my time as I jumped across the rooftops, sliding back into the shadows and hoping I was far enough away. I heard people running down the sidewalks below. There were muffled voices from nearby rooftops, so I leaned forward slightly to peek. Some vamps were on Gabriel’s rooftop and a few more from where I just was too.
With a deep breath, I adjusted the strap to the stake gun and began my descent down the walls between the two buildings in a zigzag fashion so the gun wouldn’t clang against the wall upon impact. Somehow lucky, I made it to the ground and ran.
Once I was a few blocks away, I leaned against the back of the building with steady breaths. My heart and ears pounded as I listened. Nothing noteworthy drew my concern, so I gathered that the coast was clear.
Debating with myself, I walked past a few more buildings. Another block away, I heard sudden movement, but it was too late.
A back door flew open, and someone pulled me inside, shutting and locking the door before they had me in a lock against a nearby wall.
Before I could react or scream, a masculine hand went over my mouth.
“So, you’re who killed him,” a familiar voice said in the dark.
Wait, why was he here?
“Let’s see who you are.” 
A flashlight came on abruptly, blinding me but also revealing Patrick’s pale gray eyes.
“Wait, Karina?” 
I breathed heavily through my nose as I blinked at him.
“I will release you if you promise not to scream or kill me. Nod if you understand.” 
I did.
My nostrils flared. “What are you doing here, Patrick? Don’t you have a business to run?” I asked in a hushed whisper.
“I could ask you the same, Karina… What have you done?”
“I…” I couldn’t find the right words. Reality smacked me right in the face.
“You realize the gravity of this situation and everything right?”
“I’m not fucking blind,” I grumbled in irritation.
“Is…Is this what you’ve been doing this whole time? Some grand scheme? Was it all lies?” His concerned gaze pierced through me as I looked away.
“I admit to nothing. The finish line is in sight. Please, don’t ruin it. I beg of you. I haven’t forgotten my promise. Please let me finish this. I owe her.”
His eyes flickered emotions, mirroring my own conflictions, even if my mind changed on what I had to do at the end. Our eyes watered and it seemed as if an understanding was reached as Patrick inclined his head slightly, backing up a step.
“You’ve been helping him, haven’t you? It’s all starting to make sense now. He must have threatened you.” 
I swallowed hard.
“Give me time, and I’ll tell you the truth. The real truth, not what you heard all those months ago.”
“I should make you tell me now after everything, but I understand time is short now when they’re looking for Finn’s killer. Tell me this, did you kill him or are you protecting the one that did?”
“Second option,” I answered simply, and he sighed while rubbing his temples. Even in the flashlight-lit room, Patrick looked handsome in a similar black outfit that I wore. 
There wasn’t much in the room, it looked like abandoned storage.
“Answer a couple of other questions, and I’ll help you escape. You owe me that much.” 
I caught his gray gaze and inhaled deeply before nodding in agreement, exhaling a slow breath for questions I didn’t want to answer.
“Where were you really those sixteen months?” I saw him clench his jaw in anticipation of my answer. My mates had to believe me, but it didn’t mean that Patrick ever did. He didn’t have a bond he was bound to. Can’t say I was surprised either.
“He kept me as a prisoner underground somewhere. He didn’t hurt me per se, but I was chained in the dark, given drugs to make me sleepy, and blood, when necessary; enough to keep me alive. The games caught up to me.”
He mumbled curses while running his hand through his light brown hair, walking away.
“Was he nearby when you told us what you did?” He asked a few moments later with his back toward me.
“Yes.”
My eyes watered.
“You married him, didn’t you?”
“Y-Yes.” Tears leaked out of my eyes from the truth I worked so hard to keep hidden.
“Goddammit. When we have more time, I want to talk more about it… I know it’s not worth much right now in the middle of it, but I’m sorry, Karina.”
I said nothing when he turned back towards me, watching me as I wiped my eyes. 
“Just give me time to finish this out and end him. I mean it, Patrick. I still intend to keep the promise I made to her.”
He sighed deeply, debating heavily with himself; I could see the turmoil written all over his face as he shined the flashlight more on me. 
“Fine. You have six months. If I don’t hear anything, I will tell them everything.”
Would that even be long enough? How long would it take to even take down the last two brothers?
I shook the thoughts away and agreed to Patrick’s terms.
“Deal. I don’t expect forgiveness for everything I’ve done and the pain I’ve caused, but there was a reason for all this madness. The ending. I can’t face them after all I’ve done and all the blood on my hands. If I don’t see you after this for a long time, please tell her I’m sorry, for all of it. I will hate breaking their hearts and myself for it, forever.”
His look was sympathetic, lowering the flashlight as his eyes flashed seriousness.
“Six months, Karina. I mean it. Not a minute sooner and not a minute later.”
I nodded, and he pointed behind him. “Keep going in that direction for two blocks then take a right and you’re in the clear. I recommend leaving this city as soon as possible. Please be careful. I’ll never be able to look at them knowing I let you go and get killed. I won’t say a word. Six months.”
“Thank you. Take care of yourself, Patrick, and them.” It was his turn to nod.
“Go.”
And with those words, it went dark as I left the stake gun with him and disappeared out of the door I previously entered.
The night air was cool as I ran. My tears were still stinging my eyes, yet somehow after the conversation with Patrick, I felt freer than I had in a long time to reveal part of the truth. I only hoped he wouldn’t ruin everything. Regardless, I was on a six-month time clock.
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“I looked for you, where did you go? And where are you going?” I stormed into the place we stayed and found her with her bags packed, looking nervous and antsy.
“They were on my trail, where the fuck else would I be, other than running away? I couldn’t be seen, Gabe. Also, we need to leave. Let’s go.” 
She wore jeans and a t-shirt while still wearing those glorious contacts, making my heart burst. It would be one of my favorite sights of her that I’d lock in my memories of how she wanted to wear my eyes. No one had ever done so before. Minus Ticia when showing Karina. That was a sight too. 
“I’m glad you’re safe at least. We still have a couple of hours. We don’t need to rush; I’m waiting on Lucien’s call before doing anything. It will give me time to shower and get my shit together.”
“Okay, then hurry up. I want to leave now before we’re caught.”
“Soon, my dear. I’ll shower now. It will be all right.” I walked towards her and kissed her gently. She looked so defeated and worried that it made me wonder what else spooked her. Karina wouldn’t have worried unless she feared something or someone.
“If Lucien calls, answer it, and come get me if he requests it. Breathe, Kari, I’m with you now. Nothing will happen with me around. Remember, the old-as-fuck vampire who has evaded everyone for centuries.” 
I heard her sigh, wiping her eyes with a forced laugh. I stroked her hair, offering a reassuring smile before I went to the bathroom for a shower.
As I did, I wondered what else happened once I disappeared and shifted into Carmen. She made it back safe before any of us left, but did she run into anyone I wondered? Was she tailed?
In our time together, I hadn’t seen her that way unless her mates were brought up. That’s probably what it was, someone must have said something she overheard. They probably wouldn’t come after her after the convincing show she gave them back in the UK, but they could be curious too. Tish didn’t see them showing up in her visions though, so that wasn’t it. The jade-eyed twins weren’t in the city. 
I decided not to bring it up or ask questions as I stepped out of the shower fifteen minutes later. I’d figure out how to ease her worries and stress after the phone call with Lucien. We still had two of my brothers left, then it would all be finished. 
Until that time, all hands were on deck.
Draped in a towel at my hips, I walked into the living room to the phone ringing on cue. Karina handed me the ringing phone, and I caught her lingering eyes as my wet hair dripped onto the floor. 
Smirking at her briefly, I answered.
“It’s me, Lucien,” he said into the line after I picked up.
“What’s going on? Karina is here, they almost caught her. She’s ready to leave.”
I heard him sigh in relief.
“We were worried about her, I’m glad she’s safe. Go to Budapest to get his lover, which fun fact, looks like your old mate.”
My heart stopped, realizing that my back was to my wife, she didn’t need to see me have a reaction to Lucien’s words.
You are so very cruel, Braun, so goddamn cruel. Ripping me to shreds one last time before I return the long-awaited favor.
Lucien continued, “I’ll send you the coordinates. Go disguised as Braun and tell her how Gabriel is after you and that you’re heading to Bucharest, Romania, to my safe house and residence. She’s met me before, plenty of times, so she’ll trust what you say. Also, leave a note on your way out so he’ll find it later. Braun is checking on her now before coming over here. Geory is going with him. Gianna is her name. When he finds the note, he’ll come after you, Orange Eyes. I’m unsure if Geory will go with him, but if he doesn’t, how would you like me to continue?”
I turned around, stealing a glance from Karina who was listening to every word. With a quick eye-narrowing look at me, she leisurely made her way in front of the window to stare out.
Meanwhile, I pinched between my eyes with a heavy sigh.
“I give you full permission to end him. As much as I’d love to do it myself, I won’t risk them getting away again. I do have a request, if possible, put me on the phone before you do so I can tell him what his last heard words will be. Make it quick and dump him in the sea somewhere so the fish will eat him.”
I heard him pause.
“Very well. It will be done. I’ll be in touch. Drive to Budapest, then Romania. Don’t break character while Gianna is around. Braun is very sweet with her, so treat her as you would your wife. Make sure Karina understands that. If you must send her away, do so. We’re so close, Gabriel, we can’t have anything mess this up, including a wife’s jealousy, whether she’ll admit it or not. I know she pretends not to care and love you, but we all see it.”
I smirked shamelessly over his words while Karina still faced away from me.
“Of course, I understand completely. I will tell her. Thank you for everything. I’ll see you at the end of the road. Be careful. Give the others my love.”
“I love you, be careful. We’ll be in touch.”
We said our goodbyes, and I placed the phone on the table. Karina turned around, facing finally.
“What do I need to do now?” She seemed impatient, crossing her arms and sitting on one hip. 
Oh, wifey. You’re so adorable when you get hot and bothered.
I gave her a quick smirk, taking one step closer to her.
“For one, don't become a jealous wife,” I purred.
She scoffed, raising her eyebrows before narrowing those orange eyes in my direction. Fuck me. 
“You’re hilarious if you think I’d let myself go there.”
God, I wanted to fuck her. I loved when she got like this with me. That fire she always gave to me from the very start.
“We’ll see. I’m sure it will only make me hot for you to see such a thing. Perhaps I’ll do it just to see you squirm,” I told her with an indication of my future mischief. 
Storming towards me with a glare, she ripped my towel away, tossing it behind her.
“Or I could watch you squirm. You don’t like that, now do you, husband?” Her eyes had that fire in them, erupting and mimicking my own burn for her.
She turned around with just one last look before trying to walk away from me before I grabbed her, pulling her flush against my still-damp body. My dick was hard instantly when her ass pushed up against me in those tight fucking jeans. 
I held her tight as she tried to wiggle out of my grasp.
“Let go. I thought we needed to leave?”
Her tone didn’t sound too convincing as I kissed up her neck and then licked the edge of her jaw I could reach. She huffed a breath as my arms tightened.
“I’m not done with you yet, wifey. I’m going to fuck you before we leave this place.” 
I nibbled on her ear, instructing her on what to do next.
“Take those jeans of yours off before I taste you in other ways.” 
With a sigh escaping her lips, I eased on my tight grip from around her, watching her undo them.
Once she did, I quickly released her, kneeling, and tugging her jeans all the way down. With her ass in my face, I pressed my nose into her cheek while my arms held her to me. I bit her hard on her fantastically formed ass, and she hissed, leaning her head back.
I knew you were toying with me, wifey.
I smacked her other ass cheek before licking the spot I bit. 
Releasing my grip once more, I looked up at her as she stepped out of her clothes and turned around, running her hands through my hair before tugging it back.
“Take off the rest of what you’re wearing,” I instructed with blazing eyes and a throbbing dick.
Her grip loosened, pulling her shirt off, along with her bra as we watched each other.
Before I knew it, she had my hair in her hand again, dipping her head and sinking her teeth into my neck. I groaned in delight, feeling that connection down the line of the bonds of her mates, and how we were all connected to each other. I created her sire, and he created her. As much as I cared for Tristan and Margo, regretting how I abandoned them over two centuries ago, I loved Karina more, for a multitude of reasons.
The first being that I was happily married to her for a short but wistful time. The rest had to do with her help, and the essence of her being and all that she was. I regretted hurting her the most, and the hate both of us bared in our hearts for different reasons.
My thoughts became muffled as I moaned into her ear, pulling her to the floor with me.
Once she had me straddled, I gazed into those mirroring embers, seduction won over.
“I’m yours, Kari. I married you, remember that.” I whispered as she placed herself where I throbbed for her warmth.
After an initial sigh from us both, from her taking all of me, I grabbed her wrist and drank from her again.
“I will not get jealous of anyone,” she told me, and I pulled her close, holding her.
Kissing her wrist after, “Whatever you need to tell yourself. I’m telling you that I’m yours no matter what I must do next week. No one can take that away from us. I’m yours, and you are mine.” 
I bit her neck again, as I met her push for pull, riding me and claiming me as she always did. My enemy and my eternity, and it was all I could stand as her entrance gripped my dick before spasming when she cried out, shattering into my arms.
I nearly exploded then, but I needed to feel her teeth and the rush of my lover’s vampire kiss.
“Bite me now, Karina,” I growled, and she did. 
When I came, I swore I saw stars. The sexiest part was how I opened my eyes, panting, and she was watching me with her lips parted. Karina enjoyed watching me squirm just as I did. That was my favorite game to play with her. 
She stayed clenched around me as I stole her lips, tongues dancing and muffling any remaining moans.
My wife was delightful, and I would be forever happy that I married her. I knew she wouldn’t be mine for my eternity, but the time we did have, I cherished just the same. 
Before the end, I would tell her how much she meant to me, and how sorry I was for putting her in the position I did, but I would never regret having her to myself. 
I would also forgive her for it all. 
I knew she couldn’t resist my charms forever, and all I wanted was a piece of her heart, after breaking her completely. I desperately weaseled my way in there and she resisted the entire time. Even when she threatened to break open, she won’t admit it, but I see it in her actions. 
It was enough for me to be loved by her. She would be the one I’d allow to wear my eyes. I hoped she would after I was gone.




Chapter 24 







We drove through Bulgaria, Serbia, and finally up to Budapest. Anytime we stopped for the night or for a long break, I made sure to fuck him good, so he wouldn’t forget who he was married to.
To no surprise, Gabriel enjoyed it and teased me endlessly. He told me the game plan and who he had to be and turn into. I couldn’t mess it up. As if I would, my life was ruined to help him. I would finish it and end him as promised. Except now it wasn’t just Margo’s promise, but Gabe’s too.
When we arrived in Budapest, we stayed in a nearby place overnight to rest before we had our roles to play. 
“As a reminder, while you’re fucking her in another skin,” I told him before I bit him while fooling around in bed, and he came hard, filling me up. I watched him as he moaned loudly, and by The Saints was it a lovely goddamn sight with his eyes glazed over, eyelids fluttering open and closed.
I held that power over him, and I rolled and basked in it.
“I haven’t even changed into him, and you’re already jealous,” he purred in my ear.
“It’s only fair if I go out and have fun, right?” I shrugged nonchalantly, taunting him.
“That’s fair, I suppose, wifey… I don’t want to hear about it, if you do. I have no problem admitting my jealousy, at least.” 
I rolled my eyes, and he gripped my chin.
“Shall we make it into a game, my love? I always did love playing with you,” he added, sounding like a smitten kitten.
“Sure, I’d love to,” I smirked, kissing his cheek and attempting to get up to begin the day and a new adventure with Gianna.
Wonder what she would be like, and if she did look like Gabriel's dead mate.
My chest felt tight at the thought. Mates are sacred.
“Be careful what you wish for Karina,” he taunted, and I flipped him off.
“Oh, but it’s so fun.” He chuckled.
“I will wipe that smirk off your face if you don’t stop,” I threatened, but I knew he wouldn’t take me seriously.
Hell, I didn’t. I could admit to myself how I’ve grown to love our lustful games.
Gabe made a noise of approval then.
“I like when you get violent. I won’t be able to leave this bed if you keep talking dirty, wifey.”
I scoffed in annoyance putting on black pants. 
“Get dressed,” I barked back, throwing clothes into his face as he still lay in bed.
I could tangle with him like that all day.
He shot me a smug look, moving the clothes and rolling onto his stomach so I could see his black dragon. I admired it from afar before finding him irresistible, drawing closer to trace the lines and curves of it. Once I made it to his thigh and ass for the tail, I gave his ass cheek a hard smack.
“Get up, hubby, you’re killing time, and me in the process. Let’s get this shit over with.”
He rolled over, grabbed my arm, and pulled me into a kiss, straddling his lap.
I felt him harden underneath me as he tucked my bottom lip between his teeth.
“Someone is lustful today,” I murmured as he tried to tug down my pants, and I swatted his hand away.
Gabe pouted, and when he attempted again, I let him tug down the pants until I was bare before him again.
What was the point of clothes anyway? He was just going to take them off again.
“Needy too,” I whispered against his lips.
“Yes, wifey, I need you. Let me feel either pair of your lips wrapped around my cock once more before we leave. I wasn’t done tasting you either.”
Tossing him a playful look, he lay back, bringing me with him. Seduction rising, I trailed kisses down his naked body before positioning myself to take him into my mouth, while my pussy hovered over his face.
He grunted, “Yes, that’s it, wifey. Dream of this later when we’re stuck in the fucking car with that woman. Picture it as I fuck you all the same.” 
His hand palmed my ass before exposing me to his wicked tongue. 
So much for leaving on time.
I used my hand for assistance as I moaned onto him as his tongue curled around my clit before sucking gently, then mercilessly until I came shattering a minute later as he drew out my muffled orgasm on his dick. His tongue didn’t leave as he made me ride another high until I released a second time, his cock leaving my mouth as my face dove into the covers, ass still up.
He's distracting me enough that I can’t even finish his blow job. Gabe seemed to be my weakness, after all.
Sigh.
“Okay, two more rounds before we leave. Fuck me, I can’t get enough of that troublesome mouth, or those tight lips wrapped around my dick. Your cum tastes divine, wifey. Let me fill you up with all of me now.”
Moving out from under me, I remained on all fours with my ass up in the air, waiting.
His hands caressed my ass, kneading each cheek. I whimpered as he entered me, teasing my other tight hole with his finger.
With the combined sensations, Gabriel brought me into sexual nirvana as he went fast, hard, and deep. I could feel how his balls hit against me, wild and rhythmic just as he was.
My eyes rolled back as I whispered his name in calling.
“It will be soon, wifey, I’m almost there. Say it again. Let me hear my name upon those fuckable, kissable lips.”
With a hard thrust from him, I cried out.
“Fuck me, Gabe… Gab-ri-el.” I drew out his name, and he grunted his release, gripping my hips.
There was no more arguing from me when he fucked me senselessly as he had just done.
Gabriel leaned on my back, catching his breath before kissing down my spine.
“Shower with me, and I’ll bring you back into my orgasmic depths.”
Moving off the bed, I stood there at the edge naked as he crawled on the bed towards me, and I never saw a better sight of him before than his unintended submissive vibes. Fuck.
Running my hand through his hair, I pulled him into a kiss as he carefully got out of bed. I felt myself being lifted off the ground and my ass cupped while I wrapped my legs around him tight, deepening the kiss.
Before I knew it, we were in the shower, fooling around more. As always, Gabriel lied, it was three total rounds instead of the two he swore.
However, we made sure to shower each other off before dressing for our delayed journey. Naturally, we bickered back and forth during this process, but we stopped immediately when we left the hotel. It took me longer than I cared to admit to notice he already changed into Braun. They looked nearly the same, minus the eyes and tattoo placements.
“Here’s a phone, answer it if anyone calls. My number is in there.” He gave me a phone and put his own separate one in his pocket. I merely agreed as he drove us to the location Lucien instructed. 
Once there, he parked the car, looking at me seriously after a while.
“Text Lucien, after I bring her to the car. I’ll let her know you’re in here helping me protect her as Gabriel comes for us. I’ll have her sit in the front… It’s going to be a long drive, Kari. We’ll have to stay somewhere. Also, I may have to speak in Italian since she’s from Italy.”
Of course…
I sighed at his response and got into the backseat.
“I’ll be back soon,” he promised while getting out and heading into the building as I rubbed my forehead, wishing I still had my mp3 player from years ago.
It was a half-hour before the two emerged, and I couldn’t deny the thoughts coming to mind of why it took so long. 
I was leaning against the outside of the car, taking in the sights around me. Part of me wished he left me in Budapest to spare me the trouble. 
A friendly, welcoming smile appeared when a beautiful dark-haired woman with the loveliest hazel eyes greeted me.
“It’s nice to meet you, Karina, thank you for looking out for me even though I don’t know you. Braun tells me good things and what you’re doing.” 
I smiled at her and then at Gabriel, opening the passenger side of the door for her.
“No problem at all. Braun’s brother has been nothing but a menace.” I told her truthfully as she nodded in agreement. I waited until she was inside and seated to shut the door gently, but not before I caught Gabe’s knowing look. 
I grinned, getting into the back seat behind Gianna while quickly texting Lucien as instructed.
“It will be a long drive, so I apologize in advance. But we’re all in good company,” he told us, grabbing Gianna’s hand as they exchanged smiles. 
He played his role so well, I had to look out the window at the views. 
It would be those views that would distract me as we drove all day and into the night before we stopped at a decent hotel in Pitești, Romania. 
We all stretched after being in the car all day, and Gabe got us two separate rooms.
Over the past eight hours, they spoke Italian, and occasionally Gianna asked me questions that were easily answered, and they acted as a sweet couple would. Unfortunately for me, I had to pretend I wasn’t bothered. No trouble for me, right?
After Gabe handed me the key to my room, I smiled at him and Gianna both.
“I’ll see you both at breakfast. Have fun and enjoy.” 
I winked at Gianna before turning and walking toward the bar nearby with a wave to them from behind. 
I had a rolling suitcase and sat at the bar. The bartender didn’t speak English, so I merely pointed at what I wanted and paid cash. Earlier in the day, we had stopped at a bank to exchange currency. I couldn’t risk using my credit card.
I drank the yummy drink, whatever it was tasted of cherries and…brandy? I couldn’t tell, but I appreciated the taste either way. The bartender smiled as I pointed to the same thing before heading up to my room. I paid and left with my bag. My only hope was that Gabriel didn’t put our rooms close together. I would sleep in the car if that were the case or wander the city until dawn. 
To my delightful surprise, I made it up to my floor and walked into my lovely, classically decorated room. A bottle of wine awaited me with roses and a note that read, “We’re at the opposite end of the hall, enjoy your wine, wifey. I’ll be thinking of you.”
I smirked, grabbed the bottle, and started up the walk-in tub. I turned on the TV to see if I could find music of some sort to listen to. Thankfully I did, and even though I didn’t understand the words, I enjoyed the tunes. I popped open the bottle and took a long drink before I stripped out of my clothes.
I made the water bubbly and hot, waiting for it to finish as I danced to the tunes on the TV while sipping on the bottle of wine. It was a welcoming distraction to such a long, bizarre day. 
Did Gianna really look like Gabriel’s mate?
As the tub finally finished filling, I brought my bottle in, sinking into the heat. I hissed, before sighing blissfully as it was toasty in the water yet also relaxing. I sank down further, closing my eyes while taking a drink of my wine. When it was empty twenty minutes later, I set the empty bottle on the edge, beginning the bathing process while enjoying my buzz.
I had just finished rinsing off when I heard a knock on the door. I wasn’t sure what time it was, but I heard the knock again. 
I grumbled, getting out of the bathtub. I didn’t even grab a towel as I dripped all over the carpeted floor, walking to the door and unlocking it. Gabriel stood there, upon my opening of it. 
Orange eyes stared back.
“That’s one way to answer the door, my dear,” he quickly came inside, shutting the door behind him.
“Are you trying to blow our cover? Why are you here? Go back to her. I’m fine,” I complained, trying to sound convincing. 
He took in my naked and dripping body.
I grumbled, walking away to drain the tub water.
“You’re interrupting my peace and quiet. What do you want?” I sounded grumpy while I watched the water drain sadly before grabbing a towel for my hair as I bent over. My goods were on display at the doorway where Gabriel stood. 
Maybe I wasn’t working too hard to get him out either.
“Are we not speaking today or what?” I asked him and began to dry the rest of me off.
“I’m just watching in admiration.” 
I rolled my eyes and threw the towel at him.
“Go back before you ruin everything, you insane man.”
“I wanted to say goodnight first.”
“Goodnight. Now go.” I said, trying to push him towards the door.
“Not yet.” He grabbed my hand as lust filled his eyes.
Great.
“It hasn’t even been twenty-four hours…” I managed to get out before his lips found mine.
He groaned blissfully in his throat before nudging me towards my bed.
“Say goodnight to me, wifey,” he said, stripping off his clothes.
I watched him as he crawled toward me like the events of that day didn’t happen or that I didn’t know what he spent the past couple of hours doing with his mate-look-alike down the hall.
“Don’t think about it,” he urged as if sensing my inner turmoil, “Remember the one you married that puts on a show to the rest of the world but shows you what lies in his heart and on his back.”
My gaze softened as he leaned down to kiss me, and worship me all the same.
With his words, the earlier thoughts migrated to the back of my mind, focusing on the orange eyes above me. I was able to get my mind back into it as his touches and kisses were gentle as if apologizing for what he had to do.
I certainly didn’t like it, but there was no choice in the matter. I was dragged around, doing whatever he wanted since the start. This last mission was of the utmost importance, and I couldn’t get jealous now. I needed to focus.
Yet, as we made love on the bed, I whispered his name at completion while Gabe returned the same. He held me for a while, calling me, wifey. 
He kissed me passionately before he changed back to Braun in the bathroom and redressed himself. I watched him while laying on my side.
“See you in the morning,” I told him as he kissed me again with a cheesy look before leaving. 
What a shameless, insane husband I had.
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The next morning, I showered and put on a knee-length red dress with the same black blazer. I was the first one down at breakfast, ordering something else from the bar, and that time I couldn’t make out what alcohol was in it. I lounged at a table, drinking when the couple finally joined me.
“Good morning, you two lovebirds,” I cooed. 
Gianna sat across from me with a smile as Gabe leaned down to kiss her cheek.
“I’ll load the bags in the car. I’ll be right back.” 
We both nodded to him before Gianna spoke, “You know, I’ve never been to Romania before; I like it.”
“If it makes you feel any better, me either. I like it so far too.”
She smiled when Gabe finally came back and offered to grab my bag. I politely declined.
“I’ll get it, thank you. Since you understand more languages than I do, can you please order our breakfast and another one of these drinks?” I asked him. 
Gianna joined in, “Me too, I’ll drink what she’s drinking.” He nodded, smiling politely at us both and walking to the bar, getting our drinks and food.
“How long have you been together, Gianna?” I asked her after finishing my second drink.
She stole a glance from behind me with a smile before looking back toward me.
“I would say about three years. I met him at one of The Council meetings, and he’s been sweet to me ever since.” I offered her a sweet smile as Gabe brought our drinks over and sat beside Gianna.
“Well, you two make a beautiful couple, I’m happy for you. May you have many more years yet.” 
They exchanged a sweet look as I began sipping on my third drink. Maybe I’d need a fourth one after that conversation. Even the words tasted bitter on my tongue.
“I hear you have mates of your own, how are they dealing with all of this?” She asked me, and I nearly choked.
Gabe tilted his head, eyes flashing curiously on just how I’d answer that one.
I’m not an idiot, Gabriel, I’m obviously not going to tell her the truth.
“They aren’t dealing very well as you would expect. They worry and care far too much than I know what to do with,” I admitted, looking off into the distance, avoiding someone’s gaze.
“It must be amazing to have mates, I wouldn’t know, but I know Braun lost his great love after his brother killed her. Mate or not, I love him all the same. It should bother me that he had one before, but it doesn’t. It’s not his fault she’s dead.”
I saw Braun go still as he casually leaned over to kiss her forehead, muttering the L-word back to her.
It was my turn to go still. As weird as it was for me in this situation, and the bitterness of admitting to myself that I was most definitely jealous. I hated myself for it. But how Gabriel must have felt, no doubt being triggered by her words. I sure as hell would be.
I definitely needed to ask him about resemblances, later on, I had to know. 
“I’m sorry to hear that, Braun. What a cruel brother you have. At least you have this lovely woman by your side now. Bonds can be formed with anyone that can be eternal. You don’t need a mate bond to love someone deeply,” I said honestly, offering a sympathetic smile to them both.
“Thank you, Karina, for saying so,” she smiled sadly, taking a sip of her drink.
“Of course. I’ve gotten to experience all sorts of love throughout my life that didn’t exist before having mates. We take what love we receive and enjoy the moments for what they are before they’re gone.”
That truth hurt a little bit more.
“To love,” Gianna said as I clinked her glass. I saw something flicker in Gabe’s gaze as our food arrived.
I dug in immediately, avoiding his eyes on me.
You practically just told on yourself during that whole conversation.
We finished eating and drinking twenty minutes later before we left.
“Good news,” Gabe stated as we got situated in the car, I was in the back, of course. At least I was drunk enough not to care anymore.
“This drive will be a lot shorter than yesterday.”
I sat behind Gabe this time and caught his blurred reflection in the rearview.
“Awesome, maybe I’ll get to see some sights later,” I mentioned casually.
“Oh, that sounds lovely! Can we take a walk later, my love? I know I’ll need to stay indoors where it’s safe, but I’d like to see things at least once. Please?”
He looked over at her, rubbing her thigh and agreeing.
“Of course.” 
She grabbed his hand in thanks, and my eyes narrowed to it for a minute before I looked out of the window. Seeing the gesture made certain memories pop into my drunken mind.
The days in the car with Tristan, and the days where Fabien and I tore up the city with shows and dancing. Not only the erotic parts but moments where they kissed my cheek or held my hand towards their heart, where the rest of me was left behind. 
Where would my heart be after all of this?
I missed them dearly and, at that moment, I prayed they would forgive me someday; Margo too as she had waited a long time to be my friend, and I betrayed her. I betrayed them all, but most of all I deceived myself. 
I betrayed that love for another.
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Bucharest was lovely as we drove around the city. Gabe explained how it was the largest and the capital. He drove around showing us the Singing Fountains, CEC Palace, and we stopped in Old Town. Like so many other cities, I could see the history throughout the Old Town, but I could also see the modernized parts of the city too. So, I was itching to explore Old Town immediately as Gabe parked the car, and I practically jumped out.
“I’ll let you two enjoy yourselves, I’m going to wander. Call me when you’re done,” I told them both, but not before catching the look that he shot me while Gianna smiled, not noticing.
“Of course, go wild; we’ll see you later!”
She was too nice for her own good.
I waved to the two of them, walking in the opposite direction. The city was resplendent and beautiful. I was in awe of Romanian architecture. What I enjoyed most about the cities Gabe brought me to was how I felt as if I was stepping into another time for a few moments. I wasn’t a history buff by any means, but damn I sure enjoyed looking at it. I couldn’t even imagine what standing in Old Town would have been like centuries ago.
Distracting myself with the building shapes, and the various shops, I meandered my way into some fun stores. I was pleasantly surprised by how many people I could easily communicate with. Once I figured out the sizing, and with a little help, I bought some fun outfits and shoes as I wandered around to find food. There was a place called iDracula, that made me giggle, it was a tribute to the history and Vlad the Impaler, also a hotel, restaurant, and club. I ordered a raw steak, sighing in the delight at the flavors. Romanians had a sense of humor that I could appreciate wholeheartedly. 
Once I was full and satiated, I wandered further through town until I made it to a large fountain, referred to as Piața Unirii, which translates into Union Square. It was near a metro station, and that’s when I realized the sun was setting. Upon that notice, my phone rang at the same time.
It was Gabriel.
“We’ve eaten already, and we’re thinking of heading out. Where are you? We can pick you up.”
I told him I was by a large fountain and metro station. He knew exactly where I was as he went on, “you wandered all day didn’t you?” Then, I heard a light laugh echo before he hung up. 
I put the large, new sunglasses I bought on my head when he pulled up minutes later. The trunk opened, and I placed my goodies in there with a light slam of the trunk. 
Despite the weird situation, it was a fantastic day of exploration. I definitely wanted to test out the nightlife.
With a blissful sigh, I climbed in the back behind Gabe.
“Did you find some good things, Karina?” Gianna piped up with a grin.
“Yes. If you’d like, I’d be happy to get your sizing and styles you like and possibly go out this week for you?”
“Really? You’d do that?” She asked, turning towards me fully, and I nodded with a friendly smile of my own.
“Of course! I doubt we could convince Braun for a girl’s day out, so I’m happy to do it for you. I’ll even bring back food. You know, whatever you need.” 
I heard Gabe sigh from the front as Gianna patted his thigh.
“Sounds great, Karina. You have a good sense of style, so I trust you’ll find nice things.”
We shared a smile before she turned around while Gabe drove us outside the city to Lucien’s residence. It was a waterfront property, and it was big and gorgeous, built like a castle. I was expecting a replica of Dracula’s castle if I were being honest, but it was nice to see something beautifully unexpected. It looked like it had been updated within the past century to give it a dark but classic-modern look. Only the best for the two spooky, dark twins.
“Alright, Lucien!” I said, feeling impressed. Gianna even complimented the place in agreement as we got out of the car once parked. Gabe got the bags, minus mine.
“Lucien does have good tastes,” Gabe commented as we all walked in and marveled at the modern, yet classical gothic décor. 
The living area held more neutral tones with the high ceiling and open area of the kitchen, and dining area connected. There was a large area of windows overlooking the water close by with a dock and some sort of rowboat. 
I set my stuff down, next to the large sofa, taking in the open space. 
Taking off my blazer, I wandered around the place. 
There were six rooms, a theater, a billiard room, a huge library, and five bathrooms. Two total floors, with a couple of bedrooms downstairs where the theater and library were. The master ensuite was on the top floor with another large set of windows. Thankfully, it was on the opposite side of the house, and somehow, I knew what room they would pick. I chose the bedroom and bathroom furthest away on the bottom floor next to the library. 
I knew I’d need all the distractions, so I chose carefully. It was uncertain of how long we’d be there so I would make the most of it regardless of the time.
When I came back downstairs, I grabbed my stuff and headed toward the bedroom I chose. It even had a large, fancy standup shower.
I sighed in satisfaction. Maybe this wouldn’t be so bad, after all.
Gianna poked her head in.
“Oh, very nice! Good choice. Braun says Lucien told him that the master suite was ours to use.”
“Of course! It’s beautiful, you’ll have a grand time. At least Lucien has activities to keep us entertained.”
Her smile widened.
“Thank God! I’m glad you’re here, Karina. You’re fun, and I like you. I think we’ll be good friends.” 
The smile I gave her was genuine then. It was nice to hear such things again, that for a moment I forgot why we were there.
“I think so too. I think I’m going to go out tonight to give you and your love some privacy. You don’t mind, right?”
“How sweet of you. I don’t mind, but you don’t have to. I’m grateful though.”
I inclined my head with a bright, disguised smile.
“Not a problem. I’m going to look at the grounds outside, then I’ll get ready.”
“Sounds good. I think Braun is letting Lucien know we’ve arrived.”
I nodded while walking out of the room with her as she went upstairs, and I walked outside. 
The lawn was green and well-kept; there was a floral garden on the side closest to my room. It was an ideal location, and I would shower the twins with all the compliments for their tastes. They weren’t just Gothic, but like the city, there was modernization too. I appreciated both and would need to convince Lucien to let me stay in the future after all was said and done. 
I made my way to the dock as the sun began to set. There was a cute rowboat tied up, but also an ideal spot for reading if the weather was nice.
Light footsteps sounded from behind me, and I heard Gabriel sigh. I could feel him close, but he didn’t stand too close.
“Lucien knows we’re here. He said to give it two weeks and he’ll call back,” I heard him say.
“All right. Sounds good. I’m going out tonight, don’t expect me back.”
Slight nervousness hit the pit of my stomach over how he’d respond to my answer.
“Escaping already, are we?” His tone dropped, and he didn’t sound so happy.
“I’m not escaping anything. I legitimately want to go out on the town. I had a lot of fun today in the city. I also wanted to give you both privacy.”
“That’s darling of you, Karina. How thoughtful.” His tone came off sarcastic as I turned around to find him standing closer than I expected with a knowing look on his face.
In case Gianna could hear, I merely smiled sweetly, walking past him.
You can’t expect me to stay here and torture myself like that. No thanks.
“Tell Lucien, I’m in love with this place,” I cooed while continuing to walk away.
“Will do,” he muttered while sighing as I made my way across the lawn back to the house. My earlier suspicions were correct. Gianna was looking out of the master suite on the top floor. I gave her a friendly wave to show her that all was good. She smiled in return and did the same. 
Once inside, I realized Gabe was still standing at the dock as if debating with himself on whatever conflicted him. His back was still turned away from the house as I watched him for a minute before plopping onto the couch.
“Such a lovely place,” I said aloud, hearing Gianna’s footsteps coming down the stairs.
“I’m in agreement with you,” I heard her say while making her way to sit in a chair near me.
“I wonder how long he’s had this place and if I can someday buy it from him?”
Gianna giggled.
“Who knows? I certainly support that decision; I can only imagine how much this place costs.”
“That’s true,” I told her, making light conversation as our gazes turned toward the man still standing outside.
“Is everything okay with him, you think?” I asked her minutes later when he still didn’t move from the dock.
“I think he’s just worried. You know, the whole situation and Gabriel. As a leader too, I know it’s hard on him. I’ll go check on him now.”
“All right, I’m going to go get ready for tonight.”
We exchanged quick smiles before she winked.
“Can’t wait to see what you wear!” I stood up as she walked outside, and I went to my room to get ready.
I’m going to make him squirm.
I did my fancy makeup with red lips and put on one of the new sexy dresses I bought earlier with the fun black and white shoes, grinning at the finished look in the mirror.
Time to get into trouble, Rina.
Calling a cab in advance, I got a notification they were almost there as I sprayed my favorite perfume and left my bedroom. Making my way towards the door, I walked past the kitchen and living area finding Gianna and Gabe laughing in the kitchen. Once I caught their eyes, I waved them goodbye.
“You look great, Karina!” She exclaimed, nodding her head in approval while standing next to my husband. The look he gave was torn between enjoying what I wore, and also realizing my intentions that night.
“Don’t wait up,” I winked, leaving once I heard a honk. I could see he was trying to take in the dress more, but I didn’t give him the chance as I hurriedly left.
Once in the cab, I told the driver to take me to the club with the best dancing music. Thankfully, they didn’t disappoint, and I was back in Old Town.
Upon arrival, I paid and tipped the driver, getting out with a sense of wonder and giddiness to see how the city lit up and transformed past dark. The city was alive. 
I walked into the club excited to be myself and let loose without a hovering husband or the jealousy I found harder to maintain. It made me feel like an idiot, and I would never admit it to anyone out loud. 
However, I could be anyone I wanted that night.
The club was already bustling and crowded with bass-lined tunes that instantly had me bobbing to the music. Deciding on some drinks first, I walked to the bar and ordered two drinks so I could chug them down quickly.
After, I sauntered over to the dance floor ready to dance as the lights flashed all around. I let myself get lost there as the alcohol began to take effect. It took only twenty minutes before two handsome males came over to dance with me. I pretended they were my mates as I danced flirtatiously with both of them.
Tonight, I will have them both. Tonight, I wasn’t married to my enemy or heartbroken over how far down the hole my life had gone.
Tonight, I was free.




Chapter 26 







High from the fun night out, I wandered through the city at dawn. I made sure I fed vampirically and ate real food before making it back to Lucien’s residence.
Tired, but needing to shower off my shenanigans, I walked inside and took my shoes off with a small sigh. I bent down to pick them up and walked over to my room.
Once I placed them somewhere random in my bedroom, I jumped when I heard his voice behind me.
“Have fun?” 
It wasn’t Braun’s disguise, but Gabriel himself.
You idiot, are you trying to blow our covers?
I almost said it aloud, but I caught myself.
“I did. The place I went to had the best music. I’ll definitely go back. You’d like it too,” I whispered, walking into the bathroom to turn on the shower.
I heard my bathroom door shut then.
“You went out like that and came back like I didn’t spend all night wondering who you were with?” 
He cornered me, pressing me up against the wall.
“Don’t pretend like you weren’t buried deep in Gianna,” I whispered, returning his harsh jealous stare.
“I’m doing what was asked of me so we can finish this, or did you forget while you were getting fucked by someone other than me?” He grunted after whispering the words in my ear, making me shiver.
“Two, to be exact. It was delightful,” I said as he pressed harder into me. I could feel his dick growing in turn.
“You should go back to it before she catches you down here, and our downfall will be all your fault,” I added.
“She’s asleep. Turns out my wife needs me more.” He breathed out before biting me hard as he ran his hand up my thigh and the other over my mouth to stifle my moan.
He ripped my new dress.
“Someone’s jealous this morning,” I whispered as we stepped into the shower fully naked after he tugged the pants he wore off. There was no shirt and no tattoo in the skin he wore.
“You’re one to talk. You escape at every turn you can and then taunt me. Did you mean what you said yesterday?”
With a quick once over, my gaze lingered on his kissable lips.
“Yes,” I whispered before I sank my teeth into him. I covered his mouth in turn as I licked his chest and sank down to the floor to toy with him, taking him into my mouth.
I heard his hissed sigh as his hands found themselves entwined in my hair. Closing my eyes, I tasted nothing other than him. Feeling slightly grateful for it, I moaned against him in approval.
His huffs of breath and low groans only fueled me more as I reached around to firmly grip his ass as he began to fuck my mouth.
A minute or so later, he tilted my chin up, stopping me. In a quick motion, he pulled me up and had me lifted up and pressed back against the wall, wrapping my legs around his waist.
“It’s my turn to remind you who you’re married to. A reminder that no matter who we fuck, this is what you get to come back to, it’s yours,” he said in a low, wet, sultry tone.
I gasped out when he eased inside, claiming my lips to shush my moan.
I broke the kiss to whisper, “Yes. Show me who I’m married to.” 
As he moved within, fast and hard, I remained pinned. Our lips merged as I began to get breathy, and both of us were panting. He claimed me so hungrily, that I found his fire to be consuming as I felt my vagina swell, ready to receive all he had to give me. Gripping him tight, I felt his cock do the same before he slowed, moaning into my mouth as I went over the edge too. Such sweet bliss those moments were.  A muffled moan escaped me as my eyes rolled back, and he slowed to a stop as my insides milked every last savored drop of him.
“These are going to be a long two weeks,” he complained in my ear before pressing his nose behind it while breathing me in.
I smirked, hushing the giggle that wanted to slip out.
“You owe me a new dress.”
“You don’t need to wear that out again. I’m not sure I could take it if you did. I’ll pull cash out after I go out later for food items, then I’ll sneak it in your bag. I’ll leave enough for her too whenever you venture out again.”
With a quiet breath, I ran my hands through his hair before kissing him.
“I’ll sneak in later,” he promised, and I flicked his shoulder.
“No. I’ll lock my door,” I told him, and he pouted.
I held in my smile over it.
“You’re going to fuck it all up if you can’t control yourself,” I whispered, trying to lecture him but finding it more and more difficult as exhaustion was finally hitting me.
He kissed me again before caressing my cheek, letting me down completely.
“It’s not as much fun that way,” he stated as I grumbled, smacking his ass lightly.
“Go.”
He stole another kiss and quickly left.
I shook my head and showered before I crawled into bed, passing out.
When I woke up later, it was dark, and I decided to sleep until the next day. The sun shone through my window when I finally woke. I stretched, putting on comfortable pants and a t-shirt. I was nearly starving when I walked into the kitchen searching for food. I saw packets of blood and immediately grabbed a couple, drinking them down.
I yawned as I made myself some toast and coffee. After putting jam and butter on it, I wandered into the library with my breakfast. 
I ate at one of the tables and wondered what I’d read that day. Perhaps a naughty romance or classical literature? Some satire? The possibilities were endless as I smiled while finishing my toast and taking a few sips of coffee.
The library looked different than the rest of the house. Books lined all the walls with the fancy sliding ladder that I enjoyed. 
With my coffee in hand, I walked around for at least an hour, deciding on what to get into book-wise when Gianna came up to the opened door.
“I thought I wouldn’t see you; you were in bed all day. Is everything good?”
“I partied too hard,” I said as our lips curled up in unison.
“Braun and I are going out on the boat today. Do you want to join?”
That boat was barely big enough for two people. Hard pass on that. I cringed internally over the thought of it.
“I’m going to read today but thank you for the invitation. Enjoy yourselves.” She smiled and left me alone.
With a sigh, I continued to look through the shelves until I found a series about the fae.
I hadn’t read such things before, so I sipped my coffee in the oversized comfortable chair as I read. It captured my attention and before I knew it, it was late afternoon, and I finished the first book. 
I sighed again in disappointment when I realized the rest of my coffee was cold. I left the library telling myself I’d read the second book the next day.
I walked into the kitchen and made myself a hearty salad. I was nearly finished when I heard Gianna giggling from upstairs. 
Nope, not going to bother with that.
Quickly finishing up, I set the dishes in the sink before disappearing into the theater room.
“Alright Lucien, let’s see what you’ve got in here,” I whispered to myself as I walked over to his large walled collection of DVDs and found a comedy to put in. I turned on the large screen and sank back into a chair as it played. I got through two total before I called it a night. Laughter was what I needed.
When I woke the next day, I put on a flowy dress and grabbed the second book from the library before making my way into the kitchen for blood and coffee. I walked outside to the dock and let my feet hang over the edge into the cool water. I sipped my coffee, diving into the book immediately. That time I didn’t let my coffee grow cold. Once I finished it, I lounged around the dock in various positions before I laid on my back, enjoying the morning sun peeking through the clouds.
Time got away from me again as I got lost in the book. I could relate to the main character caring about multiple people and how she struggled with people in her life causing chaos while also having goals and dreams. It gave me hope for my own ending. Even the road I was currently on. 
After finishing the book, I stared across the water, feeling hopeful. I told myself I would go out into town tomorrow to simply get out of the house.
Gabriel wasn’t wrong, it would be a long two weeks. I was already feeling stir-crazy from the last few days.
I eventually went back inside and made soup.
As I plotted mentally on what movie to watch, I felt arms go around me, making me jump slightly at the impact.
“I didn’t realize my wife was a bookworm. I found it adorable each time I looked out of the window. Your friend upstairs also agreed.”
Of course, you have to say those things to me.
“Where is she anyway?”
“She just got into the shower and…I wanted to kiss you.” 
He turned me around doing as such. I sighed as he gripped my hips, deepening the kiss before easing his hold on me while leaning back and taking me in.
“I’ve missed you,” he whispered, leaning forward to trail kisses on my neck.
“You look pretty entertained to me,” I said in a tone that spoke of my bitterness, feeling familiar emotions spiral up from my gut into my chest.
“Are you lonely without me?” He asked, running his nose against my neck.
“Maybe,” I managed to get out, feeling a lump in my throat begin to form. 
No, not now, please.
“Tell me the truth, and I’ll sneak in tonight.” He touched my cheek gently, and I avoided his gaze after a quick look into those orange eyes.
“I’m not going to entertain you. I’m tired. I don’t want to play these games anymore.”
He kissed my forehead as my eyes misted, and I turned around to stir the soup on the stovetop.
“Go back upstairs before she wonders where you are,” I whispered.
“Look at me, Kari.”
“No. Go away.” 
Was it the book that had me feeling things or was I truly tired?
I felt as if I had whiplash. All the traveling, games, death, being married to him, and the missions—I wasn’t tired, I was exhausted. I wanted to go to a home I wasn’t sure I had a place in anymore. I had bit back that feeling down for so long that it worked this entire time. It had been over two years. I didn’t count breaking my mates’ hearts as that wasn’t joyful. 
I couldn’t even remember being truly happy. There were fleeting moments of it sure, but did I truly care about him? 
I knew what Gabriel and I had wasn’t the real thing… It was a distraction so we could do what needed to be done. I knew if I didn’t kill him, he’d never release me. I was his legally and every other way, at that point. 
Even if I wanted to, I couldn’t do it for eternity. It had been insanity the entire time and I went all in forcefully. 
Now that we were close to the end, I was feeling conflicted. I knew I had less than six months before Patrick told them everything.
Part of me wondered if they would even care, or if they’d waste their time on a broken woman like me. It wouldn’t be worth it after all I’ve done to get to the endpoint. 
I was tired, so fucking tired. 
I heard Tristan’s words echo in my head about the loneliness and looming future of eternity. I began to feel it at that moment. I knew I couldn’t break down in this house, not near him. I would drown myself in another night out in a couple of days. Composing myself became harder and harder, and I didn’t want to risk blowing the final operation.
I let my thoughts drift as I took the soup off the stove and poured it into a bowl.
I ate at the counter as I heard voices chatting upstairs. I didn’t bother to pay attention and tuned them out. I finished my soup and disappeared into the theater after returning the book to the library. I ended up watching two movies that made me weep.
I felt emotionally drained completely by the time I crawled under my covers. My door was locked that night.
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I ventured into town the following day, then I went out the same night and the next after that. Fortunately for me, I didn’t run into Gabriel once. I also locked my door each night so he wouldn’t bother me. 
On the third night of my outing-bender, I snuck in drunk as a skunk, forgetting to lock my door. That’s when Gabriel came in, no disguises, looking disheveled. Although, in my drunkenness, I didn’t have a single care.
“Karina. How long are you going to shut me out?” 
I had taken my shoes off and plopped down on the bed.
“Ask me after Lucien calls,” I grumbled, rolling on my side with my back turned to him, closing my eyes. I didn’t even bother to take off the red dress I wore.
The bed sank down then.
“Karina.” A hand went into the curvature of my hips and waist.
“Go and let me sleep,” I mumbled sleepily. My eyes became heavier and heavier.
“I’m sorry. I promise to make it up to you,” I felt him place a kiss on my head before leaving me, and sleep’s welcoming embrace took hold of me.
When morning came, I showered and put on black pants, a silk green top, and my black blazer. With my sunshades in place to help dull the hangover, I placed cash in my wallet.
I made my way to the kitchen for coffee and a blood boost. Not being there made the time go by faster and the suffering easier.
“Off somewhere?” I heard Gabe say quietly from the couch. With my finished cup in hand, I sipped and turned towards him. His back was to me, pale hair reflecting the overcast weather. How I wanted to run my hands right through it.
“Yes, as a matter of fact. If you aren’t busy, and so I don’t have to pay for another cab, can you drive me to the city, please?”
I heard a heavy sigh as I mixed blood in with my coffee, strangely appreciating the taste despite my hangover.
“You know you could’ve asked this whole time, right?”
I took another long drink, feeling my body begin to perk up, and the hangover began to fade. 
“I didn’t want to bother anyone, but you’re here now,” I finished my coffee shortly after that, sighing in satisfaction.
“I’ll take you into town. I’ll write a note and put it on the counter. She’s still sleeping last I checked.”
“Cool, my coffee is done now. I’m ready when you are.” After placing the mug in the sink and rinsing it, I saw him stand up as I walked outside without another word and waited near the car. 
I heard the door shut while I leaned on the passenger side. His eyes were locked on the back of my head, I could sense it, ignoring him completely as we both got in the car. 
Gabriel pulled us out of the driveway, and I could feel his eyes on me once more. I folded my hands into my lap; the silence became deafening. It was tense while he drove into the city, and I could feel his silent anger.
Finally, he spoke.
“I will blow this whole operation if you don’t talk to me. I can’t stand it anymore. It’s bad enough I went those sixteen months in a rage, not being with you and resulting in those antics. Don’t make me go back to it. For this next week, I’ll disappear if that makes things easier. I…can’t watch you leave every night anymore. It’s been a week, and I already feel crazy, Karina. I don’t want to play the games either. Please.”
He pulled us into a spot, and my heart skipped a beat. So pouty over me ignoring him. I found it endearing as heat traveled throughout my body.
“Find somewhere to shift into someone that isn’t you or your brother. Meet me in the store three blocks down,” I told him as I walked away casually after getting out of the car.
What he was about to find out was the same insanity I felt. Fools are what we both were.
I arrived at the clothing store and mentioned how my husband would be joining me to pick outfits with me. They asked what he looked like so they could direct him to the back-dressing room.
“Oh, you’ll know when he enters in five minutes,” I said with a smirk.
They looked between themselves as I plucked garments off the racks and asked where the dressing room was. After getting an answer, I placed money on the counter, “Please, see that we aren’t disturbed.”
I took my armful of clothes to the large, isolated dressing room in the back. I quickly hung things up and stripped my clothes to put on a simple black slip before a light knock sounded.
“Come in dear,” I said in a low tone as he came in. 
Gabriel looked like himself minus the dark hair. I helped him out of his clothes as his matching orange eyes blazed into mine. I traced the dragon tattoo on his back as he made a noise of approval.
“Show me your insanity, my sweet husband,” my tone was salacious, lifting my slip up as his hands moved in tactical movements up my thighs. My core awakened instantly. His lips crashed into mine, and a finger slipped inside without any clothing blocking him.
“I will have you all to myself today. Damn the consequences. I won’t be apart for a second longer,” he whispered before circling my clit, slipping another finger inside. His tongue danced with mine then, while his other hand removed the strap, palming my exposed breast.
“Fuck me,” I huffed out, leaning into his touches before taking his bottom lip between my teeth. 
Tugging on my lip in turn, I wrapped my legs around him and felt his hand slide away before picking me up. Moaning deeply in my throat, he sat himself down in the oversized lounge chair with me straddling him.
“Why don’t you show me, wifey? You can show me how you like to fuck your husband.” He was breathy when he said it as I took the initiative and slid down the length of him, holding my breath as I stretched with every depth. 
Fully seated, I placed my hands on his shoulders, giving him a smoldering look that he returned, motioning my hips.
“I’ll be happy to, husband.” He groaned, watching me roll my hips slowly.
The great dance of the art of sex. With the right people, that’s all it was, a dance. My dance with him was one of madness. One that I gave myself fully over to.
Biting my lip, he tipped my chin, looking at me fondly, raising his hips slightly to meet my movements. Capturing my lips, his arms drew me in tight as he held me close and delicately. His passion became consuming when a hand wove into my hair and the other went to the small of my back, holding me steady. I used the strength in my legs, increasing my pace, moaning into his hot mouth.
“Bite me,” I told him, releasing his lips as my hands dove into his still dark hair. He licked my neck in a way that drove me wild as I felt my inner walls pulse in warning of what she waited for. As he thrust, I felt the puncturing of his fangs, drawing blood into his mouth. I heard him moan as I vibrated against him, crying out. He released my neck before claiming my mouth again to silence me. I could taste my blood on his tongue.
Sensitive and still at the peak, I whispered his name breathily.
“Your turn, wifey,” he cupped my nape, bringing my lips to his throat as I delightfully returned the same gesture. My sensuous lick, dragging my fangs across his skin until he shivered, and I sank them in.
Gabriel exploded. 
His moan was muffled as I stuck my fingers in his mouth after slipping them down below so he could taste us both.
He groaned and we slowed, touching our foreheads to one another’s. 
“Karina, my delectable wife. I love you.”
He kissed me before I could respond.
“I’m going to take you somewhere where I can hear you scream my name,” he breathed against my lips as I huffed a quiet laugh.
“Likewise. After we buy some things from here first for their trouble.”
He tugged on my lip with his teeth in response.
“Let’s go before I change my mind.” 
He grunted as I sucked on his bottom lip. Gabe growled lowly and I smirked.
“We’ll bring something back for your lover, so she doesn’t suspect anything,” I said as I began to ride him again, holding back how fucking good it felt.
He groaned as I pulled off the slip, and he sank his teeth into my breast. I nearly came again from the sensation alone as my eyes rolled to the back of my head. He held the back of my head in place as I did. 
Once he let go of both my head and my hand from his, I gave him my own flame-filled gaze. His eyes were mirrors, love shown in them, and how much he enjoyed our excursions in public. 
I bit into his neck as his flames began to consume me.
“Fuck, Karina.” He made a guttural sound, making my insides throb. Releasing his neck, I bit into my tongue before slipping it into his mouth. 
His moan sounded so delightful in my ears, that I soaked him in another finish. Gabriel followed behind quickly.
“You fucked me so good, I saw stars, wifey. Or it could be low iron. Either way…”
I snorted a laugh, leaning into his neck.
“About time I got a real laugh out of you. You sure make me work for it.”
I placed a kiss on his shoulder before I leaned back and ran my hand through his hair, looking into those gorgeous orange eyes.
“It’ll be back to scowling before you know it,” I teased as he playfully smacked each of my cheeks.
“Exactly my point. So cruel to your poor doting husband.”
I made sure he saw me roll my eyes as I got off of him.
“I didn’t realize my husband was so needy and whiney.”
I bent over to grab my clothes, and he pinched my cheeks. With a yelp, I turned around, dropping my clothes to poke him in the ribs.
“You’re going to get it,” I threatened, and he beamed wickedly.
“Is that a promise, wifey darling?”
“Yes, now get dressed so I can make good on my threats.”
I saw him lick his lips, and it took everything I had in me not to jump his bones again. The poor workers that had to listen to us. Hopefully, they weren’t vampires.
“I look forward to it.”
We dressed back in our clothes, and I placed the sunglasses back over my eyes.
“Buy all of these, please,” I whispered to him as he grabbed my ass and cupped my breast.
“Anything you say, my love. My match in every way. Wifey.”
He sighed out before I cupped him in return.
“You and your nicknames, I swear… Let’s go before I have you again, and the store workers kick us out,” I warned, feeling drunk on him, and he on me.
“I know of an abandoned place nearby. We’ll load the car first.”
“Good,” I said handing him a pile as I grabbed the rest, straightening the dressing room, so it looked as pristine as possible.
We shared a grin, carrying it all to the checkout.
“Sorry for the delay. They all looked great. We’ll take it all.” 
The two women blinked at him and then at me. 
“Thank you for all of your help today,” I told them, and they nodded, saying nothing but also hiding their smiles.
Definitely vampires or observant. 
As he paid, I kissed his cheek.
“Thank you, my love,” I told him sweetly while we both grabbed bags and made our way to the car.
I’m sure we must have looked like quite the pair walking down the street dressed in all black toward the car. As if we were going to a funeral. The insanity of the marriage, and fucking, we both felt it, and we would lose and find ourselves there. Gabriel already did, and I was right there with him.
Unloading the bags minutes later, he grabbed my hand, leading me back down a few streets. I smirked to myself as he squeezed my hand, leading me down a hidden path toward an abandoned building. With a giggle on my lips, he broke in and shut the door behind us.
“Let me make sure no one else is here, one second,” Gabe mentioned before disappearing.
I looked around the emptied space with boarded-up windows. It didn’t take him long to make it back, saying the coast was clear. Laying a random sheet down, he spread it out on the floor. Raising my brow in question, he shrugged.
We undressed quickly then. It wasn’t long before he pulled me down to the floor where we made good on our promises of names, cries of pleasure, and sweet whispers in my ear.
The two of us became lost in one another, and he swore he’d leave the next day to spare us both. Gabe would leave as long as I kept her company and didn’t leave the house. I agreed in totality as I made love to him the last time for the day before leaving.
“I love you, Karina. I’ll stay nearby in a hotel and send you messages. Less than a week left, and I’ll have you to myself again.”
I kissed him in response as we dressed.
“We’ll make it through together. Let’s hope Lucien has something worthy because if it’s another two weeks of this, I’ll burn it down.”
“I’ll be right beside you,” he promised as he kissed my cheek. I could see it all so clearly, both of us impatient while separated, and too long without the other, we’d crack like eggs.
It was a dangerous combo.
“Let’s head back with food too. You’ll need to change back, and I’ll need to put my other shirt back on.”
He grinned, running his hands over my exposed bra.
“As much as I enjoy the views and sexiness that is my wife, you should probably do that.” 
With a smile, we shared one last kiss for the day before we left. I changed back into what I originally wore, and later he grabbed enough food for the week and shifted back into Braun.
That night I didn’t come out of my room, and he didn’t risk sneaking out of their room either. Gianna wasn’t happy he was leaving, but she understood. 
She was also happy that I’d still be there to keep her company. And the clothes? She loved them. As much as I hated to admit it, the next week was easier to bear without him around.
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Gianna went to grab a book from the library while I sat in a comfortable chair in the living room, opening my own book. I was reading an interesting part when the door opened and in came an angry-looking Braun.
I blinked as I was uncertain if it was Gabe wearing his brother’s face or if it were the real one.
“What are you doing here, Karina? WHERE IS HE? Where is Gianna?”
I stared at him, setting my book down with a confused look as my heart picked up in pace.
“I’m supposed to be here… What are you doing here? He who?”
“You better not be playing games with me, Karina.” He snarled and stormed towards me.
“Where is Gianna?” He gripped my chin hard.
I frowned.
“She’s in the library. She’s safe. What is your problem?”
He growled, disappearing into the library as I ran to my phone on the kitchen counter to text Gabe, “SOS.”
My heart hammered as I pretended to go into the fridge, and I quickly drank a packet of blood. 
Like that will help you now, Rina! 
Surely, blood and adrenaline would help me a tad bit…
I tossed the bag away and turned around, walking back into the living room.
Gianna came out looking worried, yet confused, and Braun was pissed.
Oh, shit—Fuck!
“Do you want to tell me what in the fuck is going on, Karina, or will I have to torture it out of you? I can speak the only language you know if that’s what it takes.”
My newfound friend, bless her, intervened.
“Braun, she’s not a danger to me; she’s been here with me the whole time since you’ve been gone. Don’t hurt her. Please!” Gianna begged, tugging on his arm as he shook her off and moved towards me. 
I backed towards the window.
“Can we just calm down here? Explain what you’re—" I tried to ask as calmly as I could.
“Where. Is. He. I will kill you for protecting him. How dare you make me look like a fool,” he spat before giving me the most venomous look, worse than Gabriel’s.
This had to have been the real one unless there was another shapeshifter I didn’t know about.
“Braun!” Gianna shouted as Braun charged me and both of us went through the window out into the lawn.
We rolled around, and I groaned, feeling shards of glass in me. He quickly had me straddled with his hands around my throat.
“I will kill you both.” There was so much hate in his words. It was all making sense now, the hate that went between the blonde twins.
I wiggled and tried to get him off, but he had me pinned effortlessly.
“Braun!” I heard Gianna sob from the living room.
“Please stop this! What is it you think she did?”
Huffing a laugh, he shoved me away before getting up. His shoe found its way to my fucking face, holding me down.
Asshole!
I coughed out, gathering as much oxygen as I could. He was supped up on vampire blood.
“Funny, you should ask. Tell me, when was the last time you saw me?”
She must have paused to think about it because his shoe left my face, and he walked towards her.
Quickly finding my breath, and pure adrenaline, I sat up immediately with a small huff. My gaze was locked on that fucker’s back.
“A week ago?” She asked, and he growled, but I was already on him by the time he could turn around and change his mind about the shoe and choking me out. 
I made an angry, grunting noise as he effortlessly threw me through another window behind where I sat in the chair previously.
Goddamn, that fucking hurt this time.
“You’ve been working with him?” He was seething then.
“Why are you acting like this, Braun?” 
Gianna sobbed, not understanding. She probably didn’t even know what Gabriel truly looked like.
“It wasn’t me last week. This traitorous bitch has something to do with that.”
I groaned, rolling to my side, pain shooting up my body from the glass.
“Oh, God!” I briefly saw her sink to the floor sobbing as I crawled through the grass. 
Not getting far, Braun grabbed my hair, yanking hard with his other hand around my throat tight.
“What is your grand plan then, Karina? Hmm? Kill me? Ride off into the sunset together? You work for me. You belong to me and The Society. He’ll never have it. He will be hunted down until the end of time. If I die here tonight, they’ll come for him. All I have to do is send one text and they’ll come for you too. I don’t peg you for a fool, unlike that parasite with orange eyes.” 
He began laughing. I wonder whose insanity rubbed off on who? Was it Gabriel or Braun?
“Fuck. You,” I got out as I heard a scream from inside quickly being cut off. Braun loosened his grip, eyes wide, and his laughter died out.
It gave me enough time while he was distracted long enough that I kicked him in the balls and rolled away. 
The glass cut deeper into my skin as I crawled away and felt someone yank my leg before releasing it. I turned to look, and Gabe was throwing down with Braun.
A blurry haze of blonde and hurled insults.
Crawling towards the house, I crawled in through the broken window with a low rumble from the pain. 
Gianna was on the floor with a stake in her heart, looking up at the ceiling blankly, tears drying on her face. I cried silently. 
She didn’t deserve her fate. 
Guilt surged through me as I crawled towards her and whispered my apologies. I prayed for The Saints to take her home into the light.
I heard more glass breaking as I yanked the stake out of Gianna, wiping her blood off. 
Come on, Karina, get up. Braun can’t have your kill.
Standing up, I found my second wind of motivation. I wiped my tears shed for Gianna and looked around to see where the brothers were. I followed the insults they threw at each other while I walked slowly through the broken glass back outside. I couldn’t see them, and the dock and water were calm. It took me a moment to find them fighting in the garden. I ran towards them with the stake. My only hope was that I didn’t stab the wrong brother.
Look for bright orange eyes and hope he’s wearing them tonight. Please, Gabe. Tonight is not your night to die.
As I quickly got closer, they were beating on each other.
“I’m going to kill you, and then I’m going to kill, Karina. It’s the least you deserve for all you’ve done,” Braun spat at his twin hatefully, and I could hear the 600 years of it in his tone.
Okay, he was on the right, and Gabe was on the left.
“You ruined the past six hundred years, it’s the least you deserve. I killed Gianna, and I’m going to kill you. How nice of you to make me relive such atrocities knowing she looked like Ilsia, you fucking bastard. You deserve what’s coming to you for all you put me through,” Gabe spat back.
Okay, I didn’t need to ask that question about mate lookalikes then. How cruel.
Braun yelled, charging him as I ran towards them, jumping on Braun and plunging the stake into his back, right through his hateful heart.
As we went down, Gabriel gaped at me as I nearly fell.
Somehow, I got off his dead twin as he slumped, and Gabriel kicked him over, staring into his nearly lifeless eyes, yanking the stake out before rolling him over completely on his back as he groaned. To make sure he was completely dead, Gabe plunged the stake through his heart from the front side.
“I’ll see you in hell brother where I’ll torture you for eternity since you took everything from me. Fuck you, for every goddamn thing, brother. Mother would be so proud of you. I was never a bastard but a shifter, a gift bestowed upon me from her, and not you. You pathetic swine.”
I sank to my knees a couple of feet away. I could see the agony on Gabriel’s face as he wept. My heart split open with him. I held no hate in my heart at that moment as tears slid down my cheeks too. 
He was kneeling, fisting his hands into the ground for a few moments before he turned to finally look up at me.
“He was talking too much. I’m sorry I intervened, I was worried he’d take my kill.” I huffed out a bitter laugh as he crawled towards me, then he took me into his arms.
“God, Karina. I saw the message and was afraid I’d find you dead. Instead, I saw him hurting you, and I went into a rage. Are you okay? Are you hurt anywhere?”
He leaned back to inspect me, cupping my cheek, and I had dried, sticky blood on me. I nodded my head, my heart clenching at his worry.
“Glass from being thrown through two windows.”
He cursed before cupping the back of my head while leaning his forehead against mine.
“I’m glad I made it in time. Scariest moments of my life, aside from my first love and mate dying before my eyes. I wouldn’t have made it a third time.”
I cupped his cheek, forgetting the pain and sobbed quietly, leaning into him. His lips found mine instantly. 
“Forgive me, Karina,” he got out, sounding so broken, yet so free, “I need to feel you.”
Before I could ask or get out any words, he kissed me feverishly, pulling me closer. My body came to life under his touch. Adrenaline and desire overtook me completely.
He tugged down my pants, and I gasped out feeling the sting of pain.
“I’ll help you with the glass; I’m so sorry, wifey.”
Battling with the pain and being turned on, I tugged at his pants too.
“Come here,” I whispered once he was freed, and I climbed into his lap.
Why did we always make love near corpses? Or while covered in blood?
Distracting myself from the pain I felt, I sank down with bated breath as he held me tight, looking at me as he spoke.
“You saved me, and I have no words other than a promise owed. I give you my life, Karina. You have my heart and my undying gratitude, no matter how we got here. It will always mean everything to me. Maybe I was never meant to get married because fate was saving me for you. Unconventionally, of course. I will always lose myself in those pale eyes and cherish you for as long as I have you. I love you.”
My eyes watered, and I kissed him. 
I almost said the words back, even while my heart and mind screamed them. Inside they still remained.
Riding him slowly, his hands fisted my shirt as he kissed every square inch he could reach.
The night air was chilly against my skin, along with the goosebumps of his attentive kisses and caresses. It wasn’t a quick fuck or rolling around. Gabriel was gentle, showing me all of his love, his adoration. It wasn’t mindless blood-lust fucking, it was love-making, something I hadn’t had in years. 
How could I kill him after all of this? After all we’ve done and gone through together.
To my surprise, we didn’t drink from each other, but as I felt that slow build head for me, I called his name into the night, and he whispered mine in my ear.
“Let’s ride into bliss together, Kari,” he went on sweetly with a soft kiss to my neck, holding me in his arms before pressing his face into mine.
My arms went around him into his hair as I cried out, falling apart around him. 
I fell for him; emotions were swirling inside me. 
Tears dropped as I orgasmed, and heard him join, filling me.
Calling my name softly, it took me a moment to respond as he kissed my cheek.
He wiped my tears before cupping my face and kissing my forehead.
“Are you okay? I didn’t hurt you with the glass, did I?”
The concern made me want to weep again, but I’d save all those pent-up emotions and tears for another time. We still needed to clean up the mess both of us made.
“I’m okay, Gabe. There’s just glass I can’t get to. Let’s get rid of these bodies and clean up Lucien’s house. Then, we’ll call him and tell him. You can help me with it, later. Okay?”
He nodded, stroking my hair.
“I’ll get rid of them, and I’ll be back. Take a drink from me, it will help.” 
He offered his wrist, and I obliged. I heard him sigh in satisfaction before I released him. Helping me up, I watched him drag his dead twin away. 
I took a deep breath, rubbed my forehead, and walked back into the house to find tweezers and pliers. I felt big pieces of glass stuck in my back and thighs.
The pliers were in a toolbox in a utility closet and the tweezers were in the master bathroom. I tried to block out Gianna’s body on the floor as I made my way upstairs initially, not even letting my thoughts turn dark.
Grief could overtake me later.
I took off my shirt and began to get the small pieces. I hissed when I pulled the big one out of my back.
“Fuck!” I groaned in pain and realized my pants were still outside… Shrugging it off, I angled my leg so I could reach and get the other piece from my thigh. Another foul word left my lips once I pulled it out.
I continued to mumble obscenities, beginning to work on the rest I could see. It wasn’t long before I heard his voice.
“Such words from a lady.”
A slew of words released from my mouth again out of habit.
With a small laugh, “Here, let me. Lay on the bed. Do you have any on the front side of you?”
“I got what little there was on the front side. I also managed to get some of the larger pieces. It’s the little fuckers I can’t see,” I said with irritation.
He huffed another laugh, grabbing the tools, and I walked towards the oversized bed and lay on my stomach.
“Some of these may hurt,” he said with a gentleness that I would’ve appreciated in any other situation.
“Just do it already,” I groaned out.
I made muffled noises, stuffing my face into the covers as he did.
“Thank you, by the way. You weren’t wrong. He talked too much.”
“I couldn’t let him have my kill now, could I?”
He chuckled, kissing down my back.
“What a murderous wife I have.”
“My husband is worse; you should meet him.”
He pinched my ass with the tweezers, and I yelped.
“Sorry, it slipped.”
Gritting my teeth, I felt him pick a piece out of my cheek.
“You ass. Would you focus? You don’t have glass in your ass,” I grunted out.
“I’m working on it. Behave, woman,” he sounded playfully serious, and I fisted my hand in the covers as he dug another out.
I stuffed my face back into the covers grunting out random noises from the pain.
Time droned on, and it was until I felt as if I could bear no more that he finally said, “Almost done.”
I tried to focus my breathing when minutes later he bent down to kiss my shoulder.
“All done, my darling wifey.”
My exhale was heavy with relief.
“Thank you,” I whispered, turning my head to the side, and looking toward the windows.
He walked away to throw the glass out.
I felt exhausted as I lay there. It was eerie how out of my body I felt. What started as a casual book-reading day only ended in murder and Gabriel picking glass out of my ass.
“Call Lucien,” I told him.
“On it now.” He disappeared and reappeared minutes later. Flopping down on the bed beside me, I stared at the floor. I only turned my head to him when I heard Lucien pick up.
“Operation Romania: complete. What’s going on with your side?” His gaze drifted to me, reaching to move the hair that had fallen on my face.
“I couldn’t warn you that Braun had someone look at the Budapest safe house. He disappeared, and I had to take care of Geory. Leticia and I both. We’re fine and I fed him to the fish as you asked. Sorry, I didn’t call beforehand; he was a major pain in my ass. I had to end it quickly. Are you and Karina alright? Did you destroy my house?”
Gabe chuckled, adjusting himself fully on his back, looking up at the high ceiling and caressing my backside mindlessly.
“Good, it’s another thorn out of my side. Braun was trying to kill Karina, so I took him and his lover out. We are safe and alive. I spent an hour picking glass pieces from your windows out of her. Your garden is ruined, and your living room windows are toast. I’m sorry, Luc.”
“Okay, good. I’ll call someone to repair them tomorrow, and we’ll make our way up. Then, I’ll have to do The Council damage control. We’ll figure out the next steps when we arrive tomorrow. I’m glad you both are alive. Thanks for not destroying my house completely. Get some rest, and I’ll see you both tomorrow. It’s finally over, Gabriel. We’ll celebrate tomorrow night. Six-hundred years…think of what you want to do to celebrate and let us know tomorrow.”
Gabe turned back toward me as I did the same.
“We’ll think of something. Thank you, Lucien. Safe travels.”
They said their goodbyes and hung up the phone.
“Getting stupid drunk sounds like a good place to start for celebrating tomorrow, don’t you think?” I asked him with a sly smirk that brought out his own grin.
“Sounds wonderful to me. Will you be there?”
“Duh,” I told him, and his smiling face drew closer before kissing me.
“Good, because I missed my wife.”
He used the back of his hand, gliding it gently down my cheek. I closed my eyes, scooting closer into his arms. His warmth was encompassing as his arm went around me, and I draped mine over his side.
“Thank you for picking the glass out of me. I think we’ve had enough adventure for one evening, I’m beyond exhausted, hubby.”
“Anything for my foul-mouthed wife, my equal in every way. Yes, I agree,” he spoke quietly, kissing the top of my head. 
I gave him a light squeeze.
“Can you carry me to my bed, please?”
“Okay,” he sounded thoughtful before scooping me up into his arms bridal style. I leaned into him, closing my eyes. I felt him carry me downstairs, and I kept my eyes closed for fear I’d see Gianna’s body still, or Braun storming through the door again. 
I was so tired.
Before I knew it, Gabe laid me down gently in my bed, helping me into an oversized t-shirt. 
Tucking me into bed shortly after, he whispered, “I’ll be right back.” 
When he returned, he locked the bedroom door and crawled into bed, pulling me flush against him. I turned around and hugged him to me.
“I was worried he’d actually kill me, Gabe. I felt so fucking powerless.”
“I’m sorry I left you alone, Kari. However, he can’t hurt anyone else ever again.” His tone was heartbreaking, causing me to bury my face more into his chest. His heartbeat echoed its steady thump, thump.
“I know.” 
We held each other close, and I closed my eyes, breathing him in, finding comfort in his scent. Safe too. Never thought I’d ever feel that way, not after everything.
“We make a good murdering team, my love. I’m proud to call you my lover and my wife.”
“You aren’t so bad either, my husband,” I told him before he kissed my forehead and sleep welcomed me.
With him there, I had a dreamless sleep, and I remained in his embrace all night.





Chapter 29

Gabriel 







Words couldn’t express what I felt when I woke up the next morning in the arms of the woman I loved. 
We did it. 
All of us finally completed my lifelong dream. My only concern was leaving her and my cherished friends I loved to deal with the wreckage that I left behind in my wake. 
Perhaps that is what hurt me the most about leaving this life.
I would be hunted by The Society for the rest of my life. It had already happened half-assed for over five hundred years. The thorn in their sides, I always was, however, they didn’t know the truth. 
Not by a long shot. 
My last wish was for Karina to make The Council and Society truly better. I also wanted my dark twins to be happy with their mate. Mine was taken from me, yet they deserved peace and the everlasting love the bonds bring. 
Loyalty to your friends should be cherished and represented. Take away the dragon tattoo requirements and have something else that symbolizes eternity and peace, or nothing at all. Let the needless games and death end with my own. 
As I lay there, gazing at my perfect wife, my fingers brushed through her hair. I loved my dark twins, along with others, more than anyone, possibly more than Carmen, but I would miss Karina the most. My only regret was that I wanted more time. Not only time with her but to cherish her fully without revenge and lust-filled games. I would miss her teasing and pretending she didn’t love me. She only did it out of guilt for the betrayal of her mates. My past transgressions didn’t help either. I hurt her years ago, and I tried to spend the time making it up to her.
I loved Tristan and Margo too since I created them. Peace within myself was made with all I’ve done wrong even if they hated me and rejoiced in my future death.
I certainly played the villain long enough, and I was no star boy. Unconventional and fucked-up, yet I loved with all I had lasting me all these lifetimes. 
As undeserving as I was, I loved Karina anyway. I would die soon, so I would die with love and freedom in my heart. That I deserved. If I was lucky, redemption. Something I searched for all of my life.
These eyes I bore, brought me misery and pain, my shifting ability was both a curse and a gift. My true curse was breaking bonds, it tore apart my soul.
Geoff would never forgive me for it; my peace was made over that fact. He betrayed me, and it hurt me to return the same pain. 
All beings on earth have some sort of skeleton in their closet. Mine just happened to have graveyards of them.
My thoughts ran away from me as Karina’s pale eyes opened slowly.
“Good morning, wifey.”
God, I fucking love her. The only pair of eyes I want to see as I die.
The real tragedy wasn’t my death, but the past six-hundred years of bullshit. I had to make a choice, death and revenge, or no revenge and living.
My choice wasn’t given a second thought.
“Good morning, husband of mine.” A smile drew upon her lips.
Mine indeed.
“Breakfast?” I offered, and she nuzzled her face into my chest making cute noises.
“A gesture that isn’t death and mayhem? You shouldn’t have.”
I gave her a hearty laugh, kissing the top of her head and drawing her into my arms, squeezing for a moment.
I could lay here all day like this.
“The day is still young. If the window people make eyes at my wife, then I’ll throw in some death and mayhem.”
She joined in with my laughter, and it was the sweetest of music to bless my ears. Her genuine laughter was my favorite for it was so rare and pure.
“I love when you laugh. Let me hear more of it,” I told her as I began to tickle her, poking her in random places to see where her sensitive spots were.
Her eyes went wide as she placed her hands on my chest, suppressing more giggles and laughter.
“Gabe,” she drew out my name, furrowing her brows, becoming pouty. It was so precious, I had to kiss her immediately.
“What about breakfast?” She asked as I sighed after nuzzling my face into her bosom.
“I would, but my wife is adorable.”
She puffed her cheeks, and I kissed each side.
“I’ll join you after I shower. Okay?” She said to me.
“Okay.” I gave her a content smile and stole another kiss from her luscious lips.
Getting out of bed reluctantly, I walked out of the bedroom, closing the door behind me. There were people already there working on the windows and damages as I sauntered into the kitchen to begin to make omelets. 
I chopped up vegetables and ingredients before I saw a text from Lucien saying he was boarding his flight with Leticia. Carmen would also be joining them. 
Karina’s going to love this visit with them. 
It will be good to see everyone again, one last time.
As I finished making breakfast, my lovely wife came out of her bedroom, wearing a cute white, flowy dress, seating herself on the bar stool where I laid the plates out. 
“You look dashing, my love.”
“Thank you.” So sweet you are, wifey.
I indicated the omelet in front of her. “Enjoy. I made it with all the love and adoration in my heart.” 
With a playful wink, and to my surprise, she smirked instead of rolling her eyes. 
Progress.
She wiggled slightly as she ate, seeming happy with my breakfast creation. My smile grew, pushing a mug of blood toward her.
“Cheers,” I said, joining her at her left side.
“Breakfast is good, thank you.” I saw her look happier than she had in a long time. It brought me internal peace from that alone.
“You’re welcome, wifey. Couldn’t let you starve now, could I?”
“I suppose,” she said with a shrug, sneaking a glance from me as I took a few bites, nodding in agreement.
I ate quietly as she finished her mug in silence. After some time passed, we finished, and I cleaned up.
While I cleaned, she remained, keeping me company. “It will be a few hours before Lucien, Ticia, and Carmen arrive; is there anything you want to get into beforehand?”
I looked up at that moment to find her sighing, pinching the top of her nose with her eyes closed.
“Of course, she is. I can’t catch a fucking break.” She was mumbling under her breath, but I heard every word.
We were more alike than she realized. Our difference was that she sought vengeance all on her own, and I admired that about her. 
“Carmen aside, for once we don’t have to hide and escape anywhere—within reason, naturally. I’m still being hunted by The Society. Romania is Lucien and Tish’s domain though. Partially mine. What would you like to do?”
She considered me and thought for a while.
“You took your fake lover on a boat ride. Where’s mine?”
I raised my eyebrow, giving her a look. Really? I could see amusement dancing in her eyes. 
She was in a playful, good mood this morning.
“Your nose was buried in the library of books. Perhaps I’ll read to you? Or you read to me. Whatever you like. We can make it up to each other. You for being a bookworm, and I for playing pretend boyfriend to a woman I didn’t even like. She may have looked like my mate, but she wasn’t as enticing. I’d much rather be a doting husband.”
“Really? You played your role so well, I couldn’t tell the difference,” she said in doubt.
“The only way I got through it was by pretending it was you,” I admitted and caught those pale eyes. It made me wonder what she was thinking about as she looked at me. I would kill to have Lucien with me right then. Hell, I have in the past.
“You flatter me…” She glanced down briefly then back up again.
“I will always do so because I mean what I say. I delight in teasing you the most, but I also thrive when I tell you what you mean to me. I’m happily married to you.”
She sighed, looking away.
“I still never know what to make of you when you say such things to me…” She stared into her lap as I finished cleaning.
“Does the worst person not deserve love or kindness?” I dared to ask, curious of her answer.
“You aren’t the worst… I’m also the wrong person to ask. I’m no Saint either. But I’m not saying yes or no.”
Satisfied with her answer, I offered her a look of appreciation.
“I’ll take it anyways. Thank you. I can’t deny that I’m addicted to you, wifey. Ever since I saw you dancing down on that dance floor and that smart mouth, then I tasted you, falling into that web of yours.” I walked toward her as her gaze followed me.
“What strange addictions you have,” she said simply, eyes narrowing in a kittenish way that I adored. Once I was next to her, I stole a kiss.
“We can be strange together then,” I told her, peering into those ocean eyes. 
“You never said yes or no to a boat ride with your real husband,” I added as a reminder, and her lips perked.
“Yes. Pick a book genre for me to choose from.” Her eyes danced as I glanced at her lips, leaning in for another kiss.
“Romance.”
Amused with my answer, “Very well, I shall meet you at the dock shortly then.”
I ran my hand up her thigh, expecting such a cute date with my wife.
“Can’t wait,” I told her as I moved out of her way so she could go into the library. Narrowing her eyes, she got down, mumbling for me to behave. I smirked after her, debating with myself on if I wanted to or not, before going upstairs to change clothes.
I put on a white shirt and a pair of slacks before walking outside to the dock. I grabbed a bottle of wine and placed it in the boat before standing at the edge, looking around. The temperature was pleasant and partly cloudy. A great day for a boat date. 
Playing with my wedding ring for a bit, I felt Karina lightly touch my arm. I turned and found her holding a book with a cute expression that made me melt instantly.
“Ready?” I asked, and she nodded. 
Helping her carefully into the small rowboat, I untied it from the dock and got in myself, sitting across from her. I grabbed the paddles from inside the boat, beginning to move us away from the dock.
“Begin,” I said to her after a minute or so of silence. Her wedding ring reflected the light when it hit just right, and my heart felt full.
As she began to read, I thought back to that day. Even if alcohol influenced her to feel at ease, I remembered all of it. I wasn’t blind to her emotions when she tried to bury them to function and cope. I did all of that. 
I knew it struck deep chords within her to leave her mates, and that I showed her enough cruelty to hate me. I deserved it. 
I also knew that as I became addicted to her; she was the same in return. It had been a wild ride for over six-hundred years and the journey with Karina too.
Part of me wondered that if I hadn’t met my mate all those years ago, and if I didn’t turn Tristan and Margaux if Karina would have given me the time of day if she weren’t forced into it. 
In another life, another universe, I wondered about the possibilities of a future together, where we weren’t vampires and didn’t have our dark, sad histories. A future where children were laughing; hell, even one of those fancy white picket fences, or any color for that matter. We’d have 50 or 60 years together, then we’d die together at the end of our lives in bed cuddled up close. A dream.
After 600 years, that fantasy sounded perfect. A dream lost long again. At that moment, it was everything I have ever wanted. 
However, not in this life. 
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We didn’t talk too seriously when we got back to the house hours later. I read a steamy romance to Gabriel. 
Even the sex scenes. 
His eyes danced their intended seduction as the sky turned to the colors of the sunset reflecting out on the water.
“You can read sex scenes to me anytime or you can show me later,” he told me as I shifted at the thought in my seat. 
His lips curved up at our picturesque moment under the beautiful sky views. Probably the only perfect day I’d ever get with my charming, yet deadly husband. 
We docked after finishing the bottle of wine. Our day out on the water was romantic, and I could see his contentedness all day. Both of us needed a day like it, after all we had been through.
We walked inside and greeted everyone. The windows were repaired, and the place looked as beautiful as it did when we arrived originally, the garden too.
Chatting briefly, we went to change.
“Pick something out for me to wear, hubby,” I told him in the bedroom, feeling buzzed from the wine. He gave me a thumbs-up while looking through the closet. 
To my surprise, he chose a front-zipped pleather dress with thin straps. Tossing him an impressed look, I tugged it on with my dancing shoes. He changed into black jeans and a black shirt, running a hand through his hair. 
Making our way downstairs, we found Lucien in something similar, Leticia in black, and Carmen in red.
That night we’d be clubbing in Old Town, celebrating.
Leaving quickly, we all arrived in a cab and began our multiple rounds of shots immediately. Gabriel style. The twins shared their blood with their mate, while Gabriel and I shared each other’s, mixed in with our drinks.
Drunkenness didn’t take long, not only from the alcohol but the energy of the place, along with all the relief echoing through each of us. I danced with my newly formed friends, lost in the moment with my body pressed tightly against my husband’s. 
At that moment, I didn’t hate myself, Carmen, or anyone else. I enjoyed how Gabe’s arms felt around me, and his glazed-over looks as we danced. I even found it slightly endearing how sweet it looked with Carmen between her mates. They looked so happy and full of life. 
For a moment, I felt it within myself. A familiar flicker too as I turned around to share an intense gaze with Gabe.
“I love you, Karina,” he whispered before taking my face into his hands and kissing me with an intensity that stole my breath. 
For once, I would allow myself to feel things that weren’t hate towards him. Not that it was hard to do. 
I wrapped my arms around him, deepening the kiss. Gabe made a throaty noise of approval as he snuck in his tongue and toyed with mine. What trouble would we get into that night? 
Breaking our heated kiss, my hands went through his hair as he leaned to whisper in my ear, “Sneak away with me to the rooftop.” 
Instantly warm over the invitation, I nodded, looking into his flame-filled eyes. With a delighted smile, he pulled us away quickly, and we made our way up to the rooftop. 
His scent and passion, consumed me, overtaking my senses. Gabriel was a wildfire. His flames were consuming me entirely. Hungrily claiming each other as we always did.
Like years ago, on our first night together, when he took me over the edge into orgasmic bliss and our shared madness, I lost myself there. I knew what the future held, and I didn’t like it one bit. I hated myself for feeling it, for the love in my heart.
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The following week, all five of us spent time together, whether it was hanging out or going out. We did it to enjoy each other’s company as a group. There was no hate in my heart left to feel. Other than the slight fear of what would happen next. We had the freedom of letting loose, and pleasant distractions.
Into the second week, Lucien spent a lot of time on the phone. During one of those days, I had Gabe take me on the boat again, and that time he read me a steamy novel. I made sure to repay him with the same kindness and sultry looks.
“You can read to me anytime, but I’d much rather you show me.” 
He grunted his approval and kneeled in front of me carefully as I rowed the boat. I sighed as he ran his hands up my thighs under my dress where he toyed and played with where I ached. 
In my defense, I was turned on by his reading. It was one of the sexiest things to bless my eyes and ears.
I nearly dropped the paddles in the water as I whimpered out a moan, closing my eyes.
He managed to move one of the paddles as the other slipped out of my hand into the water. The splash made my eyes pop open.
“I’ll grab it,” he whispered, kissing my lips before taking off his shirt and pants and jumping into the chilly water. 
I gathered my composure, watching him swim away and admiring his tattooed back along with his glorious muscles. 
Gabe found the other paddle, and I took it upon myself to strip out of my dress, deciding to swim with him for a moment. 
He placed it in the boat, with a twinkle in his eye as he inclined his head to get in. I jumped in and gasped out when I surfaced. Shit, that’s cold! 
Gabriel chuckled as I swam to him. I leaped into his arms, and he held me as we sank below the surface, exchanging a deep kiss.
Under the surface, there was silence minus the echo of bubbles, him and I. 
Just the two of us at that moment in time. It was a minute of true peace away from the realities above the water.
When we surfaced, we inhaled profoundly. Sharing sweet smiles, we playfully splashed each other, flirting like two teenagers in love on a summer vacation. We swam around until we made it closer to the boat and carefully got back in. We struggled back into our clothes, laughing at how ridiculous we were both being.
“Slightly cold, isn’t it?” He asked sarcastically, shivering, and I agreed.
“A bit, yeah.” My teeth clattered in turn as we both huffed out laughs.
“It was fun swimming with you, chillness and all, wifey.”
“Likewise.” I fluttered my eyelashes as he grinned, rowing us back as quickly as he could. Both of us shivered from the breeze against our skin, goosebumps rising. Had the boat not been as small, I would’ve snuggled close for warmth. I tilted my head back towards where the sun peeked through the clouds.
Fifteen minutes later, we docked, and he put an arm around me as we walked inside. The warmth of the place was welcoming with the fireplace going.
Carmen and Leticia were cooking as Lucien chatted on the phone. Saying nothing, we snuck into my room for a quick shower and a sexual side excursion. 
When we finished, he wrapped me in a towel, gazing upon my face with utter adoration. 
“There will never be a time where you don’t feel incredible, Karina. If I could survive on fucking you forever and nothing else, I’d be happy.”
I made a random noise, suppressing a chuckle.
“So charming, you are,” I said with an arched eyebrow, leaning up to look upon those fire eyes.
“I am charming, aren’t I?”
“Full of yourself too.” I stuck my tongue out and a joyous laugh escaped him.
“Full of love more like, it is yours too.” He kissed my cheek, moving to grab his own towel, drying off.
After scrunching his hair in the cloth, I ran my fingertips down his beautiful, tattooed back. He leaned into my touch once I pulled him closer, wrapping my arms around him.
He held my arms from the front, rubbing his thumb against my skin as I kissed various parts of the dragon. Eventually, I simply leaned my head against him with my eyes closed just holding them there.
With a small sigh, minutes later, I dared to ask, “Is Lucien still doing damage control?”
“Yes... You will be off the hook as soon as you end what you started.” He fell silent.
My heart sank knowing exactly what he was referring to. “Is…there a time limit?” I asked in a whisper.
“That’s a Lucien question,” he answered, turning around to hug me as I blinked back the mist forming in my eyes.
“Let’s ask him tonight, so we know what to work with,” I responded as calmly as I could, but I could hear the strain in my voice. There was a lump in my throat, and I couldn’t speak after that as we left the bathroom to dress.
“Whatever you need, wifey.”
We put on comfortable clothes before walking out into the living area, and delicious smells came from the kitchen.
Lucien was sitting on the sofa looking stressed with a glass of dark liquor in his hand. Gabe patted my shoulder as he walked towards where the women were in the kitchen. My heartbeat was in my ears as I sat in a chair diagonal to Lucien.
“What’s on your mind, Lucien?” I asked sincerely, having a sinking feeling that I wouldn’t like any of the answers.
His eyes looked glossy, and he blinked the tears back. 
Me too, my friend.
“Leticia and I are the only remaining ones left of The Council members. The Society is in chaos. What happens next depends solely on you. You know what you must do. I can’t stop people from coming after him, Karina. None of us can. His brothers and the rest of them made sure to embed all of that hate over these centuries. I can stall and try to give you as much time as possible, but you know what must be done. What always needed to be done. We leave in a few days. You are more than welcome to stay here; however, I can’t guarantee your safety if you both go elsewhere with thousands hunting him down.”
I can’t do this Lucien. I can’t.
Something flashed across his face, and we shared a look that spoke how we understood about the pain of what would come next. What was always known.
“With Gabriel here to witness as I say this, we will not abandon you. I hope in time you can call us friends. We will fix The Council and heal old wounds as well as the current and future ones. It will take some time, but we think you’ll make an excellent leader, Karina.” 
I could hear the honesty in his words, and I knew how close they all were. Lucien meant every word. 
Looking to the kitchen, I caught the serious, yet empathetic expressions on all three of them. Carmen and Leticia nodded in agreement, and I couldn’t fully look at Gabriel at the moment.
“I know nothing about leadership, but I agree on making it better. Healing old wounds and future ones. Thank you for saying that, but unnecessary. I already consider you my friend, Lucien. All of you.” I looked between all of them meaning everything I said. There was no more room in my heart for hate, not when it was shattering into tiny pieces. 
Lucien and I gazed at each other as he finished his drink. He looked as drained and as worn out as I felt.
“Do you have another one of those?” I asked in a strained tone, my throat tight as I bit back the emotions that were threatening to spill out in front of all of them.
“Plenty. One second, and I’ll get us both one.”
I felt three pairs of eyes on me then. Lucien quickly returned with a glass.
At the realization of the sunset outdoors, I excused myself, walking hurriedly outside to the dock with my drink. 
Before I fully left the room, I saw in the reflection from the window of Gabe trying to follow me when Lucien held up his hand.
“Leave it,” he whispered to him.
I let the tears fall as I stood alone on the dock, appreciating something beautiful before it was gone. I drank the liquor slowly, enjoying the burn in my throat. Yet, it wouldn’t take away from the burn in my heart. The flame that Gabriel put there.
Things were so easy in the beginning. I had a plan, and he blew it all to shit. 
Now, time was running out, and each step was getting harder and harder to take. No amount of Carmen’s words of wisdom from years ago would help me dull the pain in my soul.
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Over the next few days, Gabriel left with the twins to spend time alone, leaving me with Carmen... I kept to myself mostly, trying to battle my emotions and their conflictions. 
On the night they were to return, I was feeling raw as I sipped my alcoholic beverage. I knew Gabe was spending time with his friends one last time, and it killed me. 
Spacing out completely, I forgot Carmen was there, until she later asked, “What’s on your mind, Karina?” She was on the couch as I sat in the same chair Braun came barging in days ago as I read. It was moved from the window side, being put near the opposite end of the couch.
“I wasn’t honest before,” I told her, looking off into the distance, semi-ignoring her question.
“About what exactly?” She asked quietly, sipping her wine.
“You know, I haven’t forgiven you. In fact, I’ve despised you this whole time. What began as love turned to hate. I could’ve killed you, and The Saints know I wanted to. I certainly pictured it many times... But, all this suffering, and for what? It has been nothing but a shitshow, Carmen. I’ve been carrying such heavy weights for as long as I can remember. Whether I brought it upon myself or not, I can’t carry them anymore. I don’t know how to forgive and forget. I can bury it down for a while until it slips out, bursting open like a cracked dam. How can I forgive myself for all I’m about to do and have done? How will he? How will they? I’m so tired, Carmen. Tired of hating. Tired of losing, and all the death. Tired of these emotions and the pain that comes with them.”
My tears leaked out of my eyes as I drained the rest of my drink.
“I’m going to lose myself again after this, I hope you know. Please, don’t interfere or say comforting things that will piss me off. I know what I must do, and I hate myself for saying it, but I hate that I have to do this. I don’t want to do this.”
My truths came spilling out to the last person on earth I wanted to share them with. I blamed it on the alcohol and the feelings I had been burying for so long now.
Carmen chugged the rest of her drink, setting it down as she gave me a heartfelt gaze.
“I’m grateful for your honesty. What I would say long ago to comfort you, wouldn’t help you now. The only thing I can offer is my sincerest apologies. Also, if you need to lose yourself for a while or disappear for a few years, none of us would blame you. I can’t say what the future looks like, but you aren’t alone, Karina, even if it feels like it right now.
I know you don’t want to hear that at this moment as shit is hard, and so will the near future. Honor his memory in a more positive light and be kind at his end. Whether he deserves it or not, no one should have to die alone. He should die feeling loved by the woman he married. He chose you as much as you made that decision. You can deny that as much as you want. We can all see it and tell by your actions that you care for him.”
She got up and refilled our drinks, handing it back to me and half-attempted a smile.
“Everything I truly love tends to get taken from me.” I swallowed bitterly taking a long drink. 
Placing her drink back down, she moved before me, kneeling, and stroking my hair. Carmen sighed as I looked at her with heavy tears in my eyes.
“I’ve always believed in you, Karina, and that will never change. I’m certainly not perfect as I’m sure you’ll be the first to agree, and I’ll never judge you for how you deal with your pain. We must process and grieve in our own ways. It doesn’t mean it’s easy and that time takes away every last drop of pain. However, sometimes we must lose ourselves to find ourselves again.
We leave tomorrow, and when we see you again, whenever that is, none of us will judge the woman we may come across. We’ll honor his memory by telling his truth and making it right so that someday someone can be spared this type of pain again. Put an end to all the death and feuds. Whether the intentions were good or not, he’s hurt a lot of people. Those people would live to see him dead at their own hands. It wouldn’t be a mercy if they did. What you’re doing is mercy and love, as fucked-up as it still sounds no matter how it’s worded. He loves you, Karina. He wants it to be you.”
I choked out a sob as she pulled me to her, holding me tight as I wept. Minutes passed until I was able to get out coherent words.
“I’m sorry for being hateful and angry at you for so long. I held onto the hurt you caused by lying to me and selling me off. I also blamed you for Donnie.”
I felt her pet my hair, kissing the top of my head.
“I know, Karina. It’s why I let you feel those things. That slap to the face was deserved. It also stung for three days. So, good job with that one.”
Without any filtering, I laughed through my tears as she wiped them away with a smile on her face.
I really must be losing my mind.
“Thank you for listening,” I whispered, looking into her brown eyes as she tried to console me.
“Thank you for being honest with me, finally. Also, thanks for not killing me.”
Breathing slowly, “It’s why I warned you not to get in my way in the future. I’d rather avoid being hunted down by your mates when they’re here to help.”
She huffed a laugh.
“Mates are troublesome, aren’t they?”
Truer words have never been more spoken.
“Turns out so am I, so it’s a match that’s for sure. I’m not sure if they’ll forgive me for all of this. Perhaps it’s what I deserve for all the lies and shit I put them through.”
She rubbed my knee slightly before standing up.
“One thing at a time, Karina. It’s too late to worry about spilled milk now. I have a feeling if they hear the truth and you give them the time they need as they gave you, perhaps they’ll come around. But first, do what you need to do, and go where your spirit leads you. We’ll delay whatever Council business needs to be done.”
I looked up at her slowly with a small nod, feeling defeated and hopeless.
“Okay. Shall we drink some more?”
She offered me a smile, taking my emptied glass before refilling it while I wiped the rest of my tears.
After that conversation, I felt a little lighter than I had in a long time. Not that I forgave and forgot everything she’s caused, but it was a step in the right direction. 
Hell, Gabriel’s done worse, and I’ve mostly forgiven him. He worked hard for it though. Maybe I was simply being an asshole, or I was merely tired for the past few years. So draining.
We drank a couple more glasses before they returned, and Lucien indicated his head toward me to follow him outside. I stole a glance from Leticia and Gabe who nodded. They looked somewhat at ease after having a few days together, and it warmed my heart.
Following Lucien outside, I held my breath, near the dock. Gazing out towards the water, he sighed in tandem with me.
“Thank you for not harming our mate. Part of me wondered.”
After all, I revealed to the woman herself, I could understand his worries. I wasn’t genuine before.
“She’s safe, Lucien. We came to an understanding, I think. It’s a step toward a better direction. I’m working on it.”
The lighting from the windows allowed me to see him better when he turned to give me a look of understanding.
“I’m happy to hear it. These days are heavy. As much as I hate it, Gabriel made us promise not to interfere. He wants you to be the one, no one else. He’s my best friend; my life partner since he found us wandering lost. I love him, Karina, and he doesn’t deserve any of this. Due to the cards Braun dealt alongside his brothers, the seed of hate is etched so deep into others. With suffering from all sides of the spectrum, he’ll never live free. If you don’t do it, you both would be on the run forever and it will all catch up to you. The ending wouldn’t be a good one, and it pains me to admit it. Gabriel says it’s not a way to live, and he’s not going to do that to you.”
He placed his hand gently on my shoulder, rubbing with his thumb in comfort, then he led me across the yard slowly. I briefly saw through the windows the other three were conversing. Gabriel hugged Carmen. 
Part of me wondered if he got to know Carmen at all since his best friends were mated to her. Logically, I would assume they’d run into each other, but I was uncertain about anything past that. Not thinking about it further, I focused back on the conversation at hand.
“Leticia gave him some peace with knowledge of the future, because he was worried about you, Karina. It will feel impossible for a while, but we’ll make it right. We’ll honor him with his last wishes. So, take these next few days or weeks, and spend the time loving each other. Then, do what you need to do. Don’t leave evidence. Send me a text to let me know when it’s done and take the time you need. We’ll take care of things for as long as we can. I’ll book a flight for you anywhere you desire and set you up with whatever you need. You aren’t alone, Karina. Please remember that as you grieve.” 
We walked through the changed garden then, after it was messed up from the fight between Braun and Gabriel.
“This shit is hard on all of us. I can’t even imagine what you and your sister are feeling after five-hundred years of loyalty and friendship.”
“It’s not easy, but when you see someone you love suffer for so long, you just want to give them whatever peace you can. That’s where we are. There’s a sense of burden to it, yes, but it has nothing to do with him and all to do with the situation. The times back then were brutal though.”
“What a shitshow,” I sighed, and he agreed.
“We’ll be leaving in the morning. Leticia wants to speak with you briefly. She’ll meet you here in a moment.”
“Thank you, Lucien, for everything. I mean it.”
“I know.” He began to turn with a small smile before walking away.
Admiring the night sky above me, it didn’t take long for Leticia to appear.
She began speaking once she was close to me. 
“I know your heart is heavy enough right now, Karina, so I’ll spare you things my brother has already said. I wanted to tell you personally that my friendship extends to you. The pain you feel also echoes in each of us…
I’m also grateful you didn’t hurt Carmen while you were alone. I hope someday you can mend old wounds, however no pressure. Since you also have mates, I think you can relate all too well. I know the future is uncertain, but please do not hesitate to reach out while you’re off losing yourself. If it makes you feel any better, we all grieve in our own ways, so you won’t be the only one. You aren’t alone and you have friends in your corner. 
We are grateful for all you have given to Gabriel, as is he. I know you care for him and that you struggle with that after everything he has done to you as well as your mates. I want you to know, that I’m glad it was you. You two have been unstoppable together, despite the heartbreaking circumstances. Enjoy the time for what it is while you have it. We had over five-hundred years of memories to last a lifetime. Enjoy these last few moments before they’re gone. We’ll work on more damage control, and I know it will ease up a lot after he’s gone on our side of things from The Society… I’ll leave you now. Thank you for listening.”
She gave me a sideways hug before walking back inside. I stood in the darkness of the garden, looking around as I folded my arms around myself. Tears welled while I looked up at the sky. How much more death could I take?
I would have to kill my husband, and I didn’t have the heart for it.
The crazy bastard lured me in with his own siren song and like a fool, I listened, falling into his embers and letting his flames swallow me whole.
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The next morning, I woke up feeling the heaviness settle upon my shoulders and inside my chest. On my back, I opened my eyes, staring up at the ceiling. Gabe rolled over, nuzzling his face into my cheek.
“Why hello, wifey.”
I wasn’t sure if it was my own emotions or the way he said it that made me sit up and pull away.
Moving to get out of bed, in my broken tone, “I can’t do this, Gabriel.”
I stood up and started to leave the room when the tears began. Now, he’ll know you’ve been lying to him.
I felt him grab me and start to turn me around as he said, “Hey, hey, hey.”
He wiped my tears and held me to his chest.
“It will be okay.”
Crying more, I shook my head against him. What would I do without that warmth I’d grown so used to?
“No, it won’t. How can you say that to me, knowing what I—"
“Look at me, Karina,” he said gently as he released his hold and took a step back, placing his hands on my shoulders.
I blinked back more tears, sighing as he wiped them.
“It will be okay because you helped me complete my lifelong dream. I’m at peace. Tell you what, why don’t we take two or three weeks and do whatever you want? We can go on dates and do whatever it is that normal married couples do. No expectations or Council takedowns. Just you and me, getting a taste of what married life could be like in another life. What do you think?”
W-What?
“How is that supposed to help?” I said with a tone of defeat.
“It gives us a little more time, Karina. Not eternity, but enough to enjoy things as they are before they’re gone. Let me love you for two more weeks?”
More tears leaked out, and I bit back a sob looking down, agreeing like the idiot I am.
I can’t do this.
“Okay.” I gave in, beside myself in grief I wasn’t sure how to process.
“Okay?”
I nodded as he hugged me to him again, and I cried.
He held me through it, rubbing my back and stroking my hair. Gabe didn’t say anything, not that there was anything to be said. What could we say?
So, over the next two weeks, we did just that. Dinner dates, a few nights out dancing and roaming the city, movie nights, breakfast in bed, making love constantly, and days and nights of laughter with added teasing. 
The weeks blurred by, and I pushed it into three weeks. It became harder and harder to do what I was always meant to do.
After a particularly quiet breakfast, I got up and walked towards the windows looking out towards the dock and water.
“What now?” I asked him quietly, afraid of the answer and what I’d soon learn what it would be like to live without his chaos.
He walked over, standing at my right side, looking out too.
“I have completed everything I needed. I married a beautiful wife that I love and cherish. There is nothing after this, my life is complete, and my heart is full. It feels like a six-hundred-year weight has been lifted, thanks to you, Lucien, and Ticia. What do you want, Karina? You’ve done everything asked of you and more. Give me one last request before you grab the stake from the cabinet and end it. We dragged this out long enough, my love.”
Tears bristled against my eyelashes as I closed my eyes and swallowed hard.
“I want to fuck you for the last time.” I breathed out.
“Sounds like the perfect request. Burn my body in the boat and push it away. Say something sweet in the eulogy and I’ll hear it from the other side. I will always be right here.” He moved either of his hands on my heart and his.
More tears fell as he pulled me into a heartbreaking kiss. He scooped me up and brought me to the master bedroom.
“I’m going to make love to you with all the love in my heart, Karina. My wife.”
I breathed him in as we slowly undressed each other. His own eyes watered as I cried silently. I couldn’t hold back, and I couldn’t stop it. The way his own tears fell, told me all I needed to know. He looked beautiful and raw; my heart couldn’t take it. The whole situation was morbid, but I let myself sink into the depths of emotions I could hold back no longer.
We kissed each other in a way that spoke of how it would be our last. Heart-splitting kisses that I couldn’t pull away from as my soul split into thirds. It already split for leaving behind my mates, now it was Gabriel, taking the last piece of me with him.
He pulled me with him onto the bed, guiding me on top of him.
I kissed up his body slowly and sank my teeth above his heart. The heart I would be stabbing. Years ago, I’d do it without questions, but then…
Not yet, Karina.
He took slow breaths, pleasure echoing from his lips before grabbing my face into another heated kiss. Moaning into him, I adjusted myself until his aching length brushed against my entrance in anticipation of its last ride. 
Seconds felt like an eternity as I released his lips, looking down into those burning eyes, sinking down at last. Gasping at the same time, I rolled my hips slowly. His hands wandered, initially holding my hips, before moving to touch and caress me. He didn’t want to rush our last sexual encounter, and frankly neither did I.
Gabriel watched me as I slowly rode him, meeting each other stroke for stroke, touch for touch, and heart to heart.
“I want your face burned in my memory, and the last one I see as I leave this life. I’m glad it’s you and only you.” He sat up in one swift movement, pulling me closer to sink his teeth into my neck. I cried out as one of his hands cupped my head and the other held me to him. Closing my eyes, my core began to swell, nearing my peak.
“When we release, look at me. Don’t close your eyes,” he whispered, and I obeyed. 
After I bit him, he held my face to look at him. The same passion he displayed for me; I mirrored in my own gaze. When we both went into oblivion, I dove into the crackling fire of his eyes. I clutched him tight as we both shook, shaking as if we were one beat. 
“You’re everything I’ve ever wanted and more, wifey. I pray in another life that I’ll be your mate, and we’ll have decades of more time, without murderous games, and our tragedies. It will be just you and me. Although that’s not this life, I’m happy with what we have. Thank you, from the bottom of my undeserving heart. I will love you forever.” 
He kissed me with such veneration, tears fell from us both silently.
“We still have the rest of the day, make love to me more, hubby,” I told him breathily. 
His eyes twinkled after I wiped his cheeks, returning the same gesture to me. After he wiped mine, he moved to pin me down.
“Drink from me later Kari otherwise you won’t be able to move me by yourself,” he whispered, and my heart ached desperately as he pumped inside of me as my core milked him for all he gave.
I wanted to tell him I loved him desperately, but it broke me too much. If I said it out loud then it would be true, and the truth killed me. I was at war with myself and had been for months since he showed me the kaleidoscope of all he was.
He ended up putting me in multiple positions, and we ended up downstairs on the couch in the late afternoon.
“Drink now,” Gabe demanded, and so I did.
He came hard as I drank deeply, holding him to me as I exploded once more around him. Giving me the most blissful sigh of relief in the solace we found in drinking from each other, he held me tight before his grip lessened the more I drank. I felt the rising blood lust and strength igniting itself deep inside of me.
“Get dressed and leave here after. Don’t look back,” he said weakly. I got off him minutes later as we held each other and kissed.
I put on what I wore, he dressed, then slowly walked towards a cabinet in the kitchen and brought out a stake. Blinking as my heart sank, he pulled me to the floor so that I was on top of him. 
My soul shrank back as I shook my head.
“I want you to know that I would have never hurt them. I wouldn’t do that to you. Believe it or not, I love everyone I turned. Tristan and Margo included. I needed to break you enough so that you’d realize what the only way was. In my own cruel way, I loved you early on when fate decided to bring you, my way; I still love you. I’m as fucked up as the rest of them. It will be an honor to be killed by you. Thank you again for all that you are and all that you have done. You have completed me.”
Why do you have to say all these things to me right now?
He took my hands and placed them with his to hold the stake over his heart.
“I…c-can’t. Say. I-it,” I told him with a sob, feeling my soul open up at his most crucial point at the end of his life. I was the face he stared into. His Angel of Death.
“I know, wifey… You and I both know the truth, and I will always be grateful to you for helping me achieve everything I’ve ever lived for. I am at peace, and I had a perfect beautiful wife at my side, whether she was forced or not. The only one I’d allow to kill me. My promises were kept. Now keep yours.”
Tears streamed down my face as I hesitated. Each second stretched into the eternity I was giving him, a future I wasn’t sure I could bear.
“Do it, Karina, because if you don’t, I’ll never leave you alone ever again. You’ll never see your mates and never have freedom. We’ll be on the run until they kill us both. It’s the ultimate sacrifice. I’m glad you chose me. I love you.”
His tears ran out as he reached up to caress my face.
Shaking my head, I battled, I needed to tell him. He deserved to hear the words, how I wouldn’t leave him alone. How I did love him.
“I hate you, Gabriel, for making me do this without you. I hate that…I love you too,” I told him as he breathed out blissfully, time freezing with all the peace and love in his eyes. 
I drove the stake right through his heart. 
He smiled at me one last time before his hands fell beside him and closed his eyes forever.
I sobbed, ripping out the stake, and pulling him into my lap. I didn’t care about his blood on my hands or the floor around us. Cradling him to me, I cried hard, whispering how much I loved him—how life on the run wouldn’t have been so bad. I wasn’t worthy of my mates anyway.
Now, I was alone and widowed.
I hated everyone for making me do this shit. I hate myself even more for falling for his wicked games. His heart underneath all that he hid from.
Sunset colors were dancing across the sky as I kissed him one last time. He already felt cold to the touch. 
I laid him down gently and stood up to open the back door. Crying as I dragged him outside, trailing blood, but I made it to the dock without too much trouble. I put him into the boat unable to stop my sobbing.
Keep moving, don’t stop.
I searched the house for gasoline and something to light it up with. I cleaned up the blood inside with towels and walked back outside to put them in the boat with him. 
I took his wedding ring from his hand, still crying as I did so, and put it on my other hand on the middle finger. It was too big, but it would stay put enough.
“I love you,” I whispered once more before going back inside to grab the gasoline and matches.
It was silly of me to hold back, until the last moments of his life. I could admit that harsh truth as I stood on the dock, dumping the bottle of gasoline. 
Here we are again, Donnie, what a fucking mess I’ve made of my life—my heart.
I unhooked the ties to the dock. Tears streamed down as I gently nudged the boat away before tossing a couple of lit matches onto it.
Trying to focus my breathing, I looked up at the swirling colors of the beautiful sky as flames erupted. As requested, I stood there and began to speak quietly to him wherever he was. 
“All that we were was insanity, but I loved it anyway. Every last minute. We had a good, short run. We played our games, and we played them well. We made quite the married pair you and me. I had to hold those words in until the end because I’m a guilty coward. I’ve loved you for a while. I’m just as sadistic and cruel as you were. We may have completed your life mission, but it appears I’m at a loss. I don’t know what to do after this, Gabe. My handsome but maddening husband. I’m not sure if I’ll be able to call anyone else that after this. You took my heart unexpectedly, and I resisted every step of the way. I will give you credit, you kept your promises, and I’ll love you forever for that alone. Let it all end with your passing. I hope you are at peace now, my love, after so long with your suffering. No one but us will understand what we had. I’ve set us both free. I will make it right again.”
Tears slid down my cheeks as I gazed at the burning boat and at the sky and smoke above. There was a gentle breeze kissing my skin as if in response.
Yes, wifey, I am free.




Chapter 33 







I sent Lucien a text long after my tears dried. I showered and put on a long black dress to fit my dark mood. Completely numb, I grabbed my two bags and stuffed them without a care. I would burn all I had and start again anew. The need to leave the house, it tormented me. The past few weeks of playing pretend in a short-lived marriage, because we owed each other. I owed him a dream long fulfilled. He gave me…more time. To peer into those deeper depths and love what he didn’t showcase to the outside world. 
Gabriel wore a mask like the rest of us.
The weight of it made me feel heavy. With the emotion settling deep within my chest, I carried that burden as I boarded my flight to Budapest, and Lucien put all of Gabriel’s money into my account. I reluctantly thanked him via text, wiping my bitter tears, and he told me where he booked my hotel. 
It was a short conversation, but I had nothing to talk about. What the hell could either of us say anyway? Thanks for killing my best friend, a job well done?
There was but an inkling of emotions in all of us, similar to mine I’m sure, but vastly different. They had more time. I could only imagine the stories over the last five hundred years. 
My eyes were lost to the darkness outside the windowpane separating me from over twenty thousand feet. I wished I had something to numb myself with to dull the droning in my body. I felt like a walking ghost, alive and there, but not truly. The past twenty-four hours were unreal.
What the hell was I supposed to do now?
There was no way I’d be able to face anyone I knew for a long while yet, not when I felt like dying with Gabriel in that boat that I burned. The same one we read steamy scenes in and kissed underwater. Would these memories be enough, Gabriel?
I fiddled with our rings on my fingers, sighing and willing my tears to disappear, willing the bile back down from the smell of burnt flesh present in my mind.
When I landed in the beautiful city that was Budapest, I went to the baggage claim and grabbed a cab to my destination. Grief-stricken, I merely stared out of the cab window, the city blurring by unregistered until I arrived at the destination.
Lucien put me in a nicer hotel, which wasn’t necessary, but once in the room, I dropped my bags and turned on the TV. 
It was New Year’s Eve. It would be the year 2011 in a couple of hours. 
I sat on the edge of the bed, staring blankly at the screen.
Really Gabe, you couldn’t have waited one more day?
Tears formed in my eyes. Fuck, this shit sucks.
At least I got to spend my birthday with everyone before the moment was gone. There was a group dinner and tender moments with my husband.
My husband, who was, and would no longer be.
I stood up and shuffled through my bags, finding a black clubbing dress and a different pair of shoes. I seethed as I put on makeup and stared into the mirror. I may have looked perfect, but my looks were deceiving. 
Tonight, I’d lose control, for Gabe. 
I hate myself, how he left me here like this, and how I want to feel absolutely nothing.
Looking for trouble, I snatched an open bottle of wine off a random person’s table, walking through the restaurant of the hotel on my way out. The people were on their way across the area to be seated, and I didn’t have a single care. They also didn’t see me until I was already gone.
Wandering the streets, I finished the bottle with a sigh and threw it against one of the buildings with a bitter laugh. Music thumping from nearby at some sort of outdoor event caught my attention. 
I made my way toward the source, the melodies and beats increasing. As I got closer, I heard dance music and noticed a large crowd grooving to it.
It wasn’t closed off, so I made my way through, needing to be closer to the sounds, and the energy of others who didn’t feel as I did.
Tattered.
Falling apart.
The ending surely felt like an ending, not the ending any of us expected. Certainly not me.
Once closer, I found a spot to dance when a random, cute chestnut-haired guy asked if I wanted to do drugs with him. I asked him what kind. 
He smiled with but one question.
“Have you ever taken ecstasy and magic mushrooms before?”
I told him no, but that I was willing to find out. He held the mushrooms out in his hand for me. With a small shrug, I ignored the taste, getting them down easily enough. He pulled out a random bottle of water from a bag, then offered it to me as I gulped some down. 
After we ate more mushrooms, with a small grin, he held two pills to my mouth as I opened them wide. My eyes narrowed playfully while he placed the pills on my tongue. His eyes flickered in amusement.
“They should kick in at the same time,” he told me while tossing two pills into his mouth too, swallowing my own down.
“Cheers,” I said simply as he pulled me further into the crowd. I wasn’t sure what to expect, but I also didn’t care.
“The name is Georgie, by the way.”
“Call me whatever you’d like,” I said trying to distance myself from revealing who I was. To be anyone else.
“Then, let me give you a beautiful name, hmm. How about Jola? It means violet flower. You are as beautiful as one.” His hazel eyes lit up and I gave him a thoughtful look as a sudden rush slammed into my mind and heart.
“Jola sounds nice. I’ve never heard that before. I like it.”
“I’m glad. We’ll dance in the stars tonight. Thanks for joining me,” he finished as a new song started up. I felt my body change quickly. It heated up, my pulse increased, and my vision shifted. As soon as I wondered if a panic attack was coming, I saw it and felt it. 
The blood rushed and my body began to feel like liquid in a bowl. Perhaps the earth felt the same with the pull of the ocean tides. Shapes began moving, becoming distorted, and colors in my vision became more vivid and bright.
“I have a fast metabolism, by the way. I’m already feeling the effects,” I told him, looking around in wonder, and he chuckled.
“I’m jealous, Jola. Here, watch this.” 
I watched as time slowed, and he pulled out gloves that lit up. The lights traced all over then danced around me. Maybe I became a light too? I began to sink into all the sensations of the sights and sounds.
I watched fascinatedly before his hand grazed my cheek. Did I say sights and sounds? I mean touch. Touch is overpowering me.
As my cheek tingled, I giggled happily. I saw his smile tunnel in as my world became bright and full of color. I felt tingly all over, strangely turned on. Curious happiness washed over me, and suddenly I was where I was supposed to be. Grabbing his hands, his face moved and morphed into someone I swore I saw five minutes ago.
Time didn’t exist, I didn’t exist. I just was. I became immersed in sounds, lights, and shapes where I connected and centered back into myself.
The past few months were a journey, a grueling, complicated, torturous, but beautiful journey. Now, it was over. Who would I be now?
I closed my eyes and dove down the music notes and colors behind my eyelids. I moved my body and suddenly it all felt new. There was a connectedness I felt. It was odd but delightful. My senses slowed and sped up as I opened my eyes to Georgie giggling.
“Can I kiss you and touch you?” He asked while moving closer, and his eyes were swirling colors. Gabriel’s face was long gone as I nodded with a smile. His lips reached mine, and I felt tingling from my lips up to my head all the way back down to my feet. What a rush, yet I didn’t complain as Georgie’s hand lightly touched my arm. As if undoing me completely I felt a sense of euphoria erupt at this beautiful stranger for entering my life just when I needed it. I wasn’t alone after all. I didn’t have to go into the new year feeling as I did when I left the old behind.
You symbolic bastard.
Yanked to the present and away from Gabriel, Georgie and I danced much closer after his drugs kicked in. It was hard to keep our hands off each other. Not that we were fucking on the dance floor, but we simply just ran our hands up to our arms, back, face, and hair. It became more incredible when our tongues intertwined.
I was in awe with how altered my perception was, how enhanced my vampiric senses were. The night went on as we jumped around laughing, touching, and kissing when midnight came. Fireworks, confetti, sparkles, and streamers fell all around when midnight hit. We both raised our hands high from life as did others around us. There was not a care in the world.
“Happy new year, Jola,” he told me after a sweet midnight kissing session.
“Happy new year, Georgie.” I beamed as we continued to dance for hours more. Coming down from our highs, but not completely, Georgie brought me to his place. He didn’t have a fancy place and it was cluttered, yet I didn’t judge. 
He pulled me onto his mattress on the floor, flopping down on his back. I curled in beside him.
“I have hope for this year,” he whispered, running his fingers along my arm that was draped over him. His other hand touched my back, and I kissed his cheek.
“Thank you for a surprising but fun-filled evening.” 
It was the truth, I wasn’t expecting it to turn around into something positive, but damn was I grateful for the distraction I desperately needed.
“I was worried I wouldn’t find anyone to hang out with, but there you were. I got a gut instinct to ask you. I was surprised when you agreed.” He turned his head towards me and kissed my forehead.
“I’ve never done something like that before. That was fun,” I admitted with a small sigh.
“It leaves a mellow feeling but if you’re around the wrong people, it could always become a bad trip. You can either feel the highest of highs or the lowest of lows. It varies from person to person. I’m glad you enjoyed it though. You’ll feel tired later. Your happy signals in your brain will wonder where the rush of candy went.”
I didn’t quite understand what he meant but I made a mental note. I was beginning to feel tired after no sleep, amongst so many other things that were in the back of my mind.
“So, do you want to lay here and sleep or do other things?” I mustered the courage to ask. 
He closed his eyes and tapped his fingers slowly on my arm, debating with himself.
“I’m open to any of those or something else if you have suggestions,” he said with an underlying tone that he wouldn’t have minded sexual pursuits.
Something fired up from within as I ran my hand up to his chest. He wasn’t built like my mates or deceased husband, but I didn’t mind. I enjoyed his company and looks didn’t matter when I wasn’t searching for anything to begin with. Minus getting lost in something or someone. Georgie checked those boxes. A welcoming stranger.
He turned his head to the side to search my gaze. I placed my hand on his face in a gentle caress and he closed his eyes at the feel of it. I leaned closer to kiss him, letting myself enjoy it. He rolled to his side to face me as we continued kissing, deepening it.
I put my leg around him to pull him closer as his hands wandered in gentle caresses.
A soft noise escaped my throat when Georgie paused, glancing at me briefly.
He sat up pulling off his shirt, revealing random small tattoos. A yellow smiley face was on his upper arm, and then a heart with an arrow through it was on his chest. It seemed so silly to me at the moment, but I liked it anyway. I got up and stripped out of my dress as he took off his pants, appreciating the unveiling moment, the welcoming distraction that someone didn’t know me.
He watched me as I stood naked before him. His eyes seemed to approve as much as his dick did.
“Do you want to be on top or the bottom?” I asked him.
“Your choice.”
Very well.
I crawled back into his bed and over his body until I straddled him.
“Touch me,” I sighed out to him, taking his hands and placing them on my breasts.
Adjusting myself, I lowered myself onto his length, both of us groaning in unison.
Kneading my breasts, teasing my peaks, his other hand slid down my body towards my bundle of nerves that ached for touch. I tossed my head back as I rocked my hips against him, increasing my pace. It took me longer than I cared to admit to come, but when I did, I held his hand to my breast, and we squeezed together.
After some time, he made me pause.
“From behind now,” I smirked as we adjusted ourselves and he asked for a condom in his top drawer. I reached for it feeling slightly confused and handed it to him. I heard him put it on as his hands rubbed my ass. Oh.
It didn't take too long as he entered me slowly, stretching me in a way I hadn’t been in a long time. Sure, I’ve taken it from behind before, and it wasn’t bad when done right. I cried out in pleasure when his hand found its way back to my clit as he began making his own cute noises. I couldn’t help but smirk. Pleasure overridden by the initial pain, I felt him hitting all the right places, and my release tore from me again, bringing him over the edge too.
Feeling a slight squeeze on one of my ass cheeks, he managed to say, “You have a nice ass by the way.” 
He commented flopping down beside me as I lay on my belly.
I giggled silently.
“An ass guy, huh?”
“You have no idea.” 
We lay there for a while in comfortable silence until an hour passed, realizing it was dawn. His eyes were closed when I stole a peek, wondering if he was sleeping or simply relaxing. My mouth curled up when I rose out of bed and put my clothes back on.
“You’re leaving?” He questioned as the sun peeked through his shades in the window, once I pulled up my underwear.
I stood in the doorway turning my head to the side, catching his hazel eyes as he leaned on his elbows, looking ever so sleepy.
“I’m the girl you take out for a fun evening, a distraction. I’m not a forever girl, certainly not one you take home. You don’t want trouble with the likes of me. Thank you for the fun evening, Georgie. I’m grateful for running into you,” I told him with an appreciative tone before walking out. He tried to get up and follow me, but I disappeared before he could.
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A year later

 






This was the year the world was supposed to end. Good, let it, I thought as I walked down the city sidewalk in Paris. I wore a black dress, black boots, red lips, my fabulous sunshades, and an attitude. I spent the past year turning into a fiend. I danced and partied, did drugs, and fucked strangers. Not every night, but I stayed in Budapest for a few months and traveled to places I wanted to stay longer in when…Gabe was around. 
When I came to Paris, I could see why Fabien liked it. My hair was longer, black still, and I got a new tattoo. It was one of those cute fancy lace garters on my thigh in black. I did it in remembrance of my late husband. I knew he’d certainly approve. I could hear his voice echo in my head, “Delicious, wifey.”
To my surprise, I didn’t run into anyone in Paris, however, I did see Fabien at one of the nightclubs during my first month in Paris; he was drunk with multiple women in either of his arms. I ate an edible, so I didn’t have time to feel anything from that encounter because he ignored me, or he truly didn’t know I was nearby. I took my bets on the first option though. I didn’t stay too long to find out either. Didn’t want to have any unwarranted conversations I certainly wasn’t ready for.
It was then I realized Patrick must have told them everything, and it made me wonder if they cared at all. I didn’t let my thoughts linger too long on it. It was the year of my downward spiral, being reckless and careless. 
I answered to no one.
I strutted down the Parisian sidewalks going into multiple stores to shop. Black was my all-the-time go-to as I was still in mourning, also it’s a lovely color. My spooky twin friends may have been an influence, although I hadn’t seen them face-to-face in over a year…
Once the shopping was finished, I wandered into a café, finding a place by the large window. Setting my bags down out of the way, I sighed after I ordered some desserts and a drink of the day that I didn’t know how to pronounce. I did start studying some French, but I’ve been somewhat lazy with it if I were being honest. 
Lost in thought, I began to eat the delicious desserts after they arrived, until a familiar brunette male walked in. I pretended I didn’t see him, but he certainly saw me.
“What are you doing in my city?” I heard him say as I was mid-bite. He had his hands splayed on the opposite chair across the small table.
“I didn’t realize Paris was renamed to Fabien,” I said, trying my best to ignore him and enjoy the food still.
“Why are you here?” The anger was there, I could hear it silently, also by how he was looking at me. Not looking up at him to acknowledge him, I could see him in my periphery. 
“Why indeed? Because I felt like it? Any other fucking questions? If you’re not going to kill me, then please let me enjoy my dessert in peace. I’m literally minding my own business, I don’t want to talk to anyone,” I said, continuing to eat, dismissing him. 
He scoffed, moving the chair slightly.
So, he was still angry with me.
“It’s been how many years, and you’re still a brat.”
That will never change.
“If you don’t have anything nice to say, then zip it,” I warned him, looking up at him briefly, catching those jade eyes. Goddamn, I knew I shouldn’t have looked up.
“No, I don’t think I will. What are you going to do about it?”
Who's the brat again? 
I sighed while swallowing the dessert, irritation rising further.
“If you’re going to talk my ear off, then maybe I will leave. Don’t you have women to get back to or something? Go bother someone else.”
His lips curled up, amusement rising as I gave him a blank look.
“You and I have a lot to talk about mate.”
No, we aren’t doing this now. Not here.
“I have nothing to say to you. I don’t have the energy to deal with this now. I just want to eat these desserts and drink the special drink I don’t know the name of.”
As if not hearing me at all, ignoring me, and sitting down, he said, “I have much to say to you. Why did you lie for starters? Why didn’t you reach out at any point when it was safe? Why have you still put us on the back burner? You know what I think, you’re a coward. You can’t face the music you left in your path of destruction, so what do you do? You leave like always. I shouldn’t have heard it all from Patrick. That isn’t fair, and I hate you for it.”
So, we were doing this then. Fuck you, Fabien.
I let out another sigh looking down at what was left of my desserts. 
I did a slow clap with a stone-cold expression, and he blinked at me.
“Great speech but listen here. My reasons are my own. I’m not arguing with you. After the things you spouted, reaching out was off the table, don’t you think? Backburner, really, Fabien? There was no way I was coming back after all I had done and spoken. Get over yourself. Call me what you like, I don’t care. Go be an asshole somewhere else. The person you once knew is dead, ruse or not. Good, let that hate fester and leave me alone. Speaking of leaving, that’s a great idea. Why don’t you do that? Then, I can finish this goddamn dessert. I was here in this shop first. Go away.” I let anger seethe out, showing on my face so he would catch the hint.
Of course not.
“If you think I’m going to walk out that door so you can disappear for three more years, you have another thing coming. Not in this lifetime, sweetheart. You’re going to have an honest conversation with me, no running away. I want to hear it all from your pretty little mouth. I will sit here until you finish. I don’t care what shit you say to push me away again.”
I puffed out air and made a noise of disapproval ignoring his gaze as I ate. I’m going to fucking strangle him, although, knowing him, he’d like it far too much.
“If you’ll leave me alone and give me some peace after, then I will talk to you,” I said minutes later, feeling his stare bore into my face. I sipped the tasty coffee-like drink, wishing I could enjoy it in silence.
“After all of that, really?”
It was my turn to ignore him.
“Answer my question,” I snapped with audible irritation.
“Fine.”
I gave him a side glance, wondering if what I said next would work to get him to go away.
I would do this on my time, and it wouldn’t be as he demanded. Like a child.
“I’m with someone new, and I can’t think about mates or the person I used to be right now. As I said, that person is long gone.”
I looked up at him finally and saw his silent rage burning in his jade eyes.
“On second thought, I think putting this conversation on hold is better for right now. Before I lose my shit and say something I can’t take back. Turns out I still have a short fuse. Next time I see you, we will have that conversation, I don’t care what nonsense you spout.” 
He stood up and stormed out. Thank goodness that worked.
A temper that reminds me of someone else I used to know. A lump formed in my throat as my eyes became misty. No, not here, Karina.
Fabien didn’t know it, but I lied to him. I wasn’t with anyone, I only told him that to get rid of him. There was nothing left in me that wanted to have that conversation or see him be as he always was. I knew he was still angry about everything, and I couldn’t let him see how broken I truly was. It was my truth and my truth alone. Maybe it was selfish, maybe not, but I don’t answer to them or anyone else. Pushing them away was for the better anyway than facing the looming past.
I called Lucien after I finished eating minutes later. Thankfully, he picked up on the second ring.
“Hello, Karina, I’m surprised to hear from you, but it is not unwelcome.”
I breathed heavily into the phone and told him quickly about the encounter with Fabien.
“Oh…well then. That’s unfortunate. Where to next?”
“I hear Ireland is nice. Let’s try there. Also, any updates from your side?”
I gathered up my bags and disappeared as quickly as I could back to where I stayed.
“Consider it done. I’ve spent the past year doing damage control still and trying to find a place to hold a huge event for members of The Society to attend so we can rebuild and work out all those knots and kinks. I still think it will be another year or so to find a place big enough to hold all of us. 
I know you don’t want to hear this right now, but many are relieved he’s finally dead. You are celebrated for it. Patrick and I have also been talking, he wants to help in whatever way he can. He’s been a decent acquaintance over the years, so I’m slowly working on that. Tristan is in Tokyo, and Margo is still in the UK. Fabien…is obviously in Paris. So, you shouldn’t have any more run-ins. Also, your flight leaves tonight for Dublin.”
“Thank you. Tell Leticia and Carmen I say hi. I need a drink after that. I should’ve known I’d eventually have a confrontation with him or any of them. It’s my own fault when he originated from around here.” I sighed heavily.
“Unexpected meeting aside, how are you?” I could hear the sadness and concern in his tone, no doubt, Leticia knew everything I was up to anyway.
“Some days are better than others. Nothing more, nothing less. Losing myself in whatever I can until I figure shit out, the usual.”
A slow sigh came through the phone then while I walked to my room and began packing up.
“Have you thought about dating, even if it’s just temporary? No one but your mates and their sister would judge you, you know that, right?”
I guess he had a point… Could I do that though? Wasn’t it too soon? Or another distraction for all I’ve been numbing?
“I haven’t thought about it, but if it happens, I’m not sure I could, but who knows? I won’t write it off.”
I mumbled that I just made it back to the place I stayed seconds later.
“Very well. It’s just a thought. I will let you pack your things. A cab will be at your place by five.”
“Thanks again. I appreciate it.”
“Always. Ciao.”
I didn’t even have it in me to ask how they were doing. He sounded stressed enough, and I appreciated that about him—he didn’t pry. 
I hung up the phone, rubbing my forehead before I finished packing up my clothes, including the ones I bought. Living life in suitcases was surely something. I’m used to it now though. Home is a confusing concept for me anyway.
The cab arrived right on time as I stood at the curb and left for the airport. 
I spaced out as I checked my bags, boarded, and eventually arrived in Dublin hours later. Walking to baggage claim, I found a spot to wait as more people from the other flights made their way to the carousels.
Staring off into space with my shoulder bag, I heard a voice echo behind me.
“Nyx?” 
My mind scrambled to recognize the voice, and part of me hoped it wasn’t Jim. It didn’t sound like him, but what did I know? 
Thankfully, it wasn’t. 
As I turned, relief filled me when I saw him.
What an interesting chance encounter.
“It is you. I never thought I’d see you after Las Vegas. Here of all places too,” the dark red-haired male stated, with familiar gorgeous hazel eyes.
Nearing closer, I recalled that I only saw him, all those years ago when he deliciously cleaned my apartment in Vegas. A small smile quirked up while he drew closer with his own welcoming one. Looking as beautiful as ever.
“Hello, Adrian. It’s good to see you again,” I told him with a friendliness that surprised me, despite the day I had. Running into him made me forget all about Paris. 
“Likewise. Have you been to Dublin before?” He asked.
I shook my head. “Not until now, no. Unfortunately.”
“Well, welcome. I just got in myself. My sister has a wedding in three months, so I’m here to help. Are you staying long?”
“To be determined. I tend to wander, but I’m in no hurry to leave,” I admitted, going to grab my bags when they arrived. He waited in the same spot when I rolled them back over to him.
“Well, for however long you’re here, I’m more than happy to show you around, or if you want friendly company. Is it alright if I give you my number?” He asked politely.
Ah, fuck it. I wouldn’t mind a tour.
“Sure. Also, please call me, Karina.”
He smiled as if I answered his prayer while I pulled out my phone. I opened my new contacts and handed it to him. He did the same with his phone, and I entered my information.
I gave him a warm smile when he handed my phone back. He put a heart next to his name. How cute.
“Great, thank you. I will certainly be texting you. Do you need a ride anywhere?”
“I appreciate it, but I have a ride. Thanks. It was good to run into you. Of course, feel free to text me anytime.” 
We began walking towards the entrance as he rolled one of his suitcases and carried the other.
I waved as he loaded his bags into the car that picked him up. He returned the wave while I got into my own taxi. Once I arrived at the hotel, I made it to my room and collapsed on the bed.
Ping!
I glanced at my phone, seeing Adrian’s name.
A small smile drew upon my face as I opened it, happy to see him so eager as he always was. As if I knew him for longer than two hours, but those two hours said a lot about him.
“It was really good to see you, Karina. I’m sorry if calling you Nyx offended you, I never knew you by another name, so my sincerest apologies. Are you free in two days for a tour?”
I wrote him back quickly. “You as well. No apologies necessary, you didn’t know. No harm done. I’m free. Sounds good to me.”
He replied a few seconds later.
“Great! How does 10 am sound, or is that too early?”
“10 am sounds perfect.”
“Awesome. I’ll send you a message a bit before then, so I know where to pick you up.”
“Okay, works for me.”
“Have a good night and sweet dreams :).”
I told him the same and put my phone on the table.
What a day, but maybe Dublin wouldn’t be so bad. Lucien inspired me to not have a downward spiral. Nothing wrong with harmless fun.
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I dressed warmly when Adrian pulled up to my hotel on a cold drizzly morning two days later.
He pulled up in the same black car he was picked up in.
“Good morning,” I told him in a friendly tone as he got out of the car.
“Good morning. Since it’s still cold, I figured I’d do a driving tour for a bit. Is that okay? Also, do you drink hot coffee?”
He opened my door for me, looking handsome even though he was as bundled up as I was. I caught his scent of cloves and other spices, but it wasn’t like those colognes that gave me a headache, no he smelled softer, more inviting. I couldn’t remember if he smelled like that back in the 1990s, although, with my human senses, I probably wasn’t paying much attention when I was distracted by the way his muscles worked as he cleaned my apartment… 
The weather was cold that day, but it didn’t bother me too much as I got inside his warm car. I noticed two thermoses and smiled at the gesture. I buckled in and he got into the driver’s side.
“My sister, Adriana, says hello and for us to enjoy the coffee she made for us. She lectured me on what to show you on the tour.”
Adrian and Adriana, that’s adorable for siblings. Part of me wondered deep down if they were twins. 
“Tell her hello and thank you. That’s sweet, she didn’t need to go through any trouble.” 
He handed me a thermos.
“I blame my mother, always making sure everyone is taken care of, even people she doesn’t know.” 
A happy, caring person, that’s new. 
I was so used to moodiness and violence; I wasn’t sure what to do with myself other than sip on the hot coffee happily.
“Good?” He asked, taking a sip of his own. Then, he set it back in the cup holder before pulling us away from the hotel.
“Yes, it’s good. I’m happy,” I told him, feeling satisfied.
“I’m glad to hear it.”
Moments later, I decided to ask him, “Do you just have one sibling?” 
“Yes. Just me and Adriana. Then, my mother. Our father died five years ago from cancer.” 
He sounded at ease when he said it, or it was rehearsed. It still made me wonder how he got to that point.
“I’m sorry for your loss. I’m sure that was hard on all of you,” I spoke with my sympathies.
His look was gentle when I looked over at him focused on the road.
“We expected it and prepared. It was sad, yes, but he was suffering; that hurt worse than the death itself. We said our goodbyes and got closure. It could’ve been worse.”
My throat tried to close when I sipped on some more coffee to distract any emotions threatening to escape. 
Don’t scare the nice man away, Rina. 
His words resonated with me. Yet, it wasn’t time to think or feel those things. I turned my focus on thinking how his submissive ways all those years ago explained a lot. Not that I was judging in the least bit.  
“I lost my best friend not too long after we initially met. It took me years to find closure because she was killed, and I didn’t get to tell her goodbye.”
“I’m sorry, Karina... When Carmen’s Dommes didn’t show up in the UK, I contacted her again years later and she said you had left. I was disappointed naturally, but I stuck around in the UK until my father got sick, then I’ve been back and forth from there to here since.”
“The past twelve years have been a journey, that’s for sure. It has made me exhausted,” I told him a little too honestly while taking another sip and staring out of the window.
“Life’s all about the journey, and the company you keep.” He turned briefly to offer a small smile. I caught it and nodded.
We said nothing for a few minutes, but it wasn’t necessarily a bad thing. It was cozy in the car, it felt safe.
As he drove, Adrian pointed towards old hangouts he grew up with and places for tourists, but also hidden gems that the locals appreciated. He drove past the Dublin Castle which was often called Caisleán Bhaile Átha Cliath. It was a tourist spot, but I enjoyed viewing it as we drove past. Adrian mentioned it had been around a long time while he continued to point out more spots as we drove away further to other sights until hours passed us by, and my head was buzzing with information.
“Are you hungry? I know a spot nearby if you are.”
“Yeah, that sounds good actually,” I said, watching the cute buildings pass by making our way to the destination.
Once he parked, he pulled the chivalry moves and opened my door for me. I offered him a smile for his efforts that they didn’t go unnoticed, although unnecessary. 
The temperature was warmer than I realized as I followed him a block to the intended location.
“The brews are delightful and so is the food.”
“Good, two for one special then,” I said with a smile, and his own lips turned up as we were seated.
“Do you have a drink preference?” He asked me, shifting through the menu given.
“Nope, I’m open to trying new things.”
“That a girl.” His eyes danced as he said it, and I hid my smile looking at the décor and how homely and comfortable the place felt and looked. There was an ambiance I appreciated, and the atmosphere was welcoming and warm, just like the man across from me. 
What would he do when he found out I was the opposite of everything he was? I was not warm and welcoming, just ask my dead ex. 
I was traumatized, tired, avoiding people and responsibilities while I figured shit out and lost myself in the process—the grief.
Adrian ordered various drinks to try and food after I told him to choose something that was his favorite. He seemed thoughtful about it as we drank in quiet and quaint silence, minus a few other patrons in the place. It wasn’t loud, and I found comfort in it.
“I hope the tour wasn’t too boring for you. It’s one thing to see it but to touch and feel it is a whole other experience. Maybe when the weather isn’t so cold and gloomy, we’ll get lucky?” He laughed silently to himself while I casually looked at him as more drinks were brought over.
“I didn’t fall asleep, so you have nothing to worry about. Thank you again.” My eyes glimpsed his and we shared a smile.
“Cheers,” he said while clinking my drink.
I enjoyed the flavors and made sure to tell him.
“I’m glad you like it. You know…it’s hard to see all the sights in one day. How long did you say you were staying?” He asked coolly. Someone wants a second date.
“At least a few weeks,” I answered back.
Relaxing into his seat more, he nodded slightly.
“Great. Are you open to…other outings with me?” 
I could tell he was unsure of asking or seeming too eager. It was most humbling.
“Yes. Are you…asking me on a date?” I narrowed my eyes playfully. His eyes were bright then.
“Many of them. Unless you have other plans, of course,” he said nonchalantly, slowly drinking his ale.
“I came to this country alone days ago. I don’t have any plans. I’m not sure why you’d want to spend time with little ole’ me, but I’m not opposed to the company.” 
Looking around the room, my eyes landed back on him as he considered me carefully across the table.
“Are you traveling solo?”
“Yes… I’m running away from the responsibilities of myself and the things I left behind. Things I’m still not ready to face yet. Dublin seemed like a decent place to escape to. I’m enjoying it so far.” I offered him a smile, not realizing what I said implied.
Adrian seemed slightly unsettled.
“I won’t pry into your business too much, but I must ask. Are you with anyone? Should I not be taking you out?”
He was so charming I couldn’t stand it.
“I’m technically widowed.” I held up my hands, showing him both rings. Then I added, “It’s a long-complicated story that I won’t bore you with. It left a lot of responsibilities I don’t know what to do with, like final affairs, business, and finances. You don’t have to worry. I’m not with anyone.” Certainly not my mates, who I couldn’t even face after everything. I was glad Fabien took my bait and left angry.
He gave me a sympathetic look.
“I didn’t realize, Karina, I’m sorry for your loss. Are you…okay? Please, tell me if I’m being too much or too forward. I don’t want to put any pressure on you to hang out with me. I enjoyed your company before, and only wanted to continue that. I will do whatever you are willing to do. I expect nothing, but I hope for your company at the very least.”
My heart ached at his thoughtfulness. I bit back dark thoughts threatening to consume me. 
I couldn’t think of anything to say other than, “I’ll let you know when I’m uncomfortable or if something is too much. Don’t worry.”
I couldn’t answer his question about being okay, but then I would have to admit that I wasn’t. I still was not okay.
He sighed, casting a long look at me, and for a moment I couldn’t read anything from his hazel eyes as he contemplated what to say.
I took another drink, finishing it.
“On a less serious note, I’m impressed with this brew. What else do you have for me to taste?”
I offered him a small smile in hopes to turn the conversation away from me and the baggage I carried. He sat up more and drained the rest before grabbing another that had been set on the table.
“Of course. Are you open to walking through one of the parks with me after this?”
“Sure thing,” I told him while we continued on to the next drink. Then, he began to tell me a story after more new drinks appeared on the table.
“You know, I first came here years ago with my dad. A friend of his owned this place, and they would call this their spot. When they celebrated or mourned. My dad told me stories about their friendship here.” He gestured to the room around us, looking around.
“There’s a picture of my dad and his best friend when they were in their twenties behind the bar over there. There are other pictures too, of countless people who celebrate in this place.” 
I made a mental note to look more closely at it later as I turned my head to look around myself and then towards the bar where I saw several pictures scattered but I couldn’t make them out.
“The last few times my dad came here was when he got sick. Together, they wept as they drank their favorite brews. Decades of friendship with sharing their joy and pain. When they both became parents they celebrated here, when they married their wives and had their bachelor parties, all celebrated here. When he died, guess where I was?”
“Here,” I whispered, looking away into the distance as tears brimmed my lashes.
“His friend ended up selling this place because he couldn’t look at it anymore. Thankfully the new owners are kind and agreed to keep the décor that many loved and appreciated over the years. All he saw were decades of memories and it became too much. For me, I only have good memories of my father sharing a part of himself with his son. We were close growing up, but when I got older, I wandered off and did my own thing. I went to study Engineering in England. I took a liking to the place and made it a permanent residence for myself. I still visited home through the years as I traveled doing engineering projects and other personal pursuits.”
My ears picked up on the last part as I finally turned to him. Before I could think to respond, he continued.
“In a roundabout way, what I’m trying to get across is that I have no ulterior motive, as delightful and beautiful as you are, I’m offering my friendship first and foremost. Whether it’s a listening ear, a shoulder to lean on, or laughter. Sex is all too easy, but friendship and something meaningful? It has the potential to be even more special having someone you can rely on. If you’re open to it, I’m offering you a piece of what this place has given me over the years. A place to come and be yourself, no matter what that entails.” 
His expression made me swallow hard before taking a long drink.
Adrian’s genuineness and sincerity made me feel things I wasn’t expecting. Friendship, not a hookup or a fast-winded romance? My head began to spin, what a charming man he was. He had been nothing but honest. Maybe he realized what I needed was a friend first and foremost before anything else. Perhaps my tired expression from the past twelve years was not as easily hidden as I thought. 
I set the drink down and exhaled deeply, feeling the pain in my heart. I looked up and decided to respond.
“I can’t promise I’ll be the greatest friend to have. Saints know I’m no angel… I’m broken, Adrian.”
Sadness settled upon his gorgeous face, and it made me want to weep over how I was souring the mood.
“I’ve spent a long time losing myself in whatever I could. Men, women, drugs, a cracked whip, you name it. I looked for peace and found it nowhere. I thought I had it a few times, but as always, the timing was imperfect. Perhaps you’re right, a friend is what I need right now.”
He gazed at me thoughtfully holding up his drink.
“To friendship and the freedom it brings.” The sadness dissipated and his tone sounded heartfelt as I clinked with him.
It was strange to me to sit there and simply talk without flirting or anything else. An honest conversation, something I certainly wasn’t expecting. I was grateful then, that fate intervened and brought him back into my life.
Our food arrived and our conversation shifted to something lighter. As it did, I began to feel more at ease and less tense. I noticed it in him too as he smiled more and in turn brought a few more out of me too. 
It was a start, and sometimes it's good to start somewhere.




Chapter 36 







I stood in front of a beautiful painting that made me feel things. Unsure of how long I stood there, Adrian appeared beside me. The painting was dark, moody, and picturesque with realistic and gloomy trees. A simple nature setting that reminded me of how I felt on the inside.
“I’ve always appreciated art for more than the artist’s talent, but by how it makes me feel,” Adrian went on quietly, no doubt noticing how I simply stood there lost in thought. Sneaking a glance of my own, I answered quietly, “Sometimes, I don’t want to feel anything because it’s too hard to bear.”
His hand rubbed my shoulder gently as if he understood all too well before walking to the next painting that was equally as mesmerizing as the one, I stood in front of.
“Burdens aren’t meant to be carried alone,” Adrian whispered as we both lingered at the next painting. I laid my head on his shoulder in silent understanding, offering what little comfort to him I could. 
In our short time of knowing each other, I realized he felt safe. It was a fast friendship, and I didn’t have to pretend I wasn’t okay. Adrian was great at redirecting the conversations, especially when he noticed I stared off into space or grew quiet. He didn’t make me talk about things I wanted to forget, and I appreciated that the most. 
Adrian leaned his head against mine, and after a lingering minute, we continued with the exhibit. The day got away from us after spending many hours admiring and appreciating art, my mind was a playground. 
Once we got into the black car, which he mentioned was his sister’s, he exhaled quietly. I tilted my head, wondering what was on his mind.
“Do you mind if we make a pit stop somewhere before we eat?”
He started the car and began driving us away from the museum. 
“I don’t mind,” I said, looking over at him as he drove with his eyes staring ahead.
I was unsure of where we were going until he pulled into a cemetery outside Dublin.
“Today is my dad’s birthday. I visit him every year, sometimes a few times. You are more than welcome to join me or stay here. I shouldn’t be too long.”
My heart sank, offering him a softer tone in realization. “Take your time, no need to rush. Whatever you need.” 
He lightly patted my arm in thanks before he parked near a large, lone tree and got out of the car. I watched him walk away as I slowly got out, taking in the fresh cool air. The weather was overcast, and it seemed the rain let up. I could see him a short distance away as I looked at the graves all around.
Although I respected his privacy, I tried not to eavesdrop too much.
“Hi, dad. Another year goes by, and I still miss you. Adriana is getting married to someone I think you’d approve of. They are also expecting, can you believe it? She is doing well. Mother misses you, but she is still doing as well as expected without you. You probably don’t remember, but I met a girl in Vegas years ago. It wasn’t long and it was brief, but I never forgot her. It seems fate holds many surprises; I met her again all these years later. As the years have worn on me, I see they’ve worn on her. I think you’d like her, she’s not only dreamy and beautiful, but she’s clever too. I knew she was special when I first saw her, and I took her to our favorite spot. I wanted to give her something positive in a world of disarray. I’m hoping to bring her to Adriana’s wedding, so I don’t have to sit alone…”
My eyes misted, feeling a familiar dull ache settle in my chest over my own losses, without tangible grave sites and only memories. I debated on walking over to him to try and comfort him, or give him space... What would a true friend do during times like this?
I walked over, hearing my boots crunch on the gravel before I hit the grassy parts. By then, he stood there in silent contemplation when I appeared at his side. I didn’t know what to do other than hug him. He adjusted himself and put an arm around me in return. I noticed the fresh flowers laid at his father’s grave.
“I assume your sister and mother were already here?” I asked as he leaned his head against mine, no doubt appreciating my effort.
“Yes, they come here every year first thing in the morning. I did initially too, but it broke my heart too much to see my mother and sister cry together. Not that I’m against crying or expressing emotions; it was just hard.”
I felt him kiss my forehead.
We stood there in silence for a few minutes until he whispered into the breeze, “Love you, Dad.”
He turned more towards me and embraced me fully as I returned it. His normal scent blended with the earth and air of the outside, lingering with the mist that began again. A charming scent for the wonderful man that I called my friend. 
“Thank you, Karina,” he murmured softly before releasing me.
“I’m your friend, Adrian, and I’m here for you,” I said looking up into his eyes, eyes that reminded me of the beauty around me.
“Likewise, Karina. Let’s get some food in us,” he offered as I took his arm, and we walked back towards the car.
“Why don’t we eat at his favorite place today?” I offered once we got inside, and he gave me a meaningful look.
“Okay,” he went on in a low heartbreaking tone. 
If today was his dad’s birthday, then it was only fair to celebrate his memory. So, we did.
The rest of the afternoon was spent drinking as I laughed at his stories. His dad was quite the character and so full of life. I could tell Adrian enjoyed talking about moments that had brought him happiness and wonderful memories. 
Walking the city streets of Dublin drunk later, he told me more funny stories he had with friends he grew up with. Of how they almost set fire to a building they worked at and got in trouble for stealing from stores. 
I held his hand the entire time as I joined in his merriment of reflection. He seemed lively and less melancholic. It reminded me of myself and some of my cherished memories with Donnie. Slowly but surely with his friendship and company, my own melancholy began to melt away. He made me feel less alone during a weird time of my life. As if I could ever find a sense of normalcy with all the shit I had gone through. 
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Around lunchtime one particularly rainy day, Adrian arrived to pick me up and mentioned catching a movie and eating at our favorite place. The Spot is what I called it. Our spot. It was sentimental to us both.
As the weeks passed before then, I felt the strong bonds of friendship, a friend I wanted to kiss. I wondered if the kiss from years ago at my old apartment would feel the same in the present day. Distracting my thoughts on wanting to kiss him, while we watched the movie he picked, I recalled days ago when we had a serious conversation. About me and my story.
I decided to tell him everything, however, I paused when Tristan told me about being a vampire unsure if it was appropriate. We were alone in a spot walking through one of the parks.
“You stopped. What is it? Not that I’m pressuring you or anything…” We paused, and I looked around casually to make sure no one could overhear what I was about to reveal. Here went nothing.
“Tristan revealed that he was a vampire. I didn’t believe him at first until he told me his story
and proved it. There are misconceptions that aren’t true as the movies showcase,” I paused, observing him to see of any reactions. To my surprise, he only seemed intrigued.
“Oh, okay…and then what?” 
He waited eagerly, curious as I went on to explain the misconceptions. Then, I told him the rest, and how he turned me. He blinked at first but didn’t seem scared or worried, so I went on explaining that while I loved Tristan when Carmen called about Donnie, I wasn’t the same. I told him the rest, following The Angel of Death, my wings, and my journey to the UK all those years ago. Leaving out the mate parts, I explained about the adventures once I was in the UK, The Society, and The Council, Gabriel being a pest, and all he had done to wrong a lot of people, along with his death and everything I held inside. I paused when I got to the end, looking down at my rings, yet feeling free to get everything off my chest.
“I…did what I was forced to do still and that was to kill him. He and the rest of them expected me to still follow through. I hated myself for loving him despite all he had done. The Society hunted him, and the people I loved wanted him dead. It felt impossible.
Then, I ran away to lose myself. I have people that hate me for my lies and deceit, and who want real answers. I just wanted a place to regroup and gather myself together again. I have the rights to The Council since he founded it, but…I don’t know anything about it. How can I make things better when I’m a complete wreck still? I must carry all these heavy things and make things okay again. I can’t…” 
With a deep exhale, I turned my gaze to find him leaning against a tree from feet away. I gave Adrian credit, he stood there and listened, not judging, speaking, or interrupting unless I paused for too long.
Then, it was his turn to speak.
My nerves were shot by the end of the conversation when I realized I dumped a lot on him, wondering if he thought I sounded insane.
“There’s nothing I can say to take that pain away or make things not as intense. However, what I can say is that I’m here for you and that you don’t need to bear it alone anymore. It’s what friends are supposed to do. That’s a lot to carry, Karina. Did you hold it in the entire year since his death?”
His hazel eyes landed on me in the twilight of the evening. I nodded reluctantly, my heart thumping against my ribcage in response too. 
“I’m speechless. You’ve been through a lot. I would feel burdened and overwhelmed to your extent too. I also would have found means of escapism… Thank you for sharing your truth with me. I understand things more now, with perspective. I’m glad you trust me enough to share your past pains and truths as hard as it may have felt. I’m so glad fate stepped in to bring you back into my life unexpectedly.”
We shared a small smile before he continued.  
“My family always believed things happened for a reason, whether we understand them or not. I think some of those reasons, for us, were for how we needed a true friend at the right time. I know what it’s like to feel lost, alone, and broken. Granted they were caused by different reasons, but I understand and can relate.”
His empathy still baffled me, and I was at a loss for words.
“Your vampirism does not deter me from being your friend and being there for you. I’ve always held an appreciation for immortal creatures in books and movies. The fact that it’s real…yes, please. I care about you deeply and it’s been a few weeks already. I feel close and connected to you. After hearing all of what you just told me and spending time with you more and more, I find you amazing. I am in awe of the woman who stands before me, along with the same one who stood in front of me years ago. You are one hell of a woman, Karina. I’m glad you exist, being here in this moment under the same sky.”
His words touched me deeply as I blinked back my tears. Words failed me to express my undying gratitude.
“Thank you for being here too, Adrian. I’m eternally grateful to have you. Thank you for being a true friend and for listening.”
It was all I could do was thank him for not judging me and for listening, for being the friend I needed.
“I’m here all night and for whatever you need.” 
He smiled, stepping out of the shadows of the tree. The sky was dark as I let him hug me. We stayed like that for a few minutes before continuing to walk. 
Adrian began to tell me more about him. His family was loving and supportive, understanding too, and he lost a couple of friends over the years. One to suicide and another in a fiery car accident. He got into the BDSM life in college when he met someone who introduced him, and then he got more involved. He graduated and continued onward, eventually landing projects that brought him to other countries and locations. 
As simple as his duty was when he showed up at my door in the ’90s, I had made a huge impression on him. He could see a story behind my pale eyes, and he wanted to know me more, which is why he hoped I’d eventually go to the UK. When I never did, at least in his area, he went about life as usual, working and doing whatever he wanted until his dad got sick.
Adrian mentioned how off he had felt ever since his dad passed. He recognized and accepted he was gone, but seeing his sister and mother react as they still did years later, didn’t ease any grief of his missing presence. Throughout his life, he was closer to his dad than anyone else, someone he could call at any point—a constant.
When he finished speaking about himself, I returned the same hug he gave me hours prior, because I too had no words to make it better or take the pain away. He thanked me for listening as we walked for a while longer.
As I remembered that night from days ago, I was brought back to the present.
Adrian nudged me at my left.
“You’re daydreaming, what’s on your mind?” He looked over at me, eating popcorn.
“Nothing, did I miss something?” 
I shook the memories away to remind myself that he was still there and didn’t run away after the mention of death and gore as well as vampirism. 
“Movie is starting, and you’ve been staring off, I just wanted to make sure things were okay.”
I offered him my sincerest smile over his attentiveness.
“Thank you. Yes, I’m fine.” 
I joined him in eating the popcorn as the movie continued and finished. It was one of those romantic comedy movies. I wasn’t sure if it would be awkward or not, but surprisingly we laughed and found it to be an endearing movie. Not my typical go-to, but I was able to appreciate it, nonetheless.
Adrian grabbed my hand towards the end and gave it a light squeeze.
“Don’t you just love happy endings?” He asked as his eyes twinkled when the lights came back on in the theater. 
“It’s a change from its polar opposite,” I said with a growing smirk as we stood up.
“This is true. However, I still enjoyed it. I hope you did too.”
He led us outside as we walked around before heading to The Spot. The sky looked like it would open and pour any minute. We chatted and laughed the afternoon away, drinking our favorite drinks as well as enjoying the delicious food per usual. 
It was a light and carefree day, which was more often than not, all of our time together. I loved him for it. The rain heavily poured once we were ready to leave our spot.
Stepping outside, we quickly walked, until we found ourselves under an awning nearby, and it still didn’t let up.
“Jump on my back, and I’ll race us out of here.” I gave him a look, wondering if he was serious then giggling at how ridiculous it sounded but somehow, I went along with it.
“Alright… Let’s do this. One, two, go!” He stepped out, and I jumped on his back as we laughed, and he ran full speed ahead. 
It was only a few blocks before he let me down.
“Luckily it is just water, right?” He teased as I grabbed his hand with a giggling smile, pulling us along through the downpour.
“We’re almost there,” I urged on when he pulled me to a stop.
As I turned around to ask him what was wrong, he grabbed my face and pulled me into a perfect kiss. 
It caught me off guard and by surprise, but I didn’t complain as my arms went around him. Even though we were already soaked, we stood there kissing intensely. It was the same kiss I recalled long ago, taking my breath away once more. His lips hungrily claimed mine as a lover would, slipping his tongue inside to seek out mine. We held each other close, and I enjoyed every second.
I wondered what made him do it, or if he was holding himself back, yet the spontaneity of the moment made my heart flutter. It was strangely romantic under the downpour. I had a feeling that when we did finally pull away, neither of us wanted to. 
We gazed at each other for a few moments before I pulled him back into another kiss. A groan echoed up his throat, and I felt heat gather in the pit of my belly immediately.
“Let’s get out of this rain. Don’t want you to get sick,” he said, breaking the kiss.
I tossed him an amused smirk, breathless and heated, leaning up to his ear.
“You forget, I’m immortal,” I went on to whisper, leaning back to catch his, duh-expression.
“Oh, that’s right. Well, still, let’s go,” he went on, leading us back another few blocks to where we left the car at the movie theater. Spontaneous planners, but I loved every second of it.
“I keep blankets in the back, we can just sit on those.”
“Okay,” I responded as he went to his trunk and quickly grabbed them. We quickly put them in the seats and jumped inside.
“I’m sorry your sister’s car is all wet now.”
“It will dry. No harm done,” he shook his drenched hair with a shy look.
Laughing silently to myself, he turned the heat on full blast before driving us back to where I stayed.
Watching him off and on, I couldn’t figure out if it was the kiss in the rain, the romantic setting, or all the above, but I found myself completely turned on. 
Did I want to test the waters? Yes. Did I also want more of his passionate kisses? Also, yes.
I wasn’t sure where his head was at but part of me wanted to know. When would he finally touch me already?
With a quiet sigh, I tried to focus my attention on the window beside me as I gripped my hands tightly in my lap.
“Almost there. I’m going to run to a place nearby to grab something dry to put on. I’ll meet you at your room?”
“Of course, whatever you need,” I replied quietly, wishing he would come up and let his clothes air dry.
That damn gentleman politeness of his. 
A few minutes later while the rain still poured, we finally pulled up.
“I’ll be up shortly,” he said sweetly while reaching across my lap to let me out. 
I half smiled and quickly got out and ran inside. I was still swooning over that kiss. Hot damn.
The sexual frustration made me grumble as I took the stairs up to my floor, storming into the room. 
Would anything even tempt him? Would he reject the idea? Was it too soon?
Maybe he truly is a gentleman, Rina. Stop thinking with your second brain.
I stuck the key under the door so he would see it as I changed out of my wet clothes and took a hot shower. I shut the bathroom door out of politeness in the event he arrived before I finished.
An itch still needed to be scratched, so I made sure to take care of myself in the shower. Touching my breasts briefly, imaging his hands instead, I dipped my hand eagerly to my clit. Fuck me. 
Closing my eyes, I imagined his strong hands instead, feeling my release creep up on me. Panting as quietly as I could, my final moan escaped as I vibrated against my fingers unable to take it.
It was enough to settle me for now, a quick self-love session.
With a final sigh, I finished bathing and turned off the water after some time. Feeling slightly better, I towel-dried my long dark hair before wrapping a dry one around my body. Walking out in just that, I found Adrian sitting in fresh clean clothes near the bathroom.
“Are you sure you don’t want a hot shower? Are you cold?” I offered as I saw his eyes flicker, taking me in.
Don’t look at me in that way. Not after that kiss, not when I want your hands all over me, Adrian.
I almost said the words aloud.
“I’m warm now. Thank you for offering, but I’ll be alright,” he said gently as I nodded, walking towards my dresser. I debated pretending for the towel to accidentally fall or not. Decisions, decisions.
I was a shameless horny vampire woman, what can I say.
“Are we going anywhere else?” I asked him with my back still turned.
“Not unless you want to. I’ll wait until the rain eases up before heading home if that’s okay.”
I turned around with a small frown.
“You know you don’t have to leave right? You can stay.”
Something passed over his face as I waited for his response. What was with that look?
It looked like he was having an internal battle as I exhaled and turned back towards the dresser and grabbed underwear with an oversized t-shirt.
I walked back into the bathroom and quickly changed, towel-drying my hair more before walking back over to him.
“I’ll behave, come lay with me,” I said to him with my hand held out.
“I’ve spent a long time living like an animal, I don’t want to be that to you. You make that very hard to do sometimes. However, holding you in bed sounds more intimate than the act of sex itself.”
Hmph. 
My second brain begs to differ.
“Good, because I’m cold,” I mentioned, trying to distract myself from his words when he finally took my hand, standing up.
I tugged him over to the bed, throwing open the covers. I climbed inside, scooting over and patting the empty space beside me in invitation. Adrian locked his eyes on me while he took off his layers, leaving only a t-shirt and pants.
A damn shame.
He climbed in as we continued to gaze at each other. Scooting closer, I draped my arm over him while he hugged me closer. His warmth was comforting as I breathed him in.
“What’s wrong with living like an animal?” I asked with hints of softness, but I couldn’t help my undertone of seduction either.
“Nothing... I’ve been debating and wrestling with myself on what to do for days. I cherish you and our friendship. I also realize you ended up staying here longer than a few weeks. I’m trying to figure out the future, and I hope I’m not keeping you here. I know you have responsibilities you’ll have to face sooner or later. I also hope the kiss from earlier wasn’t…too forward. It was in the heat of the moment. Something came over me.”
My heart picked up its pace as his words resonated within my core.
“I kissed you back, didn’t I?” I told him as something I couldn’t quite name crossed his face. Confliction? Desire?
“I am a shameless man at the end of the day, no matter how hard I try not to be…” He sighed heavily as I looked into his captivating eyes.
“I didn’t mind it, Adrian. Don’t worry. You also aren’t keeping me from anything. Perhaps, I’m selfish in spending time with you and not wanting it to end. Has this been on your mind the whole time? What worries you about the future? I’m not going to disappear on you if that’s what it is that troubles you.”
I gently rubbed his side, hoping I was comforting.
“I can’t lie and say that doesn’t make me happy because it does. I don’t know if it’s too soon or not, but I want to be more than a friend to you, Karina. It’s been over a month now, so I’m not sure how you feel about something like that…”
This man was too good for me.
“You don’t want a fling or another hookup, you want something deeper than that. A relationship, am I right?” I asked.
“Yes, I want you to be mine, Karina.” I felt his hand rub my side then, and my lips turned up.
Dating wouldn’t hurt, would it?
Okay, Lucien, I’ll take the advice, and see what happens.
The only answer I could come up with was, “Okay.”
“Yeah?” 
I nodded as he visibly relaxed.
“Seal it with a kiss,” I whispered, wrapping my arms tighter around him.
His eyes danced as the earlier worry left his face. Leaning closer, he captured my lips in the sweetest kiss. It was different from the earlier passion in the rain he showcased, but I enjoyed it all the same.
When his lips left mine, I sighed into him, “Anytime you want to display your earlier passion in the rain, I’ll be ready and waiting. I’m yours to taste, Adrian.”
With relief and happiness exuding from him, he cupped my cheek. “I am yours, Karina. I’m interested to see where this road takes us, and I have one more request for you.”
I placed my hand above his. “What is it?”
“Will you be my date to my sister’s wedding in a few weeks?”
“Of course, without question.”
His thumb rubbed my cheek then.
“That means you’ll have to meet my family beforehand. Are you alright with that?”
He’s so sweet and precious, considering how I’d feel.
“Yes. However, I have a request of my own. Donnie’s birthday is next week, and I’d like to go see a play or live performance. I normally do it alone, but I thought it would be better spent with you.”
His gaze softened as he placed a kiss on my forehead, wrapping his arms around me, and I snuggled closer.
“I’ll be there. The week after I’ll arrange a family dinner at home.”
“Works for me,” I told him as he held me.
We lay there silently for a while and he whispered, “Holding you like this feels nice, Karina.”
Relaxing, I answered, “It does.” 
I closed my eyes and sleep tugged me away into a dreamless oblivion. The future remained uncertain; however, I was confident that we could get through it together.
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A dull ache within had jostled me awake on the morning of Donnie's birthday. Looking out the window, the weather seemed decent even if my mind was elsewhere in another time.
“Happy birthday, Donnie. I hope I didn’t disappoint you with my life choices. Twelve fucking years. You’d be in your early forties. How would middle-aged Donnie celebrate today? Disappear and start a new life? See a play or dance in the same club as always? The world will never know,” I muttered to myself and hopped in the shower.
My thoughts drifted off, wondering why it seemed that some of my best memories were with people who were no longer breathing. People I wanted more time with and to talk to once again. 
My heart ached more as I put on a simple scoop-neck dress with stockings and heels, adding light makeup.
“I’ll enjoy today as you would Donnie and enjoy life for what it is.”
My phone buzzed as I looked at my reflection, trying to remind myself that as much time passed, I would always miss my favorite girl.
The message indicated that it was Adrian waiting downstairs. We were going to see a play, and I already requested to eat and drink at The Spot later.
I put on my coat and made my way down to the car.
Getting inside once I made it, he greeted me with a cheek kiss.
“You look lovely.”
“Thank you, as do you,” I said with a polite smile while buckling in as he pulled away.
He reached over for my hand and held it. I stared at our hands, appreciating the gesture.
“How are you today, mo mhuirnín?”
My darling is what he meant. I realized he started saying it after I agreed to date him. It was a term of endearment that I enjoyed.
“I’m okay, all things considered,” I said truthfully.
I felt him squeeze my hand.
“Well, as you once kept me company, I’m here for you for whatever you need. The day is yours. I know your friend doesn’t have a gravesite to visit, so I pulled out two sparklers from the deep recesses of the garage at home for us later.”
My eyes misted at his thoughtfulness.
“That’s perfect,” I whispered as his thumb rubbed the top of my hand.
“I was trying to be legal and creative. I’m glad you approve. I don’t have any junkyards for us to burn down, otherwise, it may have been a choice instead.”
I couldn’t resist leaning over to kiss his cheek then before my heart burst.
“As delightful as that would be, it’s the thought that counts… Thank you.”
His smile was sweet as I returned the brief hand squeeze.
I spaced out the rest of the ride, gazing out of the window. Eventually, we pulled up to some buildings and parked.
Adrian led us inside and to our seats. I didn’t pay attention to the surroundings or appreciate the décor as I normally did. My mind was elsewhere as Donnie consumed my thoughts. However, it wasn’t just Donnie, but Gabriel too. I wasn’t sure why today was different from normal. I spent so long losing myself, that I found it all weird to have a normal day. I was also dating someone that was by all definition, normal, at least that’s what I could see so far.
Adrian was too good, and I felt undeserving of him. I hoped and prayed that my past wouldn’t catch up to me and ruin the good I’d built with him.
My mind remained distracted while the show started; Adrian held my hand the entire time. I couldn’t name what it was that we saw, nor did I remember it later. All I could recall were the fallen tears at the end.
If Adrian noticed or not, he didn’t say.
When we arrived at The Spot later, I paused at the bar area to look at the pictures on the back wall. I found a photo of Adrian’s dad, who looked similar to him with dark red hair and a fantastic smile, while his friend was a brown-haired male, appearing equally handsome. My guess from the photo, it was at an age before marriage and children around their early 20s.
When we sat at the table, Adrian ordered our favorites.
“What’s on your mind, Karina? You seem a million miles away today. My ears work and are available to you if you need them.” His look was sincere as I sighed sadly.
I debated on if I could formulate such words to describe even an inch of what I was feeling. I also didn’t want to sour the mood even more with my moodiness.
“I feel…empty today. Twelve years later, I still miss her. And I hate to admit it, but speaking of death, I miss him too. I miss what it feels like to live passionately with someone, to love and hold into the night. Aside from that, I miss having a gal pal. Donnie gave me friendship and inspiration to do better while living carefree no matter what anyone thought. In my own way, I guess I did all those things, but I find myself wondering if she…if they…would be proud of me.
I disappointed other people that used to be a huge part of my life, and I wonder if I disappointed people that are no longer here too. I haven’t felt this sad in over a year. Perhaps it’s a delayed reaction to grief hitting in multitudes…or I just feel like absolute shit. I don’t feel cheerful, and I don’t feel like there’s anything to celebrate. I’ll admit I don’t have the best coping skills, but I do what I can. However weird I may feel today, do not discredit yourself. I’m appreciative of you being here for me, even if I feel miserable.”
I gave him a troubled, yet honest look as his gaze softened. His hand reached across the table for me, and I moved it slowly into his as I looked between his warm hand and the echoing warmth in those lovely hazel eyes.
“I appreciate your honesty. Also, all those things are completely okay. You have every right to feel that way and remember not one, but two, important people. I’m the last person to judge anyone, Karina. I cannot speak for anyone else, but if they truly cared about you, I doubt you would be a disappointment to them. 
We heal and deal with grief differently, and that’s okay too. For the people still around, I also can’t speak for them, but forgiveness finds us in odd ways. The truth is not always clear, and there are multiple sides to each story. That’s just my rational thinking though. Either way, if you need to hear the words from someone, then hear them from me, I’m not disappointed in you. I’m here for you as a partner and friend. 
The other stuff will come in time; the passion is there, believe me. I told myself the next time I was interested in someone, I wouldn’t go straight for the physical aspects. I would instead be romantic and a gentleman. It’s surprisingly easy, and I hope you didn’t think I was rejecting you when I suggested other things than sex.”
I sighed quietly, debating how I wanted to respond while taking a long drink when it arrived at our table. Then, I slowly looked back at him as he leaned against the back of his chair, watching me.
“Thank you. I’m glad someone alive isn’t disappointed in me. It’s just…I’ve once said this to another person, but the people I love tend to get taken away from me whether it’s my fault or not… I am grateful for you giving me the time of day and for stopping me at the airport. Maybe initially I felt rejected in that sense, but that was me being me, nothing to do with you. I’m a horny woman who knew nothing but sexual rendezvous and chaotic times. You were trying to be a better person. The thing is…” 
I grew silent, looking down as I withdrew my hand from his. Fiddling with my hands in my lap, the words caught in my throat. I wouldn’t withhold the words again, I promised myself.
I could tell he was listening because he straightened up, waiting for me to finish my last thought. For courage, I took a deep breath before continuing.
“You make it so easy. You’re genuine, you say what you mean and mean what you say, even if you’re uncertain of the outcome. You wear your honesty on your sleeve and your heart wide open. I don’t have to guess with you. Loving you is as easy as waking up. It reminds me of a gentle breeze on a warm summer’s day, or the feeling I get in the few moments when my toes touched the sand. You relax my spirit, Adrian. You bring new, fresh, things to the table. New perspectives.
There was a time I thought latex and leather were romantic, and it still is. However, romance is fluid, no one thing fits in the mold. You, however, have romanced my soul and awakened my heart that I shut off for survival during my grief. What was designed as an escape for me became a new start. A beginning, I’ll gladly walk with you.”
Our food arrived and so did our drink refills. His gaze was locked on mine after I told him all of what was true. It made me want to know what he was thinking, wishing I had a spare Lucien hidden nearby.
I took a bite of my food, to break myself out of his intense stare.
“What are you thinking about over there?” I asked casually, feeling nervous suddenly.
I took another bite, stealing a glance at him while still unsure of what to make of his expression as he still stared.
“I’m thinking…how I want to kiss you.” He didn’t break my gaze as I shifted in my seat, heat pooling into my secret place that ached to be explored by him.
“What’s stopping you?” I asked, taking another bite, and he adjusted himself in his seat leaning towards his plate of food.
“Absolutely nothing other than a plate of warm food and the power of restraint.” 
I froze mid-bite, feeling warmth wash over me. I hid my smirk as I kept eating.
“Then let’s not allow the food to go cold then. Hmm?” 
He made a noise, and I stole another glance from him as he began eating, yet his eyes stayed focused on me. Was it passion I saw? Something else? Whatever it was seemed to intensify the closer we got to finishing our meal. I emptied my drink once my plate was cleared. 
The air around us was tense, but not necessarily in a bad way.
Was it hot in the place or was it just him?
Whatever I said stirred him enough that the tone of the day changed. I told myself I’d soon find out. The end of the meal came, and I paid for us.
“Are you going to tell me what’s on your mind or are you going to stare all evening?” I asked once we were alone outside, walking towards his car.
Hoping my playfulness would silence his thoughts to feel comfortable enough to voice whatever it was on his mind. 
“I’m debating on it,” he mumbled to himself.
I smirked, debating with myself too. I could easily get lost in him.
Instead of making it to the car, he grabbed my hand and told me to follow him. It took me a few minutes to realize he was taking me to one of the parks. In a private area near one of the trees, he pulled me closer.
“Your words have undone me completely, Karina. I couldn’t kiss you at our spot because I knew I wouldn’t be able to stop with just one.” 
His eyes slowly looked up into mine while he exhaled slowly in restraint. Pulling me into a passionate hold, he finally kissed me, stealing my breath away.
It was the same kind of fire I felt during our steamy rain kiss. 
Yes, Adrian, give me more of you.
I licked his lips in an invitation, and he accepted while I clutched him. Fingers curled into his coat, moving to his shirt, I could feel his heat radiating from him. 
A minute later, he made the cutest of noises, and I moaned in my throat.
I was all for his unbridled passion. It made me feel as if I were coming back to life. How I felt with him from the moment in the airport.
When we pulled away, we were both breathless.
“Hearing you say you love me has not only been music to my ears, but it means so much... Any restraints I previously spoke about, are forgotten as of this moment. You spoke of passion before, and it only scratches the surface of what I feel for you.” 
Before I could think of any response, his lips captured mine once more. A throaty noise left me, my hand running through his hair as my other one snuck under his coat to feel his back firmly under my touch.
“Where do you want to continue this?” I asked him finally.
His eyes danced in lustful seduction; I was certain it mirrored what my voice did.
“I’ll be happy to make out with you here or in the back of my car. I won’t be able to make it anywhere else.”
I smirked in coy playfulness.
“Car it is. I’ve waited long enough, let’s go.” My tone dropped low, and sultry as I grabbed his hand, pulling him away from the tree. 
It was ten excruciating minutes later of plotting with passionate intent. The sky began to grow darker once we arrived. I opened the back door and pushed him inside. He chuckled as I climbed into his lap, shutting the door behind us. My lips were on his before he could say anything else. 
I shrugged off my coat and tossed it in the front seat. I released his lips, helping him out of his coat with a sense of eagerness.
“I’m all yours, Adrian. All yours to touch and taste.” I breathed out as his lustful eyes found mine. Yes, finally.
His hand found its way into my hair and the other onto my waist. I kissed him fiercely, running my hands up his chest. I remembered what he looked like at my door years ago and when he picked me up to check the fans he dusted.
It was riveting.
I reached down and took my heels off. 
Damn, I forgot about the stockings.
“Hang on one second,” I said to him as I lifted my dress and pulled down both my underwear and stockings, seating myself on the center console. His gaze lit a fire in me as I freed my legs.
He reached for me instantly, running a hand up my leg and then my thigh. His other hand did the same on my opposite leg before sliding his hand under my dress. 
With a tightened grip on my hip, he pulled me back into his lap. Pleasure filled me to the brim as I reached behind me to take off my bra while straddling him. I maneuvered out of it, moving it to the side. I bit my lip as he narrowed those intense eyes while I took one of his hands that was at my hip, guiding it up toward my breast.
Sighing at the warm, gentle feel of his large hand, his other one, thankfully, didn’t need any guidance on where to go next.
I closed my eyes in complete bliss once he found where my core ached to be touched. A sexy grunt of approval released from those lips I craved on every inch of my skin. Adrian leaned forward to taste and tease my chest as mine curled into his hair. 
“Yes, touch me, Adrian—please,” I whimpered under a tenacious plea. The need to feel him closer was overwhelming me, and I began to get desperate for it.
I felt my walls swell in response, a moan rumbling from my chest. Lightly tugging his hair, making his head tilt back, I claimed his lips. Simultaneously, his thumb circled my clit while slipping one finger and another inside. He pumped in a steady rhythm before curling those fingers up as I clenched down, spasming there against him.
Moaning into his ear, I held him closer to me, shaking into the bliss that was blinding my senses.
When he removed his hand from between my legs, I steadied my breathing as he nonchalantly sucked his thumb, then his pointer, finishing with his middle. My eyes narrowed watching him as he made another noise of approval. Mmm.
Yep, I would eat this man alive.
I moved my hands towards his belt loops and tugged lightly, indicating exactly what I wanted next. He gave me a delicious grin and didn’t leave me waiting.
I gasped out once I sank down slowly, fully seating myself. We held each other as my mouth fell open into a delicious moan, riding him slowly to savor every precious second, making up for the lost time.
“You’re as perfect as I imagined you’d be over twelve years ago.”
I kissed him in response, feeling flattered as he groaned lowly, hands entangled in my hair.
I found his passion to be consuming and enjoyed how we took each other over the edge in the back of the car. Crashing all around him into a shared space of love, he filled me with a final moan of his own.
The way he held me as a lover, and how he saved that part of himself. Adrian didn’t want short-term; he wanted a type of forever, one I hoped I could try and give him.
I had never turned anyone before, but part of me wondered if he’d be open to it.
Perhaps it was selfish of me, knowing I had mates and the burden of it that led me to live in the moment. 
I would love him there in the back of that car; for it was our shared moment of a small glimpse of eternity. Our shared fate and whatever would await us in the aftermath.
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When we pulled up to his family’s home, I was legitimately nervous. I had never in my life been in a situation of meeting a boyfriend’s parent. I also dated vampires, so I had a type apparently. The fact that I was dating a human man, made me smirk. However, in my defense, I knew him when I was originally human. 
I get a free pass this once, and I’m feeling sentimental.
I wore something that didn’t scream slutty broad, not that women who dress however they want are one, but I wanted to make some sort of impression of being a normal girlfriend. Whatever that is. Outfit choice: jeans and a blouse. 
Before he picked me up, I made sure to sneak out and feed which is often what I did anyway. Animals or blood banks, sorry humans who need blood. I only drank from humans when necessary, unlike the activities Gabriel liked to drag me into. So, it was a nice change, humbling too, when Adrian mentioned how he helped his mother and sister prepare for my arrival.
Shortly before arriving at his childhood home, we stopped and picked up a bottle of wine his mother liked. Thank you, Adrian, hopefully, this wins some brownie points.
“If you want to impress them, all you have to do is show up with this,” he had said with a grin while holding the bottle at the store. Knowing that I was nervous about meeting them, I appreciated his efforts.
We sat in the car and I stared through the window after he pulled further into the driveway. 
He squeezed my hand, turning off the car.
“Relax, you have nothing to worry about. Take a deep breath. I told them all about you already, so that should save some time. I left some things out as well as your age. Speaking of, what is your actual age?” He asked, turning to face me.
I playfully began counting on my fingers, and he chuckled over the gesture.
“Relax, I’m thirty-eight. I look twenty-six though, so maybe we should stick with that, hmm?” I answered with a wink.
“I’m younger than you by three years, interesting,” he rubbed his chin in thought.
“Still just as handsome and tasty as ever too,” I purred, leaning towards him for a quick kiss.
“Likewise, mo mhuirnín.”
I gave him a sweet smile grabbing the bottle with a steadying sigh.
“Let’s get to it,” I tried to sound motivated while getting out of the car, and he followed suit.
Before me was a cute, large country home. There were vines running up the front window, two floors, and octagonally-shaped windows on the far left for the two floors. A flower garden also greeted me in the front and plants on the left side. It was homely and adorable. 
A woman in her early 60s opened the door with a smile.
“You must be Karina. I’ve heard many good things. Call me Ava,” she said immediately, coming outside to hug me. She appeared sweet and kind, and her hair was dyed to match Adrian’s. I knew immediately where Adrian got his beautiful eyes from, along with his sweetness.
“Thank you. It’s nice to meet you.” I returned the hug back, hoping it wasn’t an awkward one.
“She brings gifts, máthair,” Adrian said from behind me as she released me to view what I held in my hands.
“Ah, what a sweet girl you are.”
I handed it to her with the kindest smile I could muster, and she took it with a nod of approval, beckoning us inside. She led us through her country-chic living room to the kitchen and that’s where I saw a younger version of his mom.
His mother had a special beauty about her, but so did his sister as she turned around with a smile.
“Mam, take over for me? It’s almost done,” she told her mother, and they swapped places. Adriana came over to introduce herself and hug me. She was petite and very pregnant. There was a glow about her that I found to be special. She and Adrian looked related, but not twins.
Thank goodness. I know too many twins as it is.
“You would think I’d burst any day now, but no, I still have eight more weeks,” she said to me with a humorous undertone; I offered her a smile, and she took my hand into hers and patted it.
Looking at her brother, who appeared beside me, she looked at him saying, “You did well, old man. She’s beautiful.”
He beamed, rolling his eyes as I thanked her for the compliment.
“Have a seat, it will be ready shortly. Every year around this time, we always make mam’s recipe of stew. It’s the greatest. Good call on the wine too.” She winked, walking away to where their mother was at the stove.
My heart fluttered as I found a seat on the far wall at the table. Adrian kissed my cheek and set the table. I offered to help but was politely turned down.
“You’re our beloved guest, sit and enjoy,” I heard his mother say. I felt awkward as they all shuffled around the kitchen while I sat there doing absolutely nothing.
My gaze traveled around the room seeing various country chic décor as well as family photos. I saw photos of the four of them, his parents when they were younger, Adrian with his sister when they were younger, and a few of them as they grew up. It warmed and touched me in a way I couldn’t describe. I may not have had that sort of upbringing and life for myself, but it made me happy that he had the opposite. Not everyone deserved a damaging, trauma-filled life. It strangely gave me hope for the future in a weird way. Maybe I could make a home for myself someday.
“Sit, Adriana, you’ve done enough,” Ava told her daughter while she grumbled a response and walked over to sit across from me. Adrian served the drinks and placed the wine on the table.
“Do you know if it’s a boy or girl?” I asked her, trying to make polite conversation as she sipped her water. Adriana seemed tired either from cooking or being pregnant, probably both.
“It’s a girl,” she said musing over the words fondly while rubbing her belly. It was quite adorable to see. 
The more I thought about it, I didn’t really interact or go near women who were pregnant. Blocking out the memories of my childhood, I did manage to find some joy in the revenge of people who took important things from me. Karma was served by one with wings.
“Congratulations,” I told her, sitting with the fact that those people couldn’t hurt anyone else ever again.
“Thank you. Do you want kids yourself someday?” She asked as I slightly froze, thoughts of what I lost the ability to have come to the forefront of my mind instead of the good deeds. Adrian said something I couldn’t make out to her, and she pinched the top of her nose mumbling an apology.
I shook my head, offering a small smile.
“It’s okay. No harm done. I’ve known for over a decade that I can’t have children, so I never allowed myself to think about it. I know adoption is possible, so it’s not off the table completely. I’ve just never thought about it before,” I told her honestly with a gentle tone, and I caught Adrian’s gaze. He mouthed an apology and I sighed.
“I didn’t think about my words, I’m sorry, Karina… Is it weird or too forward to ask if you want to feel her kick? She loves showing off in front of company,” she offered. 
I agreed, intrigued, getting up to come towards her.
She took my hand and placed it on her side as I waited. It didn’t take long before I felt a foot or what I thought was a foot.
“See?” She giggled. 
My eyes misted unexpectedly, and I smiled at her.
“Amazing,” I whispered, feeling as if I lost something I didn’t know I needed. Strangely, I was glad to experience the moment she gave me. 
“Isn’t it? I’m growing a human being, who would’ve thought?” 
I didn’t let the dark thoughts enter my mind as I went to sit back down.
“Have you come up with any names?” I asked taking a sip of my water to distract myself as Adrian brought over food dishes. I avoided his gaze and looked at his sister.
“Fiona, after my grandmother.”
“A fine name choice too,” Adrian commented, looking at his mother who had a charming smile of her own.
“Grandma Fiona made the best food growing up. I had to honor her for that alone.”
I chuckled and told her, “I don’t blame you.”
She grinned as their mother came to sit down. Adrian served the stew and poured the wine for his mother too. She thanked him as he sat beside me on my right across from her.
They mumbled prayers under their breaths before eating. I sat quietly and waited until they began to eat.
The Saints stopped listening a long time ago.
Adriana was right, it all tasted superb, and I made sure to tell them that. The rest of dinner was mostly quiet with light conversation between the siblings. 
It wasn’t until after dinner, we sat outside near a fire pit chatting and laughing. It was an easygoing evening. His mother drank her wine and told me stories of Adrian’s youth, especially the embarrassing ones.
“Mam,” he grumbled, and she waved him off.
Adriana giggled, enjoying herself as she sat away from the fire due to the smoke but was wrapped up with a blanket.
“Let us women talk, Adrian; would you please clean up the kitchen?” His mother asked him as he sighed.
“I love when the women in my life plot against me.” He stood up and kissed my head. I smirked as he went back inside. 
Until she was sure he was fully inside, she turned to make sure he was in the kitchen. We could see him through the window with the light on.
“I’ve been blessed, Karina, with my two children. They could’ve turned out so differently, but I always tried to teach them about the world they lived in. Instilling kindness wasn’t always easy, and we’ve all felt the emptiness and loss of their father. But we do the best we can,” she told me, swirling her wine in her wine glass while staring off into the fire.
My lips were feeling loose after three glasses as I answered honestly.
“You did an amazing job. It’s that kindness I love the most when the world turns its cruel hand. I’ve never met anyone quite like him. He’s special to me, and I’m happy how we reconnected after all these years. I’ll be honest with you; I feel unworthy of him. Unworthy of his love and light. Maybe it’s my dark history that’s surfaced in pain or the dark roads that followed me for many years. I’m nowhere near perfect, and I know he deserves the world.” 
She turned her gaze away from the fire, and I could feel Adriana looking over and listening in too.
“I can tell he cares about you, Karina. You talk about your sadness, and I’m sure it differs between you two, but Adrian has his sadness too. We all see that he hasn’t been the same in five years. He doesn’t talk about it, but we know. It’s been five years since I’ve seen my son genuinely smile and light up. What you two have has softened his heart. You make him happy, and it brings me joy to see the sadness he carries slowly fade away. If that brings you any peace of mind, know that. I’m glad you’re here.”
My eyes misted over her thoughtfulness, and we shared a look of understanding.
“I officially invite you to my wedding,” Adriana said with a smile from nearby.
“I’ll be there,” I told her without hesitation, sharing all their smiles.
We changed the conversation around, and I asked about the wedding and where she was having it. She mentioned how it would be at a lovely countryside location. If the weather cooperated it would be held outside, with the reception in a mansion up on a hill. 
I listened to them excitedly talk about it as my thoughts drifted off to my own wedding well over a year ago. It wasn’t what I wanted, and it certainly wasn’t what I expected. In a weird fucked-up way, it was perfect for us at the time. Gabe drove me crazy in the worst ways, yet I foolishly began to enjoy it, even though it was all doomed from the start. I think he knew that all along, and still did it all anyway.
Adrian came back after a while and joined us for another hour before we left. I hugged the women and said my goodbyes, thanking them for the wonderful food and company before walking towards the car down the driveway. Adriana went back inside, while Adrian walked with his mother towards the front door. I pretended as if I couldn’t hear while making my way slowly to the car, but I heard their conversation.
“She’s a sweet girl, Adri, I can see the years of sadness behind her eyes. I hope you’ve been treating her well.”
He sighed. “Of course, I have, mam.”
“Good. I can tell she cares for you. You make a beautiful pair. Adriana likes her too. You’re bringing her as your date, yes?”
“Yes, mam.”
“Very well, bring her around anytime,” she told him as he kissed her cheek before making his way to the car. She waved to us as we drove off into the night.
“I like your family,” I told him ten minutes later.
“My dad would have loved you too,” he mentioned quietly as his mother’s earlier words echoed in my head. Adrian has his sadness too.
“Maybe so, but we can all do well to remember that although the people we love are no longer with us, they are never truly gone.” 
I placed my hand above his heart in a gesture that reminded me of what Gabriel had once told me at his end.
Adrian placed his hand above mine before bringing it to his lips.
“Thank you,” he whispered, and I leaned my head on his shoulder.
We rode the rest of the way in silence and held each other later as we slept.
We understood the burdens we carried were heavy, however, we also knew that we didn’t need to carry them alone anymore.




Chapter 39

Fabien





6 months ago

 






“Have a seat,” Patrick instructed, a troubled expression plastered on his face. When he called a family meeting days ago, we weren’t sure what to think. We figured it was an update about The Council. Word through the grapevine was that Gabriel was dead. Nothing was confirmed though.
Months ago, my siblings mentioned a weird sense of energy, and it made us wonder if Karina did kill him or someone else.
I did everything I could to not think of the mate who abandoned us. All my siblings did. 
We couldn’t confirm or deny it since The Council was gone, but two remaining members, and The Society was in complete disarray. We didn’t have all the details, but we had a feeling Patrick would be telling us all about it since he was working with Lucien.
All of us sat on the same couch, Margo in the middle while we watched Patrick pace.
“I don’t know where to start, but I’ll just go ahead and state the obvious,” Patrick rambled on, seeming conflicted over his next words. Margo reached for our hands and gripped them tightly. My heart thundered with anticipation as Patrick continued. 
“The Council is fucked. I’ve been communicating back and forth with Lucien, The Council’s mind reader, and there are only two remaining Council members left. Lucien and Leticia. The rest of The Council is dead. Lucien is working on damage control and arranging a meeting for all of us to gather and elect new members as well as appoint a new head leader. He’s working on an official date and a place large enough to hold all of us. Apparently, what we knew about The Council and its original foundations is a lie. I’m sure the meeting held will explain thoroughly to all members. I’m interested to see who the new leader will be and the future changes. I’ve offered to help Lucien work on damage control too. It is confirmed that Gabriel is also dead.”
Any tension in the air immediately lifted.
My siblings and I sighed in relief.
“Who killed him?” Margo asked, curiosity piquing her face while releasing her grip and folding her hands in her lap.
“Karina. It’s all anyone can talk about.” Patrick shifted his eyes between all of us.
My heart sank, and Tristan shot me a look, Margo, too.
“I don’t understand… She asked us to let her go, coldly, I might add. It seemed like she was eager to be done with all of us. Wait… Didn’t she marry him?” I asked, watching Patrick sit down on the opposite couch in front of us, leaning his forearms on his knees.
“Yes… There’s another part of the story. Not one you’re going to like. I apologize in advance for not telling you months ago, but I had to wait until Gabriel was dead.”
Tristan sighed then, rubbing his forehead.
“Please continue, Patrick,” he tossed him a look of disapproval, and I could see my brother clench his jaw as Margo leaned forward, waiting for Patrick to continue.
We all waited with bated breath seeing how pensive Patrick looked.
“I ran into her months ago in Varna. She was disguised, so I almost didn’t recognize her. I thought I had found Finn’s killer, but it was Karina. She didn’t kill Finn, but she was covering for the one who did. She told me a few things and I put the rest together; I also asked Lucien to confirm some things off the record. When Karina came to see us that day, most of it was a lie. He had threatened her with your lives. 
During the sixteen months of no contact, Gabriel kept her a prisoner. I’m assuming she resisted whatever he schemed, and he didn’t like it. He was listening to the conversation while she was here and threatened her if she wasn’t believable. They did get married. She helped Gabriel take down The Council, that’s the unofficial report. The official report is that Gabriel took them down while Karina ran away from him. Turns out Gabriel and Braun as well as Finnick and Geory—brother feud. I’m not sure about the details of what the feud was over, and I had no idea Gabriel was related. It was before my time, and I never met the guy.”
“I thought Braun looked like him,” Margo whispered, rubbing her temples.
“I fucking knew that slug was nearby,” I grumbled, frowning.
“I had a feeling something was off about that meeting, and I let her go anyways because she insisted…” Tristan stood up, grunting in frustration before running a hand through his hair.
“It must be a deep feud to warrant taking down the whole Council, and why not Lucien or his twin sister? Maybe they saw him coming and evaded him? They do have special abilities, after all,” I concluded quietly.
“Probably a lover,” Margo commented, and Patrick held her gaze for a moment before looking towards a pacing Tristan. 
We all looked at him as he spoke. “Wait, so if he’s dead, then where the fuck is Karina?”
“After all she had said to us, she was afraid—guilt-ridden. All of us were condemning, not that she was innocent either in her ruse,” Patrick supplied us with the harsh truth. Why would she return when we told her it was the end whether it was a ruse or not? 
“Fuck!” I cursed.
“We were angry and hurt. Can you blame us after hearing that bullshit?” Margo went on defensively.
“She probably thought we’d be unreasonable, not believing her. Honestly, she’s right to think that after you two threatened her… She could be anywhere. After all, she endured, I’m sure she’s trying to either gather herself or lose herself. I’m sure those lines are blurred after everything. We were so focused on her, missing the bigger picture. I was so fucking blind. Goddammit!” Tristan slammed his fist on the countertop to the open kitchen.
“We failed her. In all of our defenses, she was believable,” I told him, trying to offer some sort of reasoning.
“We should’ve fought harder, Fabi, we let our anger get the best of us and gave up on her. We…I failed her. No wonder she hasn’t come back.” He sounded broken when he said it, and my heart bled.
“It wasn’t just you, Trist. I failed her too. You aren’t alone in it,” I whispered, catching his gaze as he turned around.
“She’ll never speak to me again,” Margo breathed out heavily.
“What do we do, Patrick?” I asked, turning my gaze back to him.
He shrugged.
“Those answers I do not have. Let her come to you. I know the years haven’t been easy on any of us, but I can’t imagine how they were for her. She’s probably traumatized, I don’t recommend pushing her. I know you’re mated, but I still recommend caution. I can try to pull more information out of Lucien if you’d like, but I doubt he knows either.”
Margo stood up immediately.
“I completely forgot, fuck! Tristan, Carmen is Lucien’s mate. I recommend trying your luck with her. You know her better than any of us.”
Tristan shook his head.
“She is the last person Karina would deal with. It was a shock when she didn’t kill her last time, they saw each other when Donnie died, and she went to Vegas for her ashes.”
Margo and I both cursed.
“Try anyway. You and Patrick both. Make her believe you want another Domme Girl or something. Do something, anything!” Margo urged.
I could tell guilt was eating at her then for the things she said, and to be honest, I buried those down to deal with later.
“She’s right, Tristan. Someone has to know something. But as I said, don’t overwhelm her,” Patrick said, looking at him.
“I think she has some of her people in Paris, I’ll start there—Carmen doesn’t know me,” I told them.
“What can I do?” Margo asked, looking between all of us.
“Stay here, Margo. She’s bound to turn up somewhere near here. I’m not sure what hair color she has but have your friends and people keep a lookout. We need to find her, make sure she’s okay. Maybe get some real answers. We also need to apologize for our actions as well, and hopefully not overwhelm her,” Tristan answered.
All of us nodded in agreement, exchanging looks. Confrontations were overwhelming enough, and I knew how Karina was too. She was avoiding. Whether it was just us, or all she went through and experienced.
“I’ll leave tomorrow,” I said to no one in particular, booking the flight to Paris on my phone.
“I hate staying here while you go off, but I’ll do it only because I have no idea where to start,” Margo said looking between Tristan and me.
“You have Patrick here,” I told her, and she shot me a look. That’s not what I meant, Fabi.
“I have to go back to Tokyo for board meetings and to work with some new clients, but after that slows down, I will work on it with Carmen… Although I don’t think it will lead me far, I won’t write it off completely,” Tristan exhaled in defeat.
“Then, the search for Karina continues,” I spoke.
Patrick leaned back against the couch, while I confirmed my flight to Paris.
“If we find her, what do we do?” Margo asked while Tristan leaned against the counter, crossing his arms.
“Group call immediately,” Tristan responded soon after.
“Again, I’m sorry for not telling you sooner. Nothing could jeopardize her original mission of killing him. She did whatever she had to, to fulfill a promise she made.” 
We all slowly looked toward Margo who let out a sob.
I immediately pulled her into me as she cried, wrapping my arms around her to hold her tight.
“I h-hope s-she f-forgives me,” she got out between sobs with her head buried in my chest.
“How were we supposed to know it was all a lie? She fooled us all; our mate was very convincing. I knew I should’ve walked outside and ended him then…” I felt grumpy that the one responsible for my mate’s suffering and my siblings were that close and I did nothing.
“But then he could’ve killed you, and that wouldn’t have helped… It’s too late to take it back. All we can do is try to make it right,” Tristan said with a newfound determination that I caught onto.
Eventually, Margo eased up on her tears and sighed as I patted her shoulder.
“We’ll make it right somehow,” I told her.
She nodded and part of me wanted to believe the words I said too. The other parts of me didn’t. I told her awful things. How could I face her after that?
I stole a glance from Tristan, and I knew he felt the same.
Someday, we’d have her back, and it would be for good. But for now, we needed to make sure she was okay, alive.



Months later, after nothing in Paris, Tristan said things at work slowed down, and he would work on contacting Carmen. I found many of the Domme Girls in Paris, but they didn’t know where she was. They had a meeting with Carmen in a few months though. 
I hadn’t changed, still a beast at the end of the day with my dark delights.
I was lost in thought as I walked down the street; I almost passed by a local café, but something dark caught my eye. It was her. 
My heart raced, her hair was long and dark like when I first met her. I walked inside, and she pretended not to see me.
Hmmm.
Relief filled me that she was alive, yet me being me, I took an aggressive approach as I was unsure just what to say to her. I hadn’t seen her in so long. 
I came upon her table and asked why she was there. I could tell right away the years wore on her, and she seemed lost and moody; my suspicions only confirmed it after she responded. Moodiness or not, she was as beautiful as ever and her blue eyes were heartbreaking and tearing into my soul.
She didn’t want to talk about it. Or me.
I pushed her verbally and called her a brat. Her sassiness made me want to kiss her and spank that ass into next week.
Then she mentioned women, and it made me wonder if she had seen me somewhere. She didn’t come up to me, and I had no idea she was there. Dammit. I felt slightly guilty at the thought but played it off. I pushed her again and called her a coward for making Patrick tell us the truth rather than her.
She tried to dismiss me, and I could tell what I said bothered her. I was all aboard to listen and make her think whatever she needed to talk to me, but she said something I didn’t expect.
It echoed in my mind, “I’m with someone new, and I can’t think about mates or the person I used to be right now. As I said, that person is long gone.”
Sudden anger poured into me, and I was afraid of hurting her even more. I had to get out of there before I did or said something I regretted. I swore a promise that the next time I saw her, we’d have a long-overdue conversation no matter what excuses she told me.
I stormed off and left her there. She was with someone new… Did we really not mean anything to her? I was blocks away when I realized I made a terrible mistake. Aggression was the wrong move, Fabi.
Go back and get her otherwise this would be all for nothing.
When I returned, she was gone.
“Fuck!” I ran my hands through my hair and desperately searched around nearby.
Nothing.
I hesitantly dialed my siblings, knowing the cussing I was about to receive for being an absolute dumbass.
When we all joined the call, I was frantic and told them what happened.
They all cursed.
“Dammit, Fabien! She was right fucking there, and you let her go. Go to fucking anger management already for fuck’s sake! If it takes us even longer to find her, it will be all on YOU!” Margo screamed into the line.
“I’m too angry to respond right now, but I’m disappointed in you, although I’m not surprised you pushed her even further away, Fabien,” Tristan said before hanging up.
Margo hung up too. 
My next thought was to search the airport, but I turned up empty there too. 
I’d never find her now.
Margo was right though, I needed to get my shit together, and my temper under control.
I cried in frustration and found myself on the rooftop of the building I stayed at. I watched the sunset until it turned to dusk, then darkness and city lights. 
I was the biggest angry idiot on the planet. There had to be answers with Carmen or those Domme Girls. Perhaps, I could convince Carmen to let men become a part of her ring to bring in more clients. The answers were somewhere, I knew it.
Maybe anger management would help me too.
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I spent over a week trying to find a dress I liked for Adriana’s wedding. Her special day would be in early March, so I went with a floor-length emerald dress with heels. Adrian went in a dark gray suit with a matching green bow tie. He looked positively mouthwatering as we finished getting ready. Once I finished with my fancy half-up hairdo and makeup, I adjusted his crooked tie.
He gave me a cheesy grin that I returned.
“You look great,” I told him sweetly.
“As do you, mo mhuirnín,” he placed a gentle kiss on my cheek, “Shall we? It’s a bit of a drive to the countryside.” Offering his arm, I took it as we grabbed our coats and made our way to the car. Leaving my place, we rode in silence, listening to music, and holding hands. I didn’t mind it as it distracted me from my nervousness. I hadn’t been to a wedding other than my own. 
I let my thoughts drift to an earlier time and after forty-five minutes, Adrian finally spoke.
“I wasn’t sure how to bring it up, but I’ll need to return to England for work after Adriana’s wedding. You and I are together now, and I’d like for you to come with me. We can get a place together too. You don’t have to answer right now, just think about it over the next few days… You haven’t had a real home in years, and I want to build that with you.”
My heart sank while he squeezed my hand at the finish of his proposal. His thoughtful kindness made my head spin, rendering me speechless. A home with me? What would that even look like?
I caught his brief glance, and I offered him a small smile.
“Of course, I’ll think it over,” I answered quietly, and he brought my hand to his lips.
“We’ll be there soon,” he added as my gaze lingered outside to the overcast weather and drizzle.
Inside I was conflicted. I knew I had to tell him. I wasn’t ready to go back to the UK, and I certainly wasn’t ready to face what that would mean. It made me remember how human he was, and that I was a fool. 
For a while, I forgot about the things I ran from, and it was great. Adrian was unlike anyone else, as well as his thoughtfulness, it meant everything to me. 
Could I go back? Did I want to drag him down into any messes that would follow? No.
I thought about it long and hard until we arrived. It was a lovely outdoor setup under a huge white tent, and there were at least a hundred people.
“You look tense, Karina, what can I do?” He asked after we got out of the car, no doubt noticing how my mood changed.
“We’ll talk about it later,” I mentioned, trying to relax my shoulders.
“I didn’t mean to upset you.”
I shook my head, still avoiding his gaze, “It has nothing to do with you, and solely to do with me.” 
Adrian drew closer, placing a gentle hand on my back. I began to walk to where the crowd of lingering people were. Adrian sighed in defeat, following behind.
“I’m going to find my mother, save me a seat please?”
I looked to the side and nodded at him as he walked away towards a house up the hill. I sighed in relief after he was gone and looked towards the overcast sky. 
Don’t argue with the man, Rina; it’s not his fault you left a mess in your wake and lies.
I couldn’t shake the sinking feeling that my lies and running would catch up with me. Not sure how, but it would. Just when I found something that resembled peace. I wrestled with myself as I found a seat in the back underneath the large tent of neatly organized chairs.
I didn’t want to bring Adrian down with me, but could I walk away? And what about his humanity and my immortality? My thoughts scattered in all directions as I weighed the options. Was walking away even a choice?
Everyone began to find their seats, and I noticed Adrian making his way toward me.
“Come, mo mhuirnín, let’s sit by my mother. She’s going to walk my sister down the aisle. We’re at the front,” he held out his hand and I took it, following him without question.
Once at the front, we stayed standing as live music began to play, not releasing my hand. The groom and two gentlemen made their way to the front in classically styled tuxedos.
Adriana’s soon-to-be-husband was dark-haired, and he had a shy beauty about him. No one could compare to my mates, dead husband, or Adrian, but I had a feeling he was well suited for his sister. 
The bridesmaids wore red, and two of them went to stand on our side. Then, I saw Adriana and her mother. Ava wore a pale pink dress and Adriana looked incredible. She still had her pregnant glow and looked ethereal in white. I smiled as they drew towards the front, and Ava went to sit beside Adrian.
I could see Ava was feeling emotional as the ceremony began, wiping her eyes with a handkerchief. Adrian used his other free hand to hold hers in comfort. I found the gesture sweet as I tried to pay attention, but all I could remember was my dead husband. The one I killed. 
The long and complicated road that was Gabriel. The fact of it all was how I cared for him in return. I held in so much regret and feelings, the heartache of leaving my mates, and making some hard decisions. Yet, I loved him all the same, despite my great efforts in trying not to. 
Before I knew it, they were on their vows, and my eyes watered.
Did you regret meeting me, Gabriel, even for a second, lies or not?
Somehow, I knew the answer and what he would say.
“Never, wifey.”
I blinked back my tears as Adriana and her husband shared a kiss, and we all applauded. I felt Adrian squeeze my hand as we waited until it was time to head up the hill toward the house and reception area. My silence was deafening as I struggled to reel back in my emotions.
Once up at the house, Ava said hello and hugged me.
“It’s good to see you, Karina. You look beautiful. You also look handsome, Adri.” She moved from me to Adrian, cupping his cheeks and kissing them. I released his hand and offered her a smile. I told her she looked great, and she gave me a genuine look.
“You’re sweet. Come, let us find our seats.” She led the way to our table near the wedding couple at the front of the great room that was decorated handsomely in red and white.
I half paid attention to the mansion we walked into, minus the room where the reception was. Adrian seated himself next to me and his mother on the other side of him.
I placed my hands in my lap, distracting myself with the simple elegance of the décor and the color theme. I saw Adriana and her husband walk over to our table not long after we were seated. She said hello to her mother first then her brother before introducing me.
“Colin, meet Karina, my brother’s girlfriend.”
We nodded towards each other with friendly smiles as Adriana leaned down and hugged me tightly.
“I’m glad you came. You look great!” She told me with the biggest grin.
“You make a beautiful glowing bride, seriously,” I told her, and her grin faltered a tad.
“How much did they pay you to say that? You know I’m pregnant, right?” She teased, and it was my turn to return the grin.
“No, I didn’t realize at all.”
I saw Adrian’s lips curl up at my sarcastic humor.
“We’ll catch up later,” she whispered to us. Then, Colin and Adriana made their way to their small table of plates of food already set up for them. Our own food was brought to our table minutes later.
I ate quietly as Adrian chatted with his mom. I focused on eating and stealing glances at Adriana being adorable and loving with her new husband. It made me happy to see, but it also made me sad. I felt terrible for even feeling such a thing when I should be happy. I had a terrific boyfriend, and his family was also wonderful. I shouldn’t be feeling off, so why did I?
Why celebrate when you still have unfinished business?
As we finished eating, Adrian stood up and began the toast. I wanted to be anywhere else then.
“Since dad isn’t around to tell embarrassing stories, I guess I’ll fill in.” He paused as I heard chuckles, Colin included as Adriana scowled.
“Don’t you dare!” She warned, and my lips tugged upward.
He held up his hands. “Okay, I’ll save that for after more drinks then.” 
She scoffed as he smiled and continued.
“Jokes aside, I’ll keep things short and sweet. We’re all proud of you, and we happily welcome Colin into the family. May you have many years and the children to go with them. Congrats to you both.”
We all raised our glasses as Adrian stole a look from me, giving me his sweetest smile. I couldn’t help myself, returning it as he sat down and kissed my cheek.
“Are you okay?” He whispered finally, leaning towards me as someone else stood up to give a speech from Colin’s side. I wasn’t paying attention as I looked at Adrian.
“I’m okay just feeling out of sorts and emotional today. Don’t mind me,” I returned softly to give him what comfort I could that my mood wasn’t because of anything he did. His hand gently rubbed my thigh in response as he picked up his glass. I took that as a cue and did the same as a few more people stood up to toast and cheer.
At the end of it when dessert was brought out, Adrian and I gazed at each other. It made me want to know what he was thinking.
“I know today must be hard, but I’m glad you’re here with me,” he said with such tenderness that I sighed deeply.
“Of course. Thank you for bringing me and introducing me to your wonderful family,” I spoke honestly, and his gaze softened.
“I had to introduce the woman I love to the people who matter most to me. You also matter to me. When the dancing starts later, will you dance with me?” 
With a nod, his eyes were bright, and my sour mood was melting along with my heart. Adrian rubbed my shoulder affectionately before beginning to dig into dessert.
Adriana and her husband began to mingle again afterward.
The afternoon sun dipped down to the horizon, and I realized the lights came on outside, where I assumed the dancing would take place.
The three of us made small talk until the wedding couple led us outside to do their first dance. We made our way outdoors and Ava watched her daughter dance with her husband happily. She laid her head on Adrian’s shoulder, and I heard her whisper to him, “I wish your father were here.”
My chest ached from her words as Adrian put an arm around her in comfort.
“I know. Me too.” He kissed the top of her head while she sighed heavily, tears dripping down her cheeks.
“You take his place and dance with her, and then I’ll go,” Ava whispered as the first dance ended.
Adrian turned with a slight nod before heading to where his sister waited. 
I wasn’t sure what to do so I put a comforting arm around Ava while we watched Adrian make his way to his sister’s side.
“Are you okay?” I asked softly as the next song started up. She offered me a quick, thoughtful look before turning her gaze back to her children.
“No, but I will be. I may be without a husband, but at least my children are happy. That’s all a mother could truly hope for,” her tone strained from her emotions, a sad smile. There was an equally heartbreaking look from Adriana as she looked at her mother. Then, Adrian caught my glance. I couldn’t read his emotions as easily as hers, but I dared to ask Ava a question that pulled my mind away.
“Does it ever get easier?” 
“Yes, and no. Grieving over lost love never has a time limit. You carry it forever, and you miss them every day. You learn to cherish and appreciate those moments they breathed while they walked the earth beside you. That’s all you can do. Some days are better than others, but as I said, it brings me no greater joy than to see them happy. It reminds me that we did something right. A reason to get up every day.”
Ava didn’t once look at me as she spoke and watched her children. My eyes watered at her sad honesty. Gabriel would have no greater joy than being in my mind, I could almost see that devious smirk.
After a moment, Ava turned to look at me, shaking me from my thoughts of Gabriel.
“Are you going back to England with him?”
“I can’t leave him,” I responded indirectly, and she visibly relaxed over my words.
“He’s in love with you, I can see it. Seeing him come back to life makes me happy, as you know. Even if you weren’t ready to go back with him, he’d find a way to make it work. It reminds me of his father. Adrian has the same determination and passion that he did. A kind heart and spirit to go along with it. I think you two will continue to be great together. I know you hold the darker parts of yourself back, and hesitate, however, you should know that there’s nothing too dark that he can’t handle. Even if you’re unsure or uncertain, talk with him about whatever it is; there won’t be a single thing that stands between you and him. Take some advice from an old stubborn woman. People that truly care will always pick up on your non-verbal cues. A silly part of me hopes the next wedding I attend will be yours.” 
She smiled genuinely, patting my shoulder before walking towards her daughter. I did my best to blink back my tears. It took me a moment to realize the song ended as I stared after her. My heart felt comforted but also troubled by my earlier distance from Adrian.
“Dance with me, mo mhuirnín.” Adrian said a moment later, coming into my field of vision, and offering his hand in invitation. 
I took it as he led us to a spot and pulled me close for a slow dance. A couple of others began dancing too.
“Did my mother say something to you? You had an intense look when I walked over,” his question was quiet when he leaned closer to my ear.
“We chatted briefly. She didn’t say anything bad. Nothing to worry about, promise,” I answered as calmly as I could despite the storm I felt brewing within.
I needed to talk to him about what was running rampant in my mind before I imploded.
“I can’t help but worry about you, Karina. I also can’t help but wonder what you’re thinking and what’s on your mind, please talk to me?”
We both turned our heads slightly to look at each other.
“I’m…nervous, Adrian.”
“About England?” 
I nodded slightly in response.
“I’m afraid of my troubled past coming back to bite me. The closer I am to it, the more likely I am to have run-ins. I just…don’t want it to ruin what we have. I’ve enjoyed our months together, and I’m not ready to face the people I may run into over there. I don’t want to drag you down with me. And with this…Council business, whatever may come of it. It isn’t fair to you.” 
He leaned back to gaze at me, bringing his hand to my cheek as he leaned to kiss my forehead.
“Now I understand what’s been bothering you. I’m not afraid of your past, Karina, no matter how complicated you say it is. I don’t run, not from you or anyone. I’m more worried about being apart from you than I am about anything else. It’s why I had trouble saying anything until today. You aren’t dragging me down. If anything, it has been you, and only you, that has led me out of the dark.” 
I held my breath as we shared another gaze. My lashes brimmed with tears.
“I feel undeserving of your sweetness. The complications aren’t just from my past, Adrian. You’re also human, and I don’t want you to get hurt. Your life could be at stake, and I don’t want anything to happen to you. I won’t be able to live with myself. Not again,” I whispered the last few bits, leaning closer in case anyone could overhear through the music. 
Adrian sighed, cupping my cheek and rubbing it with his thumb. His hazel eyes were bright under the romantic string lighting draped all around the outside setting.
“You forget that you are also just as sweet. I’ve thought about it for weeks, and I have a proposition for you. However, now isn’t the time. Can we talk about it later?”
I nodded as he captured my lips in a short but sweet kiss. The song switched from a slow to a normal-paced one as I pretended to adjust his tie to distract myself from his intense gaze locked on mine.
Placing his hands on the small of my back, he pulled me closer.
“If something ever happened to me, it wouldn’t be your fault. The fact that you care enough to hesitate this much means everything to me. My strong and brave, Karina. It’s one of your traits that I love dearly. When you care, you truly care, and you look out for others. You shoulder these burdens when you don’t need to. We all have our pasts and things that chase us, however as I’ve told you before, you don’t need to do it alone. When I walk with you and beside you, I know what I’m getting into. I appreciate you for looking out for my safety, but it’s unnecessary.” 
His hand lightly grazed my shoulder while I took a deep breath, finally meeting his eyes. I let his earthy depths take me in and consume me.
“It will be okay, Karina, you’ll see. After you hear my proposition later, then all you have to do is agree.”
He seemed so convinced in his answer that he gave me a bright smile.
“If you say so,” I said as he hugged me, beginning to sway with me in his arms, and I couldn’t help but lean into his warmth.
As the evening progressed, my worries eased up more, no thanks to Adrian. I finally began to enjoy myself enough to smile and laugh more as we danced. Maybe it was his smile or carefreeness in the way he loved me and the others around him, but when he said it would all work out, I believed every word.
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The plane took off days later, and while on the flight, I turned to Adrian’s welcoming, knowing smile before staring back out of the window. He held my hand for most of the ride, and our final destination was Oxford. During the ride, I thought back to the conversation on Adrian’s proposition as we drank in my room. 
“I want you to turn me, Karina.”
I nearly spat out my drink.
“You want me to do what?”
He walked closer. “I want to be like you. I want to be the first one you turn. I would be the first one, right?”
I confirmed, yes, while sighing, and his eyes lit up.
“Good. Will you say yes and turn me?”
I ran a hand through my hair, reminding me of how my own sire did the same when he was lost in thought. They might feel betrayed if I sire another man; even if I truly wanted what Adrian was asking of me.
It was a risk, a risk I debated heavily.
“What about your family? This is asking a lot. This isn’t like marriage or something that will go away after five years. You’ll stop aging, and you’ll have to change your identity constantly. It’s not an easy life to live, Adrian. I want you to be sure you know what you’re asking. I don’t want you to regret it later and hate me for it.” I walked away, looking through the shades of the window next to the bed.
“I’ve thought about it long and hard, Karina. You didn’t force me or even ask it of me. My family will be fine, and I could never hate you. I’m asking you. It makes me love you even more that you’re double and triple-checking, your hesitancy is humbling. However, I stand firm in my resolve. Please, mo mhuirnín.”
I heard him move closer until his hands touched my shoulders gently.
“When we’re settled in Oxford, and you still want me to. I will do it. Make sure you don’t have any big projects as I will need to show you how to control urges and help guide you on handling the new waters that will be your new eternal life.”
“Good. I can’t wait,” the excitement echoed in his whispered words. 
I turned around, and he kissed me with a sense of urgency. I wasn’t sure why he was so determined, but I couldn’t say no when he was practically begging me. There was no denying that I wanted him to be my first.
We made love after, and somehow, I knew he was completely serious and wouldn’t back down. It didn’t matter to him my reluctance; I still had mates to worry about.
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I was brought back to the present reality as the plane landed.
“I hope you don’t mind, but I found a place with a lovely view that I think you’ll like,” he mentioned casually once we loaded our bags into a cab, sliding inside to the backseat.
I shrugged, indicating that I wasn’t picky until we arrived shortly later.
My mouth hung open over how cute the place was. It overlooked some shops nearby the water.
“It’s perfect,” I said as we got out, grabbing our bags.
“I was hoping you’d say that.” He indicated his head toward the building, paying the driver as we made our way up the few steps.
“Come see our new home, mo mhuirnín. I had someone come decorate in advance, so you wouldn’t have to worry, although feel free to change things up and move them,” he added with a cheesy look, opening the front door. I shook my head over his eagerness, laughing quietly.
His irresistible ways would always win me over when he made me turn into a puddle over his boyish grin. Walking inside, it was simply decorated, yet it gave me a homely feeling that I hadn’t felt since my apartment years ago when I first came to the UK.
My eyes teared up at his thoughtfulness as I checked out the pictures on the wall in the living room. Upon closer inspection, I realized it was pictures of us from his sister’s wedding and a few after we agreed to date. The gesture was endearing, and my heart felt full at that moment.
The kitchen was just as cute and cozy with neutral colors, while the bedroom was simple and minimalistic, not that I was ever an expert on décor, to begin with. There was something about less is more that always called to me. I was never in one place long enough to really settle in and make a home. Adrian was trying to give that to me, and I had no words to express how much it meant. 
The bathroom was roomy, decorated in hues of gray, and there was an office space set up for him with a stack of science and engineering books. 
There was a third room that was empty on the last stop of the tour of our home. I stood in there confused as he followed me in after placing our bags in the bedroom.
“This room is yours to make into whatever would make you happiest. Something creative, another office, whichever you’d like. It’s yours. I wanted to give you a safe place that was solely yours to do what you wanted with,” he stood beside me, placing a gentle kiss on my cheek. I turned to blink at him, emotions overwhelming me.
I truly didn’t deserve him, a remarkable human being that healed my widowed heart.
“I don’t know what to say or what to do honestly,” I admitted in shock as he pulled me into a hug.
His sweet voice of kindness gave me goosebumps as he spoke honestly.
“There’s no rush to figure it out. Whether you want to get a job or not, does not matter. I make enough to support us both, so I’m not worried about money or material things. You deserve peace. What’s mine is yours. All of me.”
I turned around fully in his arms to caress his face.
“You did this so you wouldn’t have to wait or have me put off turning you, didn’t you?” I narrowed my eyes playfully to will my tears back inside.
“Partially, but I mean it. I truly want you to be happy and find what gives you meaning in life again. We have a home to build that together with.”
I answered him with a kiss, hugging him tightly. His grip tightened in turn, deepening it.
“Tomorrow work for you?” I asked a minute later, catching my breath as he grinned that familiar boyish, cheesy grin.
“Considering my job isn’t expecting me for a couple of weeks yet, I think that will do fine. I wanted to give us time to settle anyway.”
“Alright. Let’s unpack and explore. Show me your city, mo mhuirnín,” I purred, and something wicked filled those eyes as he pulled me into another quick kiss.
“Lovely words from such lovely lips.”
I smirked, planning my seduction before pulling us into the bedroom.
“Let’s tangle and break in the place,” I suggested, tugging his hand onto the bed as I flopped down on my back, and he trapped me between his arms, enjoying the moment. My hands sought his belt loops as his chuckle echoed.
We spent the rest of the day breaking into the place, unpacking, and ending the evening with a walk along the water’s edge near the shops. Hope began to fill me deep within, that maybe everything would work out just fine.
Before we went to bed, I told him what to expect the following day and how it may be initially difficult to be around people. I mentioned the advice my own maker gave me when I was a new vampire.
It felt like it was so long ago now.
Adrian needed to know it all in advance and how to curb appetites, along with bloodlust and the situations that could ignite from it, how dangerous it could be without control. I told him the truth; he could drink from other vampires, but it tended to be more intimate than normal feeding. It could become an addiction. When love was shared, it felt sacred. 
Adrian listened to every last word, nodding here and there until I finished my spiel, and we snuggled close before drifting off.
Tomorrow was a big day for me. I couldn’t deny how it made me nervous with anxiety. 
When morning came, I reminded him about the mess with The Council, The Society, and what was left of it. I would turn him and reach out to Lucien to let him know where I was and give him an update. Adrian understood the game plan after we ate breakfast.
“Are you sure this is what you want? I’ll ask you one more time, I want you to be certain, Adrian.”
Concern flooded my face as he answered with a determined look, and without hesitation.
“I’ve never been more sure of anything in my life.” 
I sighed, debating how to begin, and waiting a few moments, taking in his handsome face. I wondered how he’d wear immortality, and how he’d handle vampirism. 
My heart beat excitedly, then I asked, “Very well. Do you want us to…make love and do it then, anything kink, or—" 
“Yes,” he answered immediately, and I held out my hand. An answer, a promise.
I would be a sire.
“Okay then.” He took my hand, his eyes brimming with intrigue while I led us to the bedroom. 
I wanted to make it a special experience for him. We hadn’t acted like beasts yet, and I was curious to see it—what lied deep within. I only saw glimmers here and there. However, if he was about to awaken himself to a new world, I’d show him both sides of the fence. That day, I wanted him unleashed and passionate. Consumed, just as I was when I was turned.
We paused in front of our bed once we were in the room, and I looked up at him, beginning to slowly undress him. His eyes flickered, and I wanted to jump into their depths. Once he was shirtless, I began to speak once more about his experience ahead.
“I want to tell you the story of what it feels like to be a vampire. You’ll find out soon enough, but I want you to know how deeper and better it is. How intense emotions can feel, your senses. Any passion you feel now is only intensified. You’re stronger, faster, enhanced senses, and your sex drive increases as does your stamina. It feels overwhelmingly incredible, and I want you to embrace the experience. Overstimulating or not, I want you to know that I’m here. I won’t leave you, not for a second,” I finished, sinking to my knees in front of him and began to undo his belt, gazing up under my lashes. 
The breath he held in, released as he ran a hand through my hair, causing me to heat up instantly.
“I’ll give you permission in advance to bite me in return. I also don’t mind the insatiable sex bender that will come from it.” My tone was sultry as I ran my hand across the fabric of his jeans, feeling his growing length beneath my fingertips.
“Can’t wait,” he purred, and I carefully unveiled what I most wanted to taste. My core igniting with lust and anticipation of the fun ahead. Sexy, dark plans.
He tugged off the rest of his pants and waited while I leaned closer, still looking up. 
“Mine,” I whispered before placing him into my mouth, using my hand as my eyes drifted closed. A muffled groan left my throat; Adrian sucked his teeth. 
As his pleasured sighs became measured for each stroke I brought him, my own pleasure began to build until I was soaking from it.
Adrian ran his hand through my hair gently before his fingers curled and tightened, feeling him pulse under my tongue and lips, building to his climax.
“Come for me, mo mhuirnín,” I whispered sweetly before he fucked my throat, and I took the chance to cup his balls. The moan he made as he filled my mouth and pulsed down my throat, made me squirm. 
I purred with pleasure as I swallowed him down, and he made the cutest noise, watching me with a fire in his eyes.
He helped me up, pulling me closer into a kiss.
“Your turn,” his tone dropped, low and sultry, and I felt it in the pit of my stomach, aching to feel his savoring lips. Yet, I raised my hand to stop him.
“Not yet, we’ll have our fun later. I’m going to tie you up.”
His eyes glittered, a slow smile drawing up.
“Okay. Bottom drawer on the right.” 
I raised my eyebrow. “You’ve been hiding the fun stuff away this whole time? Naughty.”
He gave me an innocent but devilish look.
“Looks like I’m caught,” he answered coyly, faking innocence that made me grunt. 
I pushed him onto the bed and used my vampiric speed to tie him up. Undressing slowly, I made sure he watched until I saw him lengthen again.
“That’s a handy trick,” he said minutes later as I began trailing gentle kisses up his body.
“I have all the tricks,” I crooned, crawling up his body until I hovered over his lips.
“I’m here all night,” he suggested in sinful promise, eyes dancing.
Satisfied with his answer, I moved my lips closer.
“I’m curious about that beast you keep locked away from me. I’m not sure why you do it, knowing what we both like, but perhaps I’ll find out, hmm?” 
I moved my slit up and down his cock slowly, bringing him into a torturing groan. Our breaths mingling, he whispered, “Maybe.”
Teasing us both, I told him, “You look the best when you’re tied up, mo mhuirnín.”
Instead of his lips, I kissed his jaw before licking up the base of his throat. 
Sighing out, while pushing his hips up, and making me moan quietly. 
“I love when you call me that.”
Hovered my lips over his face, “As do I,” I finally kissed him, finding myself growing impatient to feel him in a new way.
After coating him with grinding wetness, I broke the kiss minutes later, adjusting to sink down on what I craved most.
“I want to touch you, Karina,” he whined quietly, and my heart fluttered while enjoying the slow ride.
“You’ll be able to free yourself easily once the change is made. It’s not tight at all,” I mentioned while running my hands up his sculpted chest.
His eyes would open and close with each softhearted sigh, adding in captivating moans that had me reeled in.
I stopped motioning my hips suddenly, and he pouted in protest. My smirk rose as I leaned forward, grabbing a knife from under the pillow.
“Ready?” I asked him while flipping open the blade towards my wrist.
His eyes were locked on mine, with no hesitation.
“Yes.”
I cut the top of my wrist and held it over his partially opened mouth, letting it drip in. I placed the knife back under the pillow; Adrian closed his lips around it and began to suck. The sensation caused my clit to throb in response.
I gasped, removing my wrist shortly after, and I began to focus my efforts back on grinding my hips.
Enjoying the feel of his delectable cock, “Feel it, Adrian, then take me into your arms,” I told him before I felt him get harder. Moaning at the sensation immediately, I tilted my head back, closing my eyes.
It reminded me of myself, how eager and excited I was as the bonds of immortality snapped into place. Adrian’s noises made my pussy clench around him. Suddenly, I felt his arms go around me. My eyes popped open as he looked at me hungrily and kissed me all the same.
“Bite me,” I interrupted, cupping his nape as he pushed up to meet my inner heat, overcome with desire and lust. I could see his eyes reflect the same as he cupped the back of my neck in turn, pulling me towards his lengthened fangs.
The need for it overwhelmed me as they went through my skin, sucking gently until it became eager.
On the brink of orgasmic bliss, my core swelled, unable to stop the moan from my lips. I went over the edge immediately and he released me as my fingers dug into him.
“Now bite me,” he voiced in a tone so sultry that I cried out as he kept driving into me. 
Distracted, I ran my hand through his hair, cupping his nape once more as I let my fangs sink in deeply, groaning at the taste of him.
I felt his cock pulse as I drank from him. Like me, he was quick and eager for vampirism, enjoying the sensations of how it felt underneath a lover's kiss during sex for the first time reborn. 
He filled me as he orgasmed for the first time, and his noises were all-consuming as I joined him. I released him from my bite as I moaned loudly in his ear, holding him tight and cradling his face into my neck.
When he finally opened his eyes, pulling away slightly, they were bright and clear.
“How do you feel?” I asked him.
He stared at me, and I was unsure if it was passion and love I saw or something else.
“I feel as if I’ve been reborn. I want to feel more. I want to taste and feel you all night. God, you feel amazing, and the taste is unlike anything I’ve put on my lips. I’m going to exercise us both into exhaustion, fucking you all night. Let us test this sexual endurance.”
With a smirk, “I’m all yours, my love.”
As if my words were all he needed to hear, he quickly had me underneath him. I tugged on my bottom lip with my teeth.
“I’m a ravenous beast for you, mo mhuirnín,” he purred, kissing me with more fervor up my body.
“Good, I want you to fuck me until you can’t anymore. Let’s truly break in our home, mo mhuirnín,” I panted out while feeling consumed by the experience.
He growled in approval as he nipped in random spots before lightly drinking from my breast. His hand dipped down to where I was desperately seeking touch, and I cried out. 
Adrian drank until I opened my mouth with my release, one I couldn’t hold back. His lips found mine a minute later, pausing and removing his hands from my crying pussy.
“Such sexy sounds from you. They are all I want to hear. All. Mine. I need your shattering cries. I need to feel you taking me as if I was always meant to be yours.” He was driving me wild, and my eyes rolled back while his dick eased in once more.
“Fuck me, Adrian,” I groaned, feeling his tongue lick up my neck and then my lips.
“Oh, I intend to. You wanted me unleashed, be careful what you wish for.”
Yes, please.
He flipped us over until I was face down on the mattress, with my ass in the air as he pounded ruthlessly, giving my ass a hard smack.
Feeling him deep, I nearly screamed when we rushed toward the edge once more. 
In complete ecstasy, his arm wrapped around my chest, pulling me up flush to him as he kept driving in.
“I enjoy seeing you consumed, mo mhuirnín,” he grunted in my ear.
“Fuck, Adri, don’t stop,” I managed to get out as his teeth tugged on my earlobe.
“Don’t worry. I plan to do this until you can’t walk.”
“I knew you were withholding from me,” I told him before a curdling moan escaped when he reached down to circle my clit with his fingers.
“Never again, not when you’ve given me such a special gift—to have you in ways no one else will.”
His words were absolutely searing to my core, and my heart.
It wasn’t long before we moved from the bed to his office where he bent me over the desk and pulled my hair, another hard spank, gripping my hips in desperation as he sought release. My mind was a roaring ocean of waves from his desire and passion. His new vamp strength didn’t deter me as he squeezed and gripped me hard, putting me in positions and filling me deeply each and every time. It only made me cry out louder and come more often.
As the sex continued and raged on, he didn’t give up, until fulfilling his promises of my legs turning to jelly.
We ended up in the kitchen, finishing another round with a grand orgasm, unifying our breaths into a muffled moaning kiss. It was then he spoke, panting, “You are incredible, Karina. What I felt before is a small fraction of how it feels now. I feel like I stand a chance now of being able to protect you.”
Is that why he did all of this, to protect me?
My heart sank as I gazed up at him, my back laid out on the counter, his dick still throbbing from release nestled within my inner walls.
“Is that why you wouldn’t take no for an answer? You felt I needed protecting?”
He tucked my chin between his fingers.
“Of course. You’ve done enough, let someone take care of you for a change. I’m selfish and I wanted more than what my humanity had to offer. It also gives me a chance to love you longer. I don’t want you worrying over me; I want you to be safe and as stress-free as possible. I’m not blind to the future you have in front of you. I wanted to bear it with you as your equal, not a weak human man.”
I breathed out. You aren’t weak in the least bit.
Shaking my head, my eyes watered. “You are one of the strongest people I know. Human or vampire, it doesn’t matter. I love you for who you are not only because of the benefits and joy you bring me.”
“Benefits you say…” He released my chin, stealing a kiss.
“Mmhmm,” I sounded out before his eyes narrowed playfully.
He thrust deep, and I cried out, my eyes closing briefly.
“Like that benefit?” His gaze turned hungry once more as my eyes flicked open.
“Yes, please. Give me more of it,” I panted.
Seeming satisfied over my response, “I’ll be happy to show you just how much I love you, Karina.”
So, he did.
I had to admit, I felt better after turning him, relieved. I didn’t feel as afraid for him as I did by bringing him into my world, which I knew would come soon enough with the upcoming meeting.
I would teach him as my sire once taught me. I wanted him to have control, but around me I wanted him to lose it. I was in love with his passion and all that came with it. It gave me something new to live for.
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I thoroughly enjoyed immortality. Touching and teasing her, most of all. What I held back before, I couldn’t any longer. I held back because I didn’t want a fling; I wanted her depths and her eyes on me. Her desire and confidence. Her immortal love was what I craved most of all as time went on.
Karina’s beauty was unparalleled, and I could never forget her, not since Vegas. Those pale, but consuming, pale cornflower blue eyes would haunt my dreams throughout the years. I prayed I’d meet her again someday when it was my time. Of course, she would find me when I was at the end of my rope, wallowing in the misery of missing my father, my best friend.
I have desired Nyx ever since I first saw her at her door years ago dressed deliciously. The way her presence showed promises of punishment, yet she was a sweet Mistress. I was in an obeying mood that day, feeling those lingering eyes—I enjoyed the way her center was near my face when I lifted her up in the gloves she requested. Such a short time to leave such an impression.
She was different when I ran into her at the airport. The years had worn on her, and I made it my personal mission to be anything other than the beasts she was used to that wore her down. As much as I wanted to unleash, I exercised control over myself. I would not be the sex fiend to her, not for a while.
I needed her to see something romantic and genuine that didn’t involve sex or games, without kink. As much as I wanted to, I knew that was not what she needed. Our first interactions made me realize it more so. It wasn’t hard to do either. Until the day in the rain. 
Maybe it was her honesty or how sexy she looked soaked from the downpour. When she turned and looked at me, it was over. 
I couldn’t hold back the passion I buried down. It was hard to stop once we started. I heard her in the shower and nearly lost it completely. I’ve never heard anything sexier. When she came out in just a towel, I bit the inside of my cheek. The only thing that stopped me from taking her was my uncertainty over whether to cross that line yet or not. I wouldn’t until I told her where my mind was.
Then, she agreed to be mine, and I was in disbelief at how such an incredible woman came into existence. Her comfort and peace were of utmost importance. 
When she told me she loved me at our favorite spot, I came apart, and I finally had all of her in the back of my car, it was absolute bliss. The way her inner walls met my cock and took me for all that I was, it’s what I imagined heaven to be like. My sanctuary.
After that, I only fell harder for her.
I saw her wrestle with herself mentally on the day of Adriana’s wedding, and I knew why. I had wanted to be her equal in every way, and I would make it known to her soon, especially with the pensive look on her face and the pain laced behind her eyes. I would be more useful to her as a vampire, any idiot could see that. I wanted us tied deeper, and all that would follow once I turned.
Gabriel left a lingering effect on her, and as she shined her light on my darkness and gloom, I hoped to shed even a fraction of an amount for her. She deserved a fucking break. 
From the minute I left her doorstep, to Donnie, revenge, lovers, friends, falling for an enemy, his tirades, and then ultimately dealing with the losses of all that plagued and haunted her—I wanted to do and be anything she needed. Not another lover who hurt her but healed her.
I couldn’t be selfish. 
Karina needed someone on her side while she figured life out, and I was willing, more than willing.
I felt her emotions, alongside mine.
It was overwhelming at first after she sired me. At least until my brain recognized that my lover was riding me patiently, waiting for my inner wild to seep out. There was no taming it.
The following weeks would prove it, between drinking from each other and fucking as if we hadn’t for so many hours. I was more addicted to her as a vampire than a human. It was hard to restrain myself, and my desires. Maybe it’s because I was deeply in love with her, or the sire bond she honored me with.
When we weren’t ravaging each other, she taught me all she knew, and I adored her for it. My teacher and protector; now it was my turn to return the same love and kindness.
       

A month or so after she had turned me, she called her friend Lucien.
I had originally meant to give her some privacy as they spoke in the living room on the phone, but I could still hear every word. Although, since I drank from her hours ago and consumed more human blood from the blood bags, it was hard not to listen in. 
“Hi Lucien, it’s me, Karina.”
I leaned against the doorframe as she paced around the living room.
“Hello. Good to hear from you, Karina. You sound better than when we last spoke. Did you take my advice?”
“I did and things are going great. I’m in the UK now, in Oxford. As far as I know, no one knows I’m here. Just you. I haven’t had any other run-ins, thankfully. How are things going on your end?”
Wonder what she meant by other run-ins? Her old friends? Old lovers?
“Things are better. I found a location for The Society meeting. It’s at an upscale place called the Hesperia Tower Hotel, in Barcelona. It will hold all of us and can be done privately. The plan is for it to occur over the span of a few days since much needs to be addressed and talked about. I, and several others you haven’t met yet, have helped with Gabriel’s damage control. Most of them want to grovel at your feet, and some despise you for marrying him. 
Can’t please everyone, but if a majority stay and accept your leadership, it’s a step in the right direction. Your old friend, Patrick, has been helping me a lot, but part of me wonders if Tristan has anything to do with it. I haven’t told them anything, Karina, as it’s not my place or story to tell. I’ve been waiting until you’re ready to come to Barcelona, so we can get started. It’s gone on long enough. Do you think you’ll be ready by November of this year? That’s still months away.”
I heard Karina sigh heavily, leaning against the counter. Part of me was deeply curious about what the game plan was for the big meeting in Spain. All of it was fascinating to me, how this vampire society stayed under the radar, blending in. 
“I’ve stalled long enough. It isn’t fair to you and the others who are working hard. I’m sorry it was put on you, Lucien. I’ve been a terrible person, and a friend too at that. To you and Leticia both. What can I do to help prepare?”
I heard Lucien sigh heavily.
“Stalling, maybe, but you aren’t terrible. We all grieve differently. I grieve by keeping busy. I miss him too. It would be harder without my mate and my twin. Carmen and Ticia both send their greetings and love. Carmen has been back and forth with her business still, she has it opened to both men and women. Ticia has been helping her off and on and helping me too. We’re all keeping busy. We’re also not judging you in the least bit, Karina, you should know better by now. We are on your side. I’m relieved to hear you’re doing well. I was worried the last time we spoke. You sound happier.”
That’s when I saw her look off into the distance with a smile on her face, making my heart warm.
“I’m a sire now, Luc.”
“That serious then? I’m both shocked and impressed. Good for you, Karina. You deserve happiness. Shall I include him on the guest list for Barcelona? Also, is it safe to give your number to Ticia and Carmen? If not, I understand, but they want to chat with you too. You know how it is.”
She laughed.
“Yes, include him on the list. I haven’t even asked yet, since I was unsure about a lot of things. I would assume he’d be there with me, but part of me wonders if that’s a good idea. It will already be a dire situation within The Society. I’m unsure of how to continue there. Yes, give them my number. That’s fine—no one else though.”
She walked about the kitchen before grabbing water and pacing mindlessly around the living room. I moved out of view if she decided to turn around and catch me eavesdropping, so I found myself leaning against the wall in the hallway.
“Of course. I’ll let them know. They’ll be happy to hear from you. As for the other thing, if he wants to be involved with your life, there’s no running from them or what lies ahead. I feel like you wouldn’t just sire anyone, so don’t leave him out of all that comes next—whatever that process may bring. Bring him to the meeting. If you want to ease tension, then don’t rub your relationship in their faces. Figure out what you think is tolerable for the situation but bring him with you. What is his name anyways, if you don’t mind me asking?”
She sighed, and I caught her rubbing her forehead from the shadows of the hallway as she walked within view, somehow not noticing me standing there.
“True. You’re right. His name is Adrian. I…met him before back in Las Vegas. I’m surprised he remembered me after twelve years, but fate always has things in store when it’s least expected. He’s unlike anyone I’ve met, and it took me a while to get used to. He reminded me of what it was to be human and then some. I think all of you will like him. I’m sure he would too. Adrian is very passionate when his mind is set on something. I adore it and find that quality of his remarkably charming. As I’m sure you can note, I felt unworthy of such passion and kindness. Remind you of anyone else we know?”
I heard a light laugh echo through the phone.
“Yes. I’m glad to hear it. I can’t wait to meet him. Talk it over with Adrian and figure out how you want to handle the meeting and your mates. I’ll call you as it draws closer so we can better prepare you both. I’m expecting a call in a minute, so I must cut our conversation short, unfortunately. I’m glad you called, Karina. Take care of yourself. We’ll speak soon.”
“Will do. Thank you, Lucien. Talk to you later.”
At the end of their conversation, I found myself leaning against the doorway again, the one to the living room where her back was now turned away from me. 
My heart was racing when one word caused me to focus all of my attention.
Mates.
I scrambled mentally, searching for it ever being mentioned, and it wasn’t. She mentioned mates as a general possibility and who her sire was and her relationships and her late husband, but never that they were her mates.
She must have mentioned it, right, and I just didn’t pay attention. Why would she keep something like that from me?
Karina turned towards me, blinking and no doubt registering I must have heard bits of the conversation.
“Everything okay?” I asked her, biting back my tone and emotion that I felt begin to bubble up.
“I think so… I hope so.”
I looked at my hand nonchalantly, not once catching those eyes I felt bore into the side of my skull.
“I’m glad to hear it… What I’m wondering is why you failed to mention that you had not one but two mates. Didn’t you think that was important to tell your human boyfriend at the time? Or your now-sired vampire boyfriend? Not mate. When were you going to say something? When it’s thrown at me with your gathering at the end of the year? Or not tell me, ever?”
I dared to give her a sideways glare, seeing her freeze out of my periphery. My anger was silent but boiling. I couldn’t describe the unwanted feeling and betrayal over her hidden truth. Looking back at my nails, I did my best to retain my anger, but I found it to be more and more difficult.
“I get that you’re upset…” She paused, trying to find the right words.
“What, trying to find a good time to tell someone that you love that you’re bound to others, but not beautifully bound to him in the same manner? Of course.”
I knew the last bit came off sarcastic, but I couldn’t help it while pushing myself off the wall and walking past her without so much as a glance.
“Adrian.” I could hear her plea echo deep within my chest.
I held up my hand behind me, not looking back. “I can’t compete with that, Karina.”
It was honest, I couldn’t.
I grabbed a packet of blood from the fridge, tore it open, and drank it quickly.
“I’m not asking that of you.”
I tossed the bag into the trashcan before giving her an unamused look.
“Really? What, am I supposed to share you with two other men forever?” I bit back. 
Her actions hurt me, and she knew it. I could see the guilt. Turning my eyes away from her conflicted face, tears filled those pale eyes.
“I didn’t say that. But would that be such a bad thing?”
I scoffed, walking to the bedroom, and grabbing a shirt.
I needed some fucking air.
Her light steps let me know she was in the bedroom too.
“Adrian, please. I’m sorry.”
My heart sank at the way she said it. What a love-blind idiot I was.
“You didn’t say it, but it’s implied. I feel like such an idiot for thinking you were running from past problems, not mates! I’m not competing with them, Karina. You may not be together now, but you will always have that bond between you. I…don’t have that. Also, who knows when you’ll get bored with me and go back to them.”
I put a jacket on, feeling the walls close in.
“Stop it, Adrian. That’s not true! I’m not asking you to do or be anything. I can’t even think that far ahead let alone predict years. Don’t say that. I’m with you,” she pleaded, inching closer.
No, I can’t be comforted right now.
I held up my hand to stop her, bracing it against her breast.
“I can’t continue this right now. I don’t want to say something I’ll regret later. I’m going out. Don’t expect me back right away. I’m not only angry and hurt, but I’m disappointed in you, Karina. I need some space.” 
She had tears in her eyes, and I almost gave in and let them wash me away or falter my anger over being lied to, but I walked out of her reach and left immediately into the night.
Ending up in London, I found a random bar to have some drinks at. I didn’t get into any trouble, but I wandered and walked the entire next day unsure of what to do or what to say. Somehow, I managed to cool off and not harm anyone else in the process.
When I finally arrived back home, I found Karina on the couch reading.
“Where have you been? I waited for you… I couldn’t sleep. Are you hungry? I can make you something.” She placed her book down, and I stopped her.
“I want to know the truth. Why didn’t you tell me? Is there anything else you’re not telling me?” I asked from near where she stood up from the couch, taking off my jacket.
“I haven’t intentionally lied to you. I just didn’t mention the mate part. It’s been a burden to me and everyone else involved. Also, would you have continued with me knowing as much? I would have said something eventually. Probably before this upcoming meeting. I initially didn’t want to involve you…”
I shot her a look, and she sighed heavily. Laying the jacket on the arm of the couch, she caught my gaze.
“It’s as I told you before, you made it so easy to love you. I couldn’t walk away from you, nor did I want to ruin it with the m-word. I’m sorry for not telling you before I turned you. As for the rest, the meeting is where I’ll reveal the truth about Gabriel and that long complicated history. Of course, I’ll leave out the bits of me falling for my captor, but the marriage bit was my idea. I had to make people believe I wanted nothing to do with them. To save them, so he wouldn’t hurt them. Unknown to me at the time though, he wouldn’t have hurt them. It was all a game to him. They would’ve searched the ends of the earth and interfered with Gabriel’s plans to take down the people who ruined his life.”
Standing in front of me, tears ran down her cheek. 
So, these were the emotions of survival she held back. 
I moved away from her, walking away to the door, turning around, and leaning on it. Wiping her tears, she moved a step in my direction once more, continuing.
“Shame is what kept me away, Adrian. I can’t face my friends, after all I’ve done and said, as well as what they’ve said. Ruse or not, I can’t go back to how things were after everything that’s happened over these past few years. I’m not that same woman who left to chase Gabriel down. I don’t want you to compete or be anyone other than yourself, I love you because you aren’t them. You aren’t Gabriel, Tristan, Fabien, or anyone else. You are uniquely you. I wouldn’t trade you for anyone.”
My heart stirred within my chest, a war of forgiveness and love as I watched her defend and explain her actions. She had a strong reason, but still.
It hurt me.
“Selfishly, part of me dreamed that a bond would connect us together because you deserve that type of bond. I know you are disappointed in me, I’m disappointed in me too. I let you down, and I’m sorry for that. However, do not discredit our sire bond. You are my first. I’m glad it’s you and no one else. I love you, Adrian. I’m sorry.” As she spoke, she inched closer to me as I watched her lips move, taking in her words.
I sighed deeply when she ended up in front of me.
“It will be a mess… I want to go with you. It will be hard, but Lucien was right. I don’t want to provoke anyone, so I won’t rub it in their faces, however, we’re sharing a room, and at night you’re mine. I don’t want to start anything, but I’m not ready to share you with anyone yet. In time perhaps I could be open to it, but it’s too soon. There’s…nothing you can do about the mate bonds now. It’s time to stop running, Karina.”
She leaned her head against my chest.
“I know. If I’m lucky, I can find comfort that you and my friends will be nearby while I tell the world these half-truths. I have a feeling it will be rough, and if Tristan and Fabien or any of them corner me and try to chat, you must keep your cool. I’m not sure I feel comfortable telling anyone about you yet, because I want to see how the meeting goes. I must be careful, and so do you, or it won’t be mates you have to worry about but a society of vampires. 
After the meeting, I’ll feel better, and I’ll have no problems addressing our relationship publicly or with them. I’m nervous about this meeting, Adrian. A lot of it rests on my shoulders. I’m not ashamed of you, but this will be the first major meeting with thousands of immortals. It’s better if you pretend to be my friend, along with Lucien, Ticia, and Carmen too. I think that will go smoother by not flaunting you. Since part of the problem has to do with jealousy between mates, it’s risky.”
Karina exhaled deeply, looking troubled over it as she leaned back to look up at me.
“The point of all of this is to change The Society, its boisterous hypocritical ideals, and to do so and bring about change and true peace. This meeting must go smoothly. I made a promise to change things for the better, and I intend to follow through. Can you help me with that, and we’ll sort through all this uncertainty together?”
She looked at me with a similar determination that I once showed her, and it was then I understood her tangled web of complications.
I sighed in defeat and kissed her forehead.
“I’m still upset with you, but tell me what I need to do to make it go more smoothly. I love you, Karina, I’m on your side. I’m happy to befriend your friends. I can’t promise I’ll behave if someone touches you inappropriately, so if that happens, I’m not held responsible.”
She huffed a bitter laugh.
“I’ll tell Lucien and Ticia. They’ll tell Carmen too and we’ll stick together to make sure things go as smoothly for us as possible.”
“Thank you for finally being honest. Don’t wait until I overhear your conversations to tell me next time.”
She hugged me, burying her head into my chest, and inhaling me in.
“You could hear all of that?”
“New vamp vibes, I drank a lot of blood today,” I told her, and she chuckled.
“My phrase was ‘new vamp energy,’ but I think I like yours better.” She leaned back to smile up at me. 
I pursed my lips, pretending to debate internally on what phrase was better. Then I smirked.
“Don’t we make a pair?” I asked as she nodded and kissed me. 
I found it hard to stay mad at her when she flashed those puppy blues at me. We may have come to an understanding, but I couldn’t deny the nervousness I felt over the meeting too. Thousands of vampires and her mates, what could go wrong?
A lot.
Over the course of the following months, I worked, and we spent our time together and coordinating with Lucien and Leticia.
The more I joined in on the conversations, the more I began to like Lucien and Leticia both. I could tell they were real friends, honest, and they looked out for each other and Karina. It was nice to know that others had my girl’s best interest. As it turned out that same generosity extended to me for friendship.




Chapter 43 







“It’s wonderful to see you in love again,” Carmen said from across the couch. The again part rang more prominently in my mind. 
I had come to Barcelona a week early, and Adrian would be in the next day.
“I wanted him to be my first to sire,” I admitted, still feeling unsettled, not only over what she said but what was ahead. Carmen handed me blood wine, and I sniffed it.
“It’s from blood bags,” she said, catching my mood shift, “You know, I remember when Adrian searched for you years ago, and he was disappointed to find you were M.I.A., and not a Domme anymore.” Her brown eyes rolled over me, thoughtfully before taking a drink of her own wine.
“I remember him telling me something about it too. Both of us had been through a lot over the twelve years since I had last seen him. I’m shocked he recognized me all these years later. Ever since I ran into him, he hasn’t left my side for long since.” 
My smile drew up, fondness on my mind over him. Not sure he’d let me get away even if I tried. 
“You have that effect on people, Karina, human or vampire, doesn’t matter. You are hard to let go of. I worried about you for years, especially during and after Gabriel. I was upset when he told us what he did for over sixteen months… Probably the only time we’ve ever argued. Not that we could stop him when his mind was set on something. 
After not seeing you since his death, it’s refreshing to see you happy again… Since you’re here, I wanted to tell you something I think you should know. Months ago, both of your mates sought me out. Tristan apologized for years ago, and Fabien wanted to be one of the Doms in Paris. I met him, he’s...charming to say the least. I had a feeling he was scheming up something, so I let him join in. They asked about you, and I told them nothing. I know you still aren’t ready to face them. I pretended not to know anything. Although after this meeting next week, I doubt they’ll believe that to be the case. Are you nervous about next week?”
I felt flattered that she defended me, but then I sighed when she got to my mates trying to sweeten up to her. 
Rubbing my temple, I shook my head, not at all surprised that those jade-eyed mates of mine would be scheming. They were trying to find me and make things right.
What were they expecting me to do anyway? Aside from the nasty words spoken, of course. I wasn’t the same Karina that left to hunt down Gabriel, or the one they’d see next week. That unsettled me too.
I breathed out deeply, “I’m more worried about the thousands of vampires either hating me or trying to kill me than I am about sneaky mates. One crisis at a time. I told Adrian the plan. We need to figure out a way to keep him occupied and busy. He said he won’t be held responsible if they overstep. I wouldn’t put it past them to corner me. I want to stay as close to your mates as much as possible, Carmen. Will you keep Adrian company in the public eye? I don’t want jealousy to immediately ruin what we’re trying to do with The Society. We’ll room together at night, and maybe it will be more efficient if we all share a room. I don’t want to provoke Adrian, my mates, or anyone else. I told him for this meeting, we would pretend not to be together in public.” 
With her glass drained, she agreed with the plan.
“Whatever you need, Karina. I’ll be happy to occupy Adrian. It’s a good idea. Tensions will be high, so we must do what we can to ease them. I have faith in you. Just be truthful without incriminating yourself too much. Gabriel dragged you in, you didn’t willingly do anything. If anyone questions the marriage bit, you did it so your mates would believe you left them for good because Gabriel was outside and ready to kill. To save them from a dreadful fate. Tell them about his gifts, what he did to you, and how you saved many lives with his death…”
She paused, looking off into the distance, lost in thought. 
“I would probably leave out the bits where you loved him in return. You had to make hard decisions and you fought him every step of the way, bits of half-truths should work out. You did whatever you could to survive and kept those you loved safe. If you stick to that, they will mostly understand. Lucien will speak briefly in the beginning, and let you tell the rest of the story. We’re going to leave out the bits where Gabe had help, along with my mates’ friendship. Most of The Society hates Gabriel, and they will not take it lightly. Lucien will mention that Ticia had a vision of you ending him, that’s why it had to be you and no one else. Her visions are never wrong.”
Draining my own glass, I nodded.
“That makes sense. I’ll make sure to choose my words carefully and get your mates’ input.” 
The doors opened to the condo we rented near the hotel and in walked Leticia and Lucien.
“I was just filling her in,” Carmen said as both walked towards her with a smile and kissed either side of her cheek. Then, they did the same to me.
“It’s so good to see you finally after all this time. You look wonderful,” Ticia hugged me before Lucien sat beside me and did the same.
“A dark beauty as always. Having you become the leader will complete Gabe’s legacy. His last wish was to make things right. You can do that, Karina. You don’t need special powers to make your voice heard and have the entire room listen to every one of them.” His arm lingered around my shoulder, rubbing my arm before leaning on his knees.
“I can only try and make the effort, right? I’m sorry for taking as long as I did. I have no words for how in your debt I am for everything you all have done in my absence. We walk into these new beginnings together,” I told them while hugging Lucien back.
“Together,” he confirmed as I released my hold.
Carmen went over the game plan of distracting Adrian and keeping a low profile. Leticia and Lucien agreed it was the best option.
“We’ll reserve the large suite with connected rooms and living spaces, so no one suspects anything. We weren’t planning on leaving Karina’s side for long anyway, except at night since Adrian will be joining. Have you considered having him join The Council, Karina?” Lucien asked.
My nerves ignited—probably not the best idea.
“It crossed my mind once, but we can figure out those details after next week.” 
I shrugged while Leticia filled my glass with wine, offering her a smile in thanks.
“Yes, one thing at a time. We’ll have the initial gathering the first afternoon into the evening, and we’ll all take a vote to keep you as the leader. Majority wins. In the event there’s a tie, which I doubt, Leticia and I will break it. The second day will be for discussions on how to change things going forward. Think of the first day as your campaign story, win their sympathies with emotions, and you will be golden; leave out the bits of my sibling and me, along with your love. 
Then, you’ll end the evening with a note on why it needs to change. I can help if you need it. Afterward, there’s the dining area, and there will be other options for others to relax and enjoy their evening until the next session. I will make a note, so they know they don’t have to remain unless they’d like a voice on what happens going forward, along with voicing their opinions, asking questions, and such… Since everyone will be dressed formally, Leticia and Carmen can take you shopping to find outfits this week.”
“Works for me. I haven’t had a girl’s day out since…” I went quiet, seeing Leticia’s empathetic gaze.
“Since your wedding.” She answered for me, lightly rubbing my shoulder before moving to go sit next to Carmen.
“I don’t know what happens next or how everyone will take it, but I’m glad to call you three my friends. Thank you for believing in me and for your patience. Let’s give Gabe his last wish,” I told them, looking between them while I raised my glass to toast.
Lucien quickly disappeared and reappeared behind Carmen with his own glass raised.
“To the limited truth, and our Gabriel,” Lucien voiced, and my lips curled when I responded.
“To my complicated husband that drove me crazy, and I loved him anyway.” 
“To five-hundred years of love,” Leticia added softly.
“To the misunderstood, surviving man who was looking for redemption, and righting his wrongs in the only way he knew how... I hope he’s at peace knowing we will make it right again,” Carmen finished.
All of us stared at her in silent approval, knowing her words were true. We took a long drink.
“Well said, my dear,” Lucien said as Leticia laid her head on Carmen’s shoulder.
“Can I ask you something, Tish?” I asked her, minutes later once my glass was empty.
“Anything.” She sat up straight, curiosity coating her dark eyes.
“What did you tell Gabriel to make him believe that everything would work out, and I would be okay?” 
My throat tightened, a lump forming. The thought weighed heavily on me, especially when Gabriel made it a point to reassure me during his last few weeks alive.
I needed to know.
“As twisted as he was, he wasn’t blind to it. He knew you would have to clean up his messes alongside us. There was guilt over it. He had a feeling you’d take things hard and lose yourself. We told him the truth, confirming his suspicions. You would lose yourself for a while and avoid your mates. Then, you’d come back and do what needed to be done. You would be just and fair—a leader we need. Although not alone, of course. He told us that he wouldn’t have hurt your mates; he just needed you, Karina. They would have ruined everything. I saw the outcomes, many of them, it was the only way, granted when I saw the marriage portion, I wasn’t expecting you to choose that route… Regardless, we gave him peace of mind. You, and the rest of us, as hard as it may be, would be all right in the end.” Leticia’s eyes watered, like the dark sea, turning her gaze to Carmen. She patted her thigh in comfort and smiled sadly.
Gabriel left an effect on everyone.
“I still fully intend to fulfill my last promise to him. It’s the least I can do for killing him… I didn’t want to do it, and I did tell him that I loved him in the end. He…seemed at peace as he drew his last breath…” 
My eyes teared up at the mention of it.
“I know. We’re grateful that you gave him peace. In doing so, you gave us peace too,” she answered quietly, giving me an appreciative look.
“I knew what would happen if I didn’t. I did question if life on the run with him would be so bad. He said if I didn’t do it as I hesitated then I would never be free again or be with my mates, and he’d never let me go.”
I paused looking into my glass until my vision blurred from the tears.
“I almost didn’t do it,” I whispered moments later, and I looked up to see Lucien filling the glass.
“We figured he’d threaten you once more to get you to do it. Believe me, we begged him to reconsider death at all, even knowing the ending. As happy as we would have been to have him around for years more, it would’ve caught up to him. The both of you. He didn’t want that for you, Karina. Unfortunately, he was right. Ticia told him the realities of what would follow based on what-if scenarios. He almost took the selfish route until we told him that it wouldn’t be just him that ended up dead in the end. Gabriel said he wouldn’t do that again.” Lucien sighed, sitting next to me.
I leaned my head against his shoulder, tears falling as I brought the glass down to my lap.
“Dammit, Gabe,”
I went silent then, closing my eyes.
“I know. Those last conversations weren’t easy for us. One day at a time. Some days are better than others. Knowing we’re doing all of this for a reason helps keep me centered when it all seems bleak and meaningless.” He leaned his head against mine.
“Losing my mind helps me feel centered,” I huffed out in a lame attempt at sarcasm. I felt Lucien chuckle, and I opened my eyes to Leticia and Carmen with small smiles of their own.
“Such a Gabe thing to say,” Ticia mused.
“He rubbed off... I still hear his echoes of calling me ‘wifey.’ I got a garter tattoo on the same leg, like our wedding day, in memory of him,” I admitted gently to them.
“That’s sweet of you, Karina. We all know he would approve.” Carmen mentioned without subtlety, earning a smirk from all of us.
“I know. I wasn’t sure what else to do. I’m thinking I’ll go get another tattoo after this meeting. Something for Adrian. I’ve never gotten a tattoo with anyone before, and I’d like to share that with him. He was angry with me months ago because I didn’t tell him about having mates… I left that part out. I thought he’d leave me after that, but he came home the next night and told me to give him time and to keep him occupied with something at the meeting if they try anything. I’m a selfish woman, I know. Running from my mates and the shame that weighs me down, plus siring someone else to drag down with me…” I sighed, sitting up more and taking a drink.
“We are the last people to judge you, Karina,” Carmen voiced, calm and quiet.
“We aren’t judging you either. We understand. Others may not, but we do,” Leticia said, holding out her hand for me. 
I got up, letting my tears and earlier emotions I thought were laid to rest, spill out of me. I took her hand, setting the drink down. She pulled me sideways into her lap and let me cry in her arms. Carmen rubbed my leg in comfort, leaning her head on Ticia’s other shoulder. Lucien moved to sit behind me, embracing me. The twins’ embrace felt like a warm comforting blanket as I cried. They held me until I eased up. Eventually, Carmen laid her head in my lap while all three held me.
Normally, I would think it to be weird, but fate supplied that I needed a group hug.
“I’m a naïve woman for believing I was okay. I’m not, and I haven’t been. It doesn’t matter who I love or what and who I drown myself in. I haven’t been the same since I told him my parting words,” I told them, tears still streaming down, leaning my head against Leticia’s.
“That we understand all too well,” she said, wiping her own eyes. Lucien sniffled, and I reached for the twins’ hands and squeezed them.
“Thank you,” I whispered.
“Always. You don’t have to face all this alone. You never had to, Karina. We understand and feel similarly,” Lucien said softly, resting his head against mine.
“You still wear the rings, don’t you? You’ve only recently taken them off,” Leticia mentioned. It wasn’t a question, but she had seen it.
“Yes, I reluctantly left them at home. I had his resized after I ate an edible brownie in Budapest. It strangely made me feel like he was still with me when I wore it… Adrian never said a word for he too understands loss. Not a lover, but people close to him. I think you all will like him.”
“I’m sure we will,” Lucien agreed, and the others joined in.
After a while, we all separated and realized how late it had gotten. Adrian would arrive in the morning, and Lucien and I would pick him up. 
Leticia and Carmen were going to figure out clothing while we got Adrian settled and explained the plan.
I wasn’t sure how the next two weeks would go, but I was happy to know I had people who understood to count on. Slowly but surely, I’d be able to face my mates again instead of being the coward I was. 
Adrian was right, it was time to stop running.




Chapter 44

Fabien 







The information discovered about Carmen’s business was how she changed, it wasn’t just Dommes. She involved everyone, not limiting it to only females.
Carmen found me charming enough to accept me. No doubt she knew who I was when I mirrored my brother. Still, she didn’t tell me anything about Karina. Either she truly didn’t know, or she was lying. Tristan confirmed the same, after apologizing to the woman and earning her forgiveness. 
I did my duties and kept my ears open.
When the time came, Patrick relayed information on The Society gathering in Spain. It had been a few years since I’d been back, so it would be good to visit finally. The meeting would be an important one, electing a new leader, and having important conversations. Part of me wondered if Karina would be a part of them. With Lucien and Leticia being the last remaining Council members, it was imperative for the attendance of all members, new and old. 
Patrick said Karina would also be there. He didn’t know where she was or when she’d arrive, but according to what he was told, The Seer found her and contacted her, but she didn’t share specific information.
I let out a curse over the news.
Leave it to my mate to continue avoiding us. Was it shame or fear that kept her away?
“At least she’ll be at the meeting, Fabi. There will be thousands of us; do not cause trouble. Be civil, and don’t provoke her away again,” Pat mentioned to me, mostly, but Tristan was beside me when he told us the information. Margo would be there, glued to my side to make sure I behaved. Although she was my sire and older sister, she was a pain in my ass just as I was to her.
Sibling annoyance aside, I was anxious to see Karina again. Hopefully, I could get an apology out instead of angry resentment.  
November’s meeting was drawing closer, so it wouldn’t be too much longer. I knew my siblings were still disappointed in me, but they appreciated my efforts to gather information.
Not long before flying to Spain, I spoke with Tristan over the phone, trying to figure out some sort of plan.
“We need to get her alone and talk to her even if it’s for five minutes. We can’t exactly kidnap her back home with so many people around, and that probably wouldn’t bode over well... At this point, I just need to see her alive, if she’s okay. We can schedule a time and a place to meet up peacefully after the meeting… I know you said she was with someone before, but you don’t think she has a lover, do you? What if he’s there if she does?” Tristan said to me, concern laced in his words. 
I sighed, a sinking feeling, lower and lower. I couldn’t even fathom it.
“She said she did when I saw her, but I’m not sure if it was true or if she said that to piss me off. I wouldn’t be surprised about the latter honestly. She was irritated with me, to begin with.”
“Well, with how you were acting, I would’ve been an asshole too. I certainly wanted to strangle you. You had her right there and pushed her further away unnecessarily, Fabien. I’ll be honest, I’m not sure how I’d handle things if I found out she brought her lover there or that she moved on. We need to get her back, Fabien, to fix this. All of us. Together. It’s been too long and so much time apart. We need to heal whatever was severed or put it aside. Things were left off in such a cruel way that I need to fix them. It’s driving me crazy. At least the business keeps me busy, and my mind distracted. Speaking of, have you been going to anger management?” He asked, and I heaved a sigh, grumbling.
“Once a week for two months now. Being a Dom helps too. Who knew therapy is what I needed all along? Maybe we should mention it to Karina if she ever speaks to us again. I feel like she’s been avoiding us and running away purposely for whatever reasons she can’t face us to explain.”
I felt the truth coil in my gut. There was more to the story, and a reason, one that my brother and I needed answers for. Being apart was rough enough, then the lies, and her avoiding us hurt the most. Granted, I did not help at all last time. I fucked it up all up. I would not screw it up again.
Tristan’s voice echoed in my ear, distracting me from one of my many regrets. 
“Rightfully so. I’m glad it’s helping. I’ll arrive in Barcelona the night before the meeting. You should arrive early with me, so we can search the place for our mate.”
“Sounds like a plan. We’ll work at it together with getting her back, or to talk to us at this point, whether she is with someone or not. We have the mate bond; she can’t run forever.”
He took a deep breath as I sat on my favorite rooftop in Paris, the one with the best views of the city. It was near sunset, and the colors were bright orange, drifting into reds and pinks.
“True. Just promise me not to be an ass next time you see her. No wonder she acts as she does, stop pissing her off and scaring her away.”
“Noted,” I said flatly, feeling unamused but also guilty for it. 
Ass.
Sometimes I didn’t know my ass from my mouth with how much shit that came out. The thinking before I speak doesn’t apply to me in this family. I always say what’s on my mind, anger and all.
Well, that was before anger management, I’m still a work in progress.
“Alright, I’ll talk to you soon. The date is close enough that I’m satisfied to know we’ll be in the same city as her finally.”
“Agreed. I’ll talk to you soon. Tell Margo what the plan is. I have an appointment I need to attend to.”
“Will do. Bye.”
I sighed, hanging up the phone.
To be honest, I was tired, tired of being without her and drowning in everything but her. I knew my brother felt the same. He was better at hiding his anger than I was, but I knew he was still pissed at me for letting her get away. The more I thought about it, the more I felt like she told me things to get a rise out of me because she knew how I was and what buttons to push. My clever girl.
I only hoped that she wasn’t with anyone, otherwise, any progress I may have made these past few months may be thrown out of the window if I see another man with their hands on her. She was mine, and I’d do whatever it took to get her back. 
Tristan too.
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Tristan and I arrived around the same time at the airport and rode together in a cab to the hotel. Tristan looked fairly well, minus the tension I’m sure we both felt. 
“Are we all on the same floor?” I asked casually, and he confirmed yes with a nod.
“Is Margo coming tonight?” I asked once more, feeling the afternoon sun on my face through the cab window.
“Yes, she gets in in a few hours. She’ll meet us for dinner,” he contemplated quietly, staring off through his window.
We rode the rest of the way in silence until we arrived, checked in, then wandered after setting our bags in our rooms.
Making our way to one of the many bars in the hotel, we conveniently found Karina drinking alone. 
My brother and I exchanged a look of relief, but also a warning to not run her off or overwhelm her. Our gazes linger for a moment, taking our mate in. Karina had her long black hair, dressed in jeans, and a plain blouse with black heels. 
Our mate looked fantastic in anything she wore, and her beauty still took my breath away, especially when we came upon her, and she looked at me first then Tristan.
“I was wondering how long it would be until we ran into each other again. I don’t want to fight. If you want to talk civilly then have a seat,” her face and tone were blank and absolute. Not that we wanted to fight either. 
She stared into her glass of vodka; I could smell it.
I don’t remember her ever liking vodka. That’s new.
“It’s so great to see you, Karina. You look great,” Tristan mentioned, keeping his tone as casual as possible while taking the seat to her left, and I sat at her right. 
I wasn’t sure what to say to her, and I didn’t feel like sorry was enough.
“Thanks,” she told him, finishing her glass and waving the bartender over.
Tristan and I ordered whisky once they came over, and she kept with her vodka drink. 
Catching me off guard, her drink was refilled, and she directed her next question to me.
“What about you, Fabien, anything to say for yourself?”
“Amongst many things, I’m sorry for being an ass,” I admitted, taking my drink from the bartender after they slid two glasses to Tristan and me both.
“I’m sorry too,” she whispered, falling silent.
Tristan waited for maybe one or two sips, wasting no time.
“We’re both sorry for everything we said before. We didn’t know, and you were so convincing… Will you speak with us after this meeting is over? Sit down with all of us, clear the air. No expectations, just the truth. Us, Margo, and Patrick. Can you do that? Please,” Tristan asked her. His casualness changed the more he spoke, and I could hear the quiet plea in his words, restraining himself and keeping composure. 
“I’ll agree to it. We can figure out the specifics later. I’m tired, and tomorrow will be a long day. After this drink, I’m going to rest for the evening,” she told us both. 
Her poker face was getting to me, reminding me of when she left. Her walls were up around us, and it unnerved me, not sitting right.
“Okay. Fair enough. How are you doing?” He asked her while I quietly sipped my drink, wishing for more time with her, but if ten minutes is what we’d get, then it would have to do. We didn’t want to push her to leave sooner.
“Ask me that question after the meeting tomorrow.”
“Margo will be here soon; she would love to see you,” I mentioned calmly.
She chugged the rest of her drink.
“Spare me the sentiments. Forgive my bluntness but I’m not sure I entirely believe that. Thank you for the non-stressful company. I’ll see you both tomorrow at the meeting. Please excuse me,” her brusque politeness was exuding while not looking at either of us directly. 
She got up after putting cash down at the bar. We turned and watched her walk away before we looked at each other and sighed.
“Progress starts somewhere, right? At least she didn't strangle us both, not that I would mind that either,” I muttered bitterly while he sighed and stared into his own glass.
“At least we got to see her briefly. She doesn’t seem okay. I wonder what’s troubling her, aside from running into us, and how things were left off from years ago…”
I shrugged, finishing my glass.
“I’m not sure yet, I think we’ll find out tomorrow. I have a feeling Gabriel is involved. No doubt. I’m sure it must be hard for her to hear and deal with. Now it makes sense. I feel like more of an ass for all I said to her. No wonder she can’t look at either of us.”
I placed my hands on the counter, dropping my head in total defeat.
“I know, Fabi, but we’ll figure it out. Slowly but surely. At least she agreed to sit down with us after this meeting. Silver lining.” He finished his glass, and we ordered more rounds.
Time got away from us until Margo showed up with Patrick.
“You started drinking without us? Shame on you both.” Margo puffed her cheeks, faking disappointment to tease us as Patrick grinned. 
Patrick sat between us and Margo on the other side of me.
“You missed, Karina. We found her here. It went well enough, but something seems off with her. Healing from that UK meeting will take time for all of us, yet she did agree to have a sit down with all four of us after the meeting sometime,” Tristan told them, sipping his drink. 
I sighed heavily as Margo stared off.
That’s one way to put it, brother.
“I don’t blame her; we were awful to her. Not that it was without reason, but still. I think a sit down is needed to clear the air from all of us and to apologize profusely for being cocks,” Margo said before ordering a fruity mixed drink.
Patrick ordered whisky with us.
“At least Fabi didn’t run her off this time,” Margo added moments later. 
I rolled my eyes immediately.
“I’m doing better, fuck off,” I mumbled, and Patrick chuckled.
“Glad anger management BDSM is helping you, old chap,” Patrick gave me a snide smirk as my siblings snickered and smiled.
“Pick on someone else, like your girlfriend for instance,” I barked back, indicating my head to Margo. I caught their shared gazes, bright-eyed and happy as the two smiled at each other.
“I already did on the plane ride here. It’s your turn,” he said with a comeback, playful in his banter as Margo leaned her head on my shoulder briefly.
“I missed having us all in the same room,” she told us.
“Me too,” Tristan whispered, ordering another drink after downing his.
“This should be an interesting meeting, hmm?” Patrick guessed. 
“I know important things will be discussed, and I have a feeling it has to do with Gabriel. Karina too. I’m sure we’ll soon find out. I can’t deny that I’m not looking forward to hearing all about it. I don’t think we’re going to like the answers,” Tristan answered truthfully, all of us settled our eyes on him. He looked troubled, worried.
“It will. She’s going to tell The Society how she took down Gabriel. I know thousands are interested in her tale of that alone more so than the lack of leadership in The Council. That’s what I’ve heard anyways. I believe you’re right, Tristan. I have a feeling it will be uncomfortable for you to hear as with her for speaking about it,” Patrick confirmed, staring at the glass in his hand momentarily before downing it.
“I have a feeling you aren’t wrong,” I agreed bitterly.
Denial had no place in my heart when I already dreaded and imagined the horrible words that were headed our way the following day. Not looking forward to it. 
I have a feeling the truth will hurt, in a way that none of us imagined.
“Whatever is said, I don’t care about the outcome. He’s gone now, and she kept her promise—ruse or not. I need to see her tomorrow. If I can at least apologize, then that will suffice for now. I owe her more than one apology and one hell of a long-awaited celebration. But first, we must get through the meetings, her future meeting with us, and healing those past wounds.” That time it was Margo acting as the voice of reason between us.
“I couldn’t have agreed with anyone more. Cheers, love,” Patrick said to her, and they clinked drinks.
Tristan and I both shared a heavy look with the weight we both carried. 
One thing at a time.
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I wore a white tuxedo with a black tie, and my brother wore a red one with a black tie too. Margo donned an elegant pale blue dress, her hair still orange and bright, longer now. Patrick wore a classic black tux, and we all made our way together to the large meeting room.
Deep breaths. Today was about answers and resolutions.
I couldn’t deny my nervousness about what would be unveiled that day as we found our seats in the middle section on the left side.
The seating largely divided the room in two, as if The Society was holding a marriage for a potential new leader.
There was a small platform at the front and a large simple bench in the center of it. 
It took well over an hour for everyone to find their seats until finally Lucien and Leticia made their way toward the front. We tried to search for Karina, but we couldn’t see her anywhere. 
What Fabien and I found strange was how Carmen was on the arm of a handsome dark-red-haired gentleman in a black tuxedo. They sat in the second row.
I looked at my family, and we all exchanged looks and shrugged, not bothering to question anything that woman did. Who were we to question her relationships with her mates and whoever was on her arm?
My mind wandered back to where Karina would be sitting as Lucien spoke. His long black hair moved like silent death, looking as a handsome new-age Dracula vampire would. His sister looked similarly in her elegant, dark fashion. She scanned the crowd too. What or who she was looking for, fell short of my curiosity as Lucien began his speech.
The room went silent immediately until all I heard was my racing heart.
“Good afternoon, it is an honor to have you all here. We thank each and every one of you for this overdue meeting. Some of you we’ve known for centuries, and others for decades, however, it doesn’t fall short of your contributions and efforts to make our Society run.”
His eyes drifted around the room as we all waited with bated breaths and heartbeats.
“We have a lot to address, so I’ll begin. It’s been a long hard road for all of us, and if you didn’t already know our Council leadership was taken out by none other than Gabriel Hellström. He has been a nuisance to many if not all of us in some way since the beginning. Whether you crossed paths or not, his effects linger deep in this Society. 
It has probably been foretold before our demise; Gabriel was killed by none other than Karina Knight. Braun enabled Karina onto that journey, and although he is no longer with us, victory was finally achieved. However,” he paused as some gasped while I held my breath, “that story and those truths are not mine to tell. It is known we are looking to begin anew and repair those broken pieces of our fallen sisters and brothers.
Today, we will hear the truths from Karina Knight herself, and the harsh realities faced, then we shall take a vote on a possible new leader to carry us forward as we rebuild from our great predecessors before us. Come, and welcome Karina up here.” 
He held out his hand elegantly to the middle pathway. The doors flew open, knowing she arrived as all of us turned to look.
My heart stopped and began again when my eyes fell on her.
Karina looked regal as she walked confidently down the middle walkway, looking straight ahead focused and calm. 
Her dress was exquisite, draping to the floor in all black. An interesting, patterned design lay at the waistline and had zig-zagged glitter over the velvet. It was long-sleeved and sheer with a deep plunge. Diamonds fell like stars from her ears with her hair pinned back, curled and long. Her diamond necklace was a simple torso harness-like piece, running along the center, in between her breasts in one long chain. The makeup was flawless, and I couldn’t breathe. As she walked, it felt as if it wasn’t just Fabi and me holding our breath as she walked by. 
My beautiful, perfect mate.
Karina made it to the front as Lucien and Leticia sat on the bench, inclining their heads for her to continue the conversation.
The anticipation for what would happen next fell silent to the crowd as my heart raced wildly. 
She turned around towards all of us.
“Good afternoon, thank you for being here and allowing me to share. Before I get started on the end, let me start at the beginning, our beginning.” 
She began to slowly pace on the platform, and I noticed how Leticia and Lucien’s eyes followed her before turning back to the crowd.
“It began with four brothers over six-hundred years ago. Before they were vampires, there was feuding. It was a fight for the Hellström name, as the times were. Brutal for survival and emerging countries and cities, along with villages and warring conflicts. Vampires swept through their village, killing their parents, and turning the four brothers. They were abandoned and left fighting for survival. One of the first of many to inspire the foundations of this society.”
She looked around randomly as I looked at my siblings confused, returning the same looks. 
“It may not be well known, but the four brothers were the first of the original members. Braun, Geory, Finnick, and Gabriel. While they navigated those new vampiric waters, Gabriel came up with the idea to form a society that protects and defends others like them who had been abandoned, making it exclusive. He was the original leader. Yet, the brothers’ feud seemed to ease up while they figured out immortality. The dragon tattoo originated from Gabriel to symbolize what The Society stood for.”
A steady murmur echoed through the crowd.
“During the first few decades, they figured out how siring worked, turning others, recruiting, connections, and mates. The feud was rampant between Braun and Gabriel, especially when they shared a mate until jealousy caused her death. Afterward, Gabriel fled from his brothers, The Society, and The Council. Braun took over by default since he was the second oldest as tradition goes. 
There is no excuse for all Gabriel has done to you, me, or anyone else. However, it certainly did not help, and it contributed to much of his rage. A rage that burned for centuries. No one knew what he truly looked like through the years, Braun’s twin aside, because he had his schemes and secrets. Ones that I uncovered myself.”
She paused, standing in the center of the platform to look around the room.
Hardly any of us knew. The shock of the truth, it felt like a rumbling earthquake under my feet.
I was feel unbalanced.
“When I began my mission, I had limited information, but enough information from The Council to begin somewhere. So, I traveled along the paths given by our leader, Braun.  I was unsure of what to expect, only to expect the unexpected—so I was warned. 
Once we crossed paths, did the silly games begin. Once I turned it around on him, he became vengeful. It was in Sweden, where he kept me imprisoned away in the dark for sixteen months. Starving and drugged, it was during that time, I learned one of his secrets that made him not only powerful but extremely dangerous. He was a shapeshifter.”
Gasps rang throughout the crowd, and my stomach was in knots. Hearing the words from Patrick was one thing but hearing it from her lips…it broke me.
“When I was in and out of consciousness, it took me a while to put two and two together. He would appear as different people that I couldn’t tell what was real. Sometimes it would be leaders of The Council or the faces of my mates and friends. It was disorienting, and it didn’t make sense.
Towards the end of my rope, I was threatened, and the lives and bonds of my mates were at stake. It was then I realized and witnessed, another terribly harbored secret of his... We all know the bonds of mates are always the strongest, and then the sire bonds. Gabriel had the ability to break them entirely, shattering the soul. He was a bond breaker.”
Another gasp and low murmuring echoed through the crowd. Catching Fabien’s look, he echoed the horror I felt, it was written all over his face. Margo held our hands in a tight grip between us. As if that grip could keep us from breaking completely.
Karina continued, looking conflicted, tortured even.
“After threatening me with it, he showed me himself. I was chained up when he dragged me into a warehouse to show me Almost-Twins and their mate… It was the worst thing I could have ever seen. How it worked was, Gabriel would shapeshift into the sire. Then, to break the bonds, he bit both twins, beginning with the sire and ending with the other twin. The twins didn’t have to be identical, they could be related by blood, or fraternal. The twin’s screams echoed like they were tortured by a vampire bite. As if their souls were ripped apart, never to be the same again. Gabriel forced me to drink from the mate, to taste it for myself. It felt tainted and broken. Wrong and painful. I’m not sure what happened to them, but it was then that I knew the game ended. It was Gabriel’s game. To protect those bonds and the people I cherished, to keep them safe, I agreed to his terms.”
Her face was pained, and her misery clearly showed in not only her tone but her expression. I nearly cried and ran to her. I knew Fabien felt the same.
Leticia stood up then, distracting us both.
“Geoff, please stand if you would and confirm your story.”
Loud whispering echoed throughout as a handsome dark-skinned male on the opposite side stood up. He wiped his eyes as we all stared at him. 
I stole a glance from Karina as she looked at him in hurt and shock with tears running down her face.
“Yes, ma’am. I remember Ms. Karina well. I remember how she was in chains too as Gabriel dragged her into the room we were confined in, strapped, and gagged to chairs. He threatened to kill us if we didn’t cooperate and how the same fate would become hers if she didn’t aid him…
Although she couldn’t save us or herself then, I remember the kindness she showed me after my soul was ripped apart. If I wasn’t gagged, I would’ve told her to either run far away or do whatever he says. I wouldn’t wish the pain on anyone of what that cruel monster did. He was my sire, and I betrayed him to help his brothers. The guilt…is a bottomless pit of despair I can’t take back.”
Geoff wiped his tears and suddenly I was taken back to my own betrayal centuries ago. I let Gabriel into my life, and he betrayed me, playing me for the biggest fool.
Somehow, my tragedies began to make more sense, and they left a bitter taste in my mouth. I would never forgive him for it, but I understood the more I heard.
I’d deal with those realizations later though.
“I can’t imagine the horrors of what he put you through after that, Ms. Karina, but I often wondered if you still lived for months. It’s why I’m here today. You killed him, and I wanted to thank you for all that you have done and sacrificed. I also wanted to tell you that not too long after we were released, life wasn’t the same. The bonds were gone and, in their shame, and despair…my mates couldn’t bear it. They died by suicide. I would have ended it too if Leticia hadn’t been my saving grace, saying that it wouldn’t be in vain. Justice would be served, and I would help others from the experience.” 
Tears streamed down his face, and I looked to see Karina turn around and sob. Lucien stood up and hugged her as Leticia gave Geoff a teary-eyed, sympathetic look.
I tried to stand up, but Margo pulled not only me but Fabien back down in our seats. We both glared at her but then we beheld pleading looks. Her eyes watered as she shook her head and mouthed, “Don’t.”
Feeling as destroyed as the man who actually had his life and bonds destroyed, I wrestled with myself mentally. I could feel a spiral heading my way.
Karina finally wiped her tears, and Lucien put a comforting hand on her shoulder as she took a deep breath, turning back towards Geoff.
“I’m truly sorry for all that you have suffered, Geoff. I often wondered about you and your mates. None of you deserved the outcome, and I wished desperately to free all of you from the pain and torment of what you went through. Thank you for being here today and for sharing your story. My heart breaks and it makes me wonder how many others had to go through similar things.” 
Geoff inclined his head, and they shared a look of understanding.
Gasps rang out when others stood up, randomly around the room. More people than I would have liked to have seen stand up.
Karina stumbled back in shock. Lucien and Leticia glanced around the room a variety of people whispered their truths and that Gabriel would kill them if anything was ever said. Their bonds are broken and gone.
I let go of Margo’s hand and leaned forward slightly to rest my head in my hand, closing my eyes. The reveals were stressing me out. It was an internal debate of running to the platform and taking her into my arms, sobbing violently, or fleeing the room to scream.
I knew what was coming next in the story she had to tell.
I spaced out, to ground myself as Karina acknowledged everyone that stood, telling them her deepest sympathies. They all thanked her in unison for ending Gabriel. Hundreds.
How long he must have spent, paving his way for enemies and hate.
Everyone settled down, seating themselves once more, and the room echoed the tense heartbreaking air. I heard lots of people weeping and some mumbling curses to Gabriel and thanks to Karina.
The woman herself began to speak again, a crack in her voice, trying to compose herself as Leticia and Lucien sat back on the bench.
“I’m speechless and in awe of you all. I’m in shock at your strength, and I'm happy that you’re here. I’m glad you stayed.”
When she said the last part, we felt the weight of the words. So much needless death and carnage; she was glad they were still alive.
“To continue from that moment of torment, Gabriel revealed as I told you in the beginning. His brothers and lovers lost, leaving The Council, and how he hurt people who reminded him of his mate or first love. Then, he reminded me of my own fate if I didn’t help. He told me what I needed to do… 
I had to make my mates and friends believe I wanted nothing to do with them, that I chose him over them. I must have overly convinced them because none of them wanted anything to do with me after that, which I supposed worked out since he waited outside to ensure I followed through. I married him unwillingly, and he dragged me into his schemes. I didn’t directly kill our leaders, but it certainly felt like I did since he made me bear witness. He dragged me through the cities, playing games with the founding members, wearing disguises, and other peoples’ skin. 
It was insanity for months, and there was nothing I could do. I’m grateful that there’s something left of The Council with the two siblings behind me. For in the end, when he began to trust me, I ended him. With all the pain, needless death, and carnage, I couldn’t bear it. So, I selfishly disappeared. I needed to process and grieve those we lost, along with what was in ruins.”
She wiped more tears and took a deep breath, running her gaze over the room slowly.
I was hanging onto every word. My mind was blank, and my emotions were a tsunami, crashing straight on shore—ready to consume everything and drown.
“I stand here sharing my pain and sorrow with you, so you can see and realize that something needs to change so that something like this doesn’t happen again. The last thing any of us needs is another Gabriel or another horrific death. We’ve gone through enough. Let us honor those we lost and learn from our predecessors’ mistakes. Let us all create a positive change and a new beginning from the ashes of what once was. Take away the tattoo rule and cold cruelty. Let us stand together and pave the way into a new dawning age. 
We are one of the same, eternal and magnificent. I thank each and every one of you for being here and for listening. Thank you to those who persevered and survived, whether it was for personal reasons or to honor those you lost. We will not forget our history, but together we can make things better for new and old Eternals alike. We can honor our fallen brothers and sisters, mates, friends, and lovers. Thank you.”
She bowed before all of us and went to sit next to Leticia at the end of the bench.
Lucien stood up then. The tension in the room was draining as if all of us were carried through the journey too. With the way she spoke, the pain etched on her perfect face. 
It was a lot, and it was becoming harder and harder not to go to her. No words, just tears and me holding her close.
All of us lost over the past few years.
“Thank you for sharing, Karina, and to the rest of you. My sincerest apologies for all you have suffered. We will remember our fallen and plan for a place to honor all of them. As the rules state, technically Karina would take the position of our dearest Braun. However, let’s start anew and take a vote. Those in favor of electing Karina as the new leader to start, please stand.”
Chatter echoed throughout the room, and no one stood up. Not until Geoff did, then the people who stood before followed him. Our row followed without hesitation. It didn’t take long for the room of thousands to decide who belonged up there.
Eventually, Leticia put an arm around Karina as a friendly comforting gesture. 
Lucien glanced around patiently.
“Karina, please stand,” he said without turning to look at her. Leticia and Karina both stood up then, her arm didn’t leave Karina’s shoulder.
“Majority wins.” 
I saw her blink and then I saw Geoff from across the opposite aisle begin to clap, more tears in his eyes but his expression changed from earlier, no longer pained but relieved.
The rest of those who didn’t stand originally, which wasn’t many in the grand scheme of how many of us were present, stood up and joined in on the applause.
We clapped, but my siblings and I exchanged weary tired looks. No doubt they felt the same because I was emotionally exhausted with the burdens and weight of everything spoken from my mate's lips.
By looking at my younger siblings, I could tell it rang true for them. Even Patrick looked the same as they did.
Karina bowed gratefully as we kept clapping.
Lucien and Leticia joined in too with small smiles.
After a few minutes, Lucien held up his hand and the applause dialed down but all of us remained standing.
“Before we depart today, please remember our areas of entertainment all throughout the hotel, there’s food in the restaurant, a party up in the dome at the top, plus much more. It is not required of you to be involved in electing The Council members since that will not happen today, however, if you have questions, comments, or concerns, we will gather tomorrow for those who wish to attend. A team of three will not suffice though, we want your voices heard. 
We are in this together as we pave the way toward a better and brighter future. Let’s give those we lost something to be proud of and honor their memory. Thank you all for coming, we hope to see you tomorrow at 11 am in this room. Enjoy the festivities. You are dismissed.”
We stayed standing as people began to leave, and I saw Geoff make his way to the front immediately. Several people greeted the three of them hugging them and weeping. The crowd was a mixture of those going up to the three council members or leaving.
I exhaled deeply. Despite the emotions, I felt and my hesitations to drink myself to sleep or run up to her in the crowd, I couldn’t have been prouder of her at that moment.
My mate suffered so much and lived to tell the tale, yet she fought every step of the way.
“We’re not going to be able to talk to her any time soon with that crowd up front. Drinks?” Margo suggested, grabbing our hands again.
“Yes, several. I need to process that. Or rage out. I’m not entirely sure. Drinks are probably the safer bet,” Fabien whispered, sounding defeated and drained too. I agreed completely.
“I’ll lead the way,” Patrick said, becoming our voice to follow at that moment, leading us into the rest of the crowd leaving the room. An hour later, we made it to one of the bars and ordered twenty shots to split between us. 
All of us needed drinks after that meeting. My heart was split wide open, and there wasn’t a fucking thing I could do about it. I couldn’t take any of it back or change how my mate suffered.
It ate at Fabi and me both as we dove down deep into the whisky, drowning together in misery.
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The day was a draining one, mentally and emotionally, however, I was grateful for everyone’s kind words, gathering at the platform once it finished. When Geoff came towards me, I embraced him, and we wept together. I felt helpless over his situation, and guilt flooded me and rode me hard for giving a damn about Gabriel.
He played his cruelty cards, and damn did he play them well. So good, that I fell right into his lap.
“I know there’s hope with you around, Karina. I support you in this future endeavor, and I know my mates are smiling down on this day too.”
If you only knew the truth, you wouldn’t be saying that. 
“Thank you for all you have done. I too am sorry for all that you sacrificed and suffered. I can’t think of a better leader than you to lead us out of the dark. As someone who knows what it is firsthand, you understand better than anyone. You have my full support.”
I kissed his cheek, my eyes filled to the brim with tears, spilling.
“Your words mean a lot to me. I hope the journey ahead is more forthcoming than the journey behind us,” I told him honestly, while he offered his own kind smile in return.
“I’ll be here tomorrow; I know you have a crowd eager to talk to you.” He was sympathetic in his words before giving me a small wave and disappearing into the crowd. 
My heart broke, remembering his words from earlier as hundreds more briefly chatted with me, Lucien, and Leticia. Several more hours passed before the room finally cleared.
“Please tell me there’s room service. I need a bottle to myself.” I heaved a sigh, and the two twins laughed, the corners of their mouths curling up in amusement.
“Already ahead of you. I’m with you on that one. As much as I’d love to be social and dance the night away. We’ll save that for the end,” Leticia agreed, linking her arm with mine.
Lucien followed behind, and we made our way to our room. I was so exhausted that I didn’t bother letting my mind wander to my mates, Margo, and Patrick. It was only then that Adrian popped into my mind. With the mood I was in, I simply wanted to lounge in something comfortable and hog a bottle of wine.
Once in our room, I immediately began unpinning my hair, heading straight for mine and Adrian’s room.
“Going to change into something comfortable, be right back,” I said to them before heading straight for the dresser in the room, placing the pins from my hair on top. The door closed, and I felt Adrian’s hands brush my shoulders.
“That was draining,” he mentioned with a sigh after placing a light kiss on the side of my neck.
“Agreed. Can you help me out of this dress, please?” I asked and he did. I was impatient to be out of it after so many hours.
“You looked dazzling and perfect today, mo mhuirnín. All eyes were locked on you when you entered, and I couldn’t look away for a second.” 
I shivered while feeling his breath on my neck, his warmth was all I needed.
“You are as handsome as ever, darling,” I told him as I carefully stepped out of the dress.
“And you are the sweetest,” his breath tickled my ear as I turned around.
Leaning closer on the pads of my feet, I placed a gentle peck on those kissable lips, lightly caressing his cheek after.
“I’m glad you’re here with me.” I moved to the dresser, taking out a sweatshirt and leggings.
“I would be nowhere else,” he stole a cheek kiss and began undressing.
“I feel so…emptied out,” I murmured, sitting on the bed, waiting for him.
“Me too… I wasn’t even there to see firsthand, but it feels as if I were after today. I didn’t realize how horrible it must have been for you until I heard others speaking around me. My strong and brave, Karina. Congrats on making it to the top. My leader.” He was fully dressed in a t-shirt and joggers, smiling brightly before stealing the sweetest kiss that I melted into.
I stared into his eyes after, standing up.
“Ready for wine?” 
“Yes. I think all of us are ready for it,” he answered me immediately as I chuckled, leading us out of the room to the living room.
Carmen and Lucien were already sitting with bottles of wine on the couch.
“Please tell me one of those bottles is for me?” I pouted.
Carmen grinned, handing one over before passing one to Adrian too.
“Ah, yes, thank you,” I said, giddy and eager while making my way to the couch to settle in.
“Thank you,” Adrian answered, sitting next to me, close and cozy. We popped open our bottles in unison with grins.
“Cheers. I’m exhausted, but I think that went fairly well, right?” I looked at Lucien, hoping he agreed.
My answer was met with a nod.
“We got well over the majority. You were perfect, Karina. You told the truth and now we’re on a better path.” 
Leticia walked out of the bedroom dressed to relax as Lucien spoke.
“Yes, we are. Things went better than expected. I’m tired but relieved,” Ticia sighed, laying her head in Carmen’s lap. She smiled down at her mate and played with her hair. I found the gesture sweet as I took a long drink straight from my bottle.
“I can’t imagine these past few years have been easy on any of you, I can’t even begin to imagine five to six hundred years, or the whole scope either,” Adrian commented, lost in thought as he took a swig out of his bottle.
“It makes us feel ancient, believe me. As much as we were loyal to those closest, it hasn’t always been easy. We did our best,” Lucien replied, staring off as he kept his bottle in one hand and his other around Carmen’s shoulder.
“So, for tomorrow, is it like a Q and A type of thing? Or a suggestion box session?” Adrian asked us.
Our lips drew up, appreciating Adrian’s curiosity.
“Essentially, all the above. We’ve never had to rebuild The Society; it was already around before we came into the picture. We ran into Gabriel first. We were freshly turned, and he saved us with his friendship. He helped us both navigate our abilities. It was disorienting for the first few decades. For that alone, I would do anything for him,” Leticia was quiet, looking at Adrian and me.
“Our Orange Eyes was a wildfire even then. He didn’t play his typical games with us, although we would see it coming before even he did.” Lucien stared at the bottle in hand, remembering back to an earlier time that brought him joy.
There was a tug in my heart to hear more.
“I need to hear this. Did he plot things just to test your abilities?” I asked him, and he gave me a knowing look.
Yes.
“Knew it!”
The three of them laughed as Adrian’s lip curled.
“We were the only ones who had good fun with that. He hated it, but he loved us for it too. After some time, we joined The Council undercover and have remained hidden this entire time. The details of our love and friendship were left out of all talk. With his abilities, it was easy to work with. It wasn’t anyone’s business anyway. It also doesn’t help us now to mention it,” Ticia said to us, staring up at her mate’s face.
“I’m not surprised that he’s been nothing but a pain in the ass for centuries,” I said with a sense of bittersweetness before looking at the bottle in my hand.
“For all intents and purposes, you aren’t wrong,” Lucien said with a kittenish smile.
“We loved him though, insanity and all,” Leticia said with such fondness that Carmen wiped her tears, caressing her hair.
I said nothing else for a minute or so as I began draining the bottle quickly.
“How many people do you think will show up tomorrow?” I asked them as Adrian put his hand gently on my thigh. Stealing a glance of how at ease he was at my side and with them, I kissed his cheek, glad for it.
“Normally at these meetings, it’s a few hundred, but now I’m not so sure. About half is reasonable? I could be wrong. I have a feeling many if not most will be curious about how you respond to questions. We’ll be there with you, so you don’t need to have all the answers,” Lucien replied, curiosity was prevalent in his tone about just how tomorrow would go.
“Fair enough,” I puffed out.
Did Tristan and Fabien behave? 
I looked to Lucien, wondering if he heard my thoughts. His nod showed that he did in fact.
I’m sure they’ll be there tomorrow and try to see me, if you or Ticia notice it, please have Carmen distract Adrian. I met them briefly in the bar yesterday, and I haven’t said anything to him yet. I agreed to have a sit down with the four of them sometime after this meeting. I’m not even sure how to approach that with Adrian. I know he won’t like it, but I just want to get it over with at this point. Blink once for me, for distracting Adrian tomorrow, please.
He looked at me and blinked once while Adrian finished his bottle just as I did.
“Let’s go relax in bed, I’m tired,” I mentioned casually, taking his hand into mine.
With a light squeeze on my thigh in response, we bid everyone goodnight.
After shutting the door behind us, we climbed into bed, and I curled up against his chest.
“Were you okay today?” I asked in a whisper.
“Surprisingly, yes. I was more worried about you than anything. I felt terrible for all those people affected by your…deceased husband. It wasn’t easy to hear about the mate parts, but that’s just me being me, nothing to do with you. In time, I’ll get somewhere with it. Baby steps, right?”
You’re too good for me, Adrian.
“Yes. I love you, Adrian, I’m glad you are here. I felt comforted knowing that you were nearby.” 
I angled my head and kissed where the top of his shirt and his skin met on his chest.
“I’m proud of you. You not only looked phenomenal, but you moved the room. I could tell and feel it. It was amazing to see, even though it wasn’t a happy meeting, and neither were the topics quite frankly, but alas.” He sighed, pressing a gentle kiss on the top of my head.
“Yeah… It was rough, but I waited to tell that story to the world long enough. I suspect even more questions from today will arise.”
His hand rubbed my back.
“You’ll be great. Also, I’ll be there to support you from afar. Being in the room still counts, right?” He asked me, and I wrapped my arm around him.
“Of course.”
He squeezed me tight for a moment as we held each other until we drifted off, which surprisingly didn’t take me long from the warmth of his arms.
I could only imagine how the next day would go.
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The next day, I woke up and dressed in an off-the-shoulder black pantsuit with heels. It had an added tailored train, connecting at my waist, flowing behind me elegantly in a sheer, lacy pattern. I could take it off if I wanted to, but I wanted to be fashionable as I walked down the center again to another crowded room. It was also a power outfit that gave me the confidence I needed.
The room was full, again.
I’m great, this is fine… No pressure.
Focusing more on fashion and not a nearly full house, Ticia wore a white pantsuit with red heels and looked stunning. Lucien went with a dark red and black outfit that made me smirk when I saw it. Adrian wore all black looking cool on Carmen’s arm. The woman herself wore a fashionable deep, dark crimson dress.
At the platform, I sat on the left side of Leticia while Lucien sat at her right.
Standing up once everyone settled, Lucien spoke, “As you know, we are working on new processes. Let’s start with a vote on having Council members. Stand up if you want to keep The Council at seventeen members as before or stay seated if you think that number should change. The majority continues.”
Many stood up, but the majority stayed seated.
“Okay majority on number change. Stand for an increase from seventeen or sit for less than seventeen Council members.”
That answer took a lot longer to figure out.
“We can always address the numbers at a later date; we just need to start somewhere. We’re only at three now; three wouldn’t work long-term,” he added once confusion rang throughout the room. 
Many sat down then.
“Okay, less than seventeen. A good start. Next order of business. Keep the dragon symbol as an initiation or change it. Sit for change or stand to keep.”
I wasn’t at all surprised when a majority chose to change it.
“After the voting, we’ll work on taking suggestions for not only that but other things.” 
He continued.
“Stand to keep our original law of those who abandon those sired or sit to get rid of it altogether.”
The majority stood up for that one. That rule, I agreed with. 
Sorry, Gabe—plotting and revenge aside, you didn’t follow it always.
“Stand for putting things in place for feuds. Whether it’s familial or mate/sire related. Sit for no vote on putting such things in place for feuds that led us to this road in the first place.”
It took a few minutes for the majority to rule in favor.
“Alright, I think that should take care of the immediate voting. You may be seated. The next important order of business will be done at the same time. As there are thousands of you and not enough time in the day. 
We have bins by the door to drop off for suggestions as well as comments. Materials are provided in the packets on the tables lining the walls to give everyone space. The other part is taking questions to which you are welcome to gather at the front here in a line. There’s no rush as we have all day today and tomorrow to continue if needed. Nothing will be decided until possibly next year’s meeting for any comments and suggestions that are elected into place. Of course, you are free to go whenever you desire. We will have the same event spaces for entertainment if you stay. Thank you all again for taking time out of your busy schedule, and for journeying this new beginning with us.”
He went to sit beside Leticia on her right as a long line immediately began to form.
Here we go, Lucien. Please don’t let me fuck this up accidentally.
The man himself looked at me with a small nod and did the same to his sister.
The first person stood in front of us. It was an older gentleman.
“Will there be something put in place for members who wish to no longer be a part of all of this? If so, I would like to remove myself from this Society,” the guy said to Lucien, ignoring Leticia and me as if we weren’t sitting right there. 
A sexist prick, great.
“Karina will take that question,” he dismissed his comment.
Although he was calm, I could see the anger lacing his dark eyes. He gave me a quick look. 
You evil man.
The older man didn’t look so happy to talk to me, but he scowled, turning to me finally.
“Does having a female leader bother you?” I asked him, steeling my tone.
“It does. I’m old and tired. I will not stand for it. Braun was respectable and got things done. Women are often too soft and shouldn’t be in leadership. I just want to put in my resignation and be done with it.”
I’m going to strangle him, Lucien.
I took a steady breath.
“I understand you’re used to a certain way things were done. I can respect that; however, I assure you I am not soft. Your comment is decades outdated; I recommend meeting with a variety of women sometime to confirm that we belong anywhere equally, if not more. If you truly wish to leave, a simple signed letter will do. We do not own you, nor will we beg you. The change will not happen with that retrograde thinking. If you put the letter in the bin, I’ll be happy to accept your resignation and removal from The Society. Will that be all, or do you have more questions?”
The man looked towards Lucien in disbelief at what I just said.
“You heard the fine lady,” was all he said, and the guy gave me the meanest look and scoffed, mumbling under his breath walking away.
“You answered brilliantly,” Ticia whispered as we turned to look at who was up next.
It was an older woman.
“Before I ask my question, thank you for putting that old coot into place. People like him are why so many places are stuck in the old world. My question for you, Karina, is how did you kill him, and what did you do with his body? He killed my family, and it would be great to hear the truth of their murderer’s death. For the sake of this elderly, miserable old woman, if you would.”
I carefully chose my next words.
“I gave him the kiss of death as I drove a stake through his heart. Afterward, I set him ablaze, and it lit up the night sky in a symphony of colors during sunset with embers of orange and red, putting an end to the madness. I wasn’t creative with it, so my apologies as his games dragged on long enough. I said prayers into the night for all he ruined and the people who no longer walk this earth. I’m sorry about your family. I hope you and they can rest easy knowing he can’t hurt anyone ever again,” my tone was empathetic even if half of what I said was true.
Her eyes teared up.
“Thank you. Somehow, fate is funny that it was his game and his wife that ended him. We can all rest easier now. Anything you need, old as I may be, you have my full support.”
“Thank you for your kind words,” I meant it sincerely, and we shared a look of understanding as she left. 
More people asked about Gabriel and then some questions were directed more toward Lucien and Leticia.
Then, a seemingly young woman came up after two hours.
“I was one of the ones affected by Almost-Twins. I lost them both to Gabriel. My question for you Karina, is what happened with your mates? Do they understand the truth now? Did they forgive you? What will you do next?”
My throat grew tight, and I took a deep breath. With the way she looked at me, I could tell she’d do anything to have her mates back. I had a feeling it wasn't just Adrian who was listening intensely to how I'd respond.
“To be honest with you, I do not know. So much has happened. The past hasn’t been laid to rest yet. I spent a long time running with my own guilt and shame. It’s hard to voice the things that break us, but I’d imagine a common ground and understanding can be reached. We all spouted hateful things, whether they were lies or lie-induced truths, and that heaviness sits with you. I’m sorry about your mates and for my uncertain answer. What are their names, and we’ll add them to the list for the Memoriam? I'm thinking of a memorial garden for those we lost as one of many ideas.”
Tears slid down her cheeks.
“Their names are Sera and Mary. I’m glad it was a raging woman that ended him. My mates would be overjoyed to know a woman was running the show. Thank you for your honesty. I’m hopeful for you. With my misery, I will never know true peace again as I did when my mates were still bonded and alive. I think a memorial garden is perfect. Something beautiful from something so ugly. I’m sure being married to that monster wasn’t easy, so my heart goes out to you. I hope you find your way back home. Thank you.” 
She gave a slight bow, and my heart threatened to split open. There was no way I could look in Adrian’s direction after that.
The weight is heavy Lucien.
I caught his knowing look as he said nothing.
More hours passed, and my head was reeling until a familiar orange-haired woman appeared.
“Hello, Margo.”
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“Hello, Karina… Is there any way for me to earn your forgiveness?”
Her eyes watered, and a couple of tears fell down her cheek. I had to stop my own from forming and falling too.
“I should be asking you that.”
“Will you find me in the bar later? Please?” She asked, and I agreed without hesitation.
“I’ll see you later when you’re done here,” she offered a smile before turning and walking away. Her brothers were next. 
Here we go.
“Why did you marry him?” Fabien asked while I took them in.
My mates I had abandoned even when it was safe again.
It broke me, and I still wasn’t sure how to repair the damages. 
Not only that but Adrian’s eyes were focused on me and them.
“It wouldn’t have been believable or true if I didn’t,” was all I said. I had much more to say but then was not it. 
Not in front of all those people.
“Does that same invitation at the bar extend to us too?” Tristan asked, and I wanted to look away from those piercing pale jade eyes as they saw through me.
My Sire.
It was becoming harder to look at both of them, I could feel their inner turmoil radiating from within them.
I nodded my head and they sighed, walking away to where Adrian and Carmen were seated.
I hoped and prayed they wouldn’t stop, but Fabien did. 
Dammit.
I listened quickly.
“Hello, Carmen, who’s your friend?”
“A favored prospect. You both look well.” Her eyes went between Tristan and Fabien both. They nodded with friendly smiles and quickly left.
Adrian’s face was unamused before his poker face resumed. I could tell he gripped Carmen’s hand. I was proud of how he kept his face mutual as they talked to Carmen, and he only nodded when she answered discreetly. 
That could have been worse.
Lucien’s eyes lingered on me, and I caught Ticia’s too.
It was a close one.
Patrick was next in line.
“I’ll spare you the bar question, but I do want to know when that meeting will take place. Six months again? Three months? My girlfriend has been waiting for those long overdue answers.”
I blinked in disbelief.
“Girlfriend? When?” I jumped up from the bench as he grinned up at me.
“Yes. Officially a year now.” He seemed so proud to admit it, and I carefully knelt before him and hugged him tightly.
“About fucking time!”
“Agreed,” he whispered, squeezing me tight.
“I’ll see you later tonight. We’re leaving in the morning. I suggest figuring out that exact gathering date before heading into the bar,” he added, releasing me, and I gave him my biggest smile.
“I’m unbelievably happy for you both… I will. Sometime in three months should suffice after we figure out what’s in the bins and go from there.”
“That’s fair. See you later, Karina. Good luck,” he said, disappearing as I stood back up.
The three of us stayed on the platform for another hour before calling it quits. Half the crowd had cleared, and Lucien informed the rest to reconvene in the morning at 11 am. 
I caught Adrian’s stern gaze. 
Oh shit, I forgot he could hear everything.
I’m in trouble now. Damn.
Lucien heard my thoughts loud and clear. He patted my back as we got off the platform carefully.
Adrian released Carmen’s hand and headed right to me.
I looked around, no one was directly near us, but it didn’t mean we couldn’t be heard.
“Three months? Was that random or planned?”
“Both. I ran into them our first night here. Nothing happened, but they wanted a sit down with the four of them after this meeting… I came up with the three months idea on the spot when P asked earlier.”
His jaw clenched, “I can’t compete with them. I don’t want to lose you in three months.”
“Not. Here,” I told him in a hushed tone, a pleading look to not say another word. Looking around at first, it didn’t appear that anyone was paying attention.
“Go meet them then while I wait around wondering if you’ll come back.”
“Adri—” 
I tried to grab him, but he walked away, visibly upset and hurt. I sighed, taking off my waisted train in a rush.
“I’ll take that for you,” Carmen suggested, walking over with an apologetic look.
“I had a feeling this would happen… Dammit. I’m going to take care of the bar situation as fast as I can, then I’ll head upstairs. Nothing weird is going to happen, he needs to relax.”
I huffed out a breath as Carmen took the train piece.
“Remember jealousy is more powerful than you realize. That’s exactly what this is.” She carried it away, and I went in the opposite direction, heading up to where I knew the four would be waiting. I knew Adrian would be upset whether I went to him first or the bar.
How was I supposed to deal with the four of them and expect it to work out if jealousy was already rampant?
And it was before Tristan and Fabien knew about Adrian…
I’m in over my head.
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I made my way to the rooftop dome and found them rather quickly.
You can do this, Rina.
Patrick was the first to see me and smile, then Margo. Her brothers turned and took me in. I shifted under their stare while trying to keep my thoughts focused. Thankfully, Margo took over and stepped from behind them to hug me tight.
“I know the time for seriousness will be later, but I truly am regretful for all that I’ve said in the past. I’m unbelievably happy to see you, and how you kept your promise. I know these years weren’t easy… I have much more to say, but I’ll save it for another time. Will you please join us for a drink? I know you’re probably tired and have another long day ahead tomorrow, so we won’t keep you. What will you drink?” She asked, pulling away and rubbing my shoulder.
“Vodka. Straight,” I responded with a polite smile as she looked at Patrick who inclined his head and left to get the drinks.
Tristan and Fabien stepped forward at the same time, and Margo held out both arms to stop them.
“Easy you two. Don’t overwhelm her tonight. Please,” she warned while I crossed my arms over my chest.
“Behave, or else,” she enhanced under her breath, and they both grumbled.
Thank heavens for you, Margo.
“Now, Karina, when can I expect you by, or an estimated time frame?”
Relaxing only a fraction, relief filled me as she changed the conversation. I casually looked at her, avoiding her brothers’ inquisitive eyes.
“Is three months from now sufficient? Apparently, I have my work cut out for me. A leader of all things, who knew. I hope I can keep the peace.” 
I took a deep breath.
“Congratulations are in order. It’s about time a woman was in a position of power.” Margo beamed, adding, “Right, Trist? Fabi?” 
“Right. Congrats,” Fabien answered with bright eyes.
“I’m proud of you, Karina. Congratulations,” Tristan joined in, and I mouthed my thanks.
“Three months will work,” Margo said as Patrick came back with drinks for all of us.
“To you, Karina, a leader, and keeper of promises,” Margo toasted once we all held our drinks in hand. 
We clinked, and I downed my double-shot glass while thinking of Gabriel as I did it.
“Thank you. It’s certainly not what I expected, but it signifies a new start. Should be fun.” I shrugged nonchalantly. Margo and Patrick shared a grin while her brothers half-smiled.
“Congratulations are also in order for you too,” I looked at Margo specifically with a knowing expression, and she lit up immediately.
“Dammit Patrick!” She said over her shoulder, and I heard his laugh echo.
“It’s long overdue, and I’m happy for you both,” I said with a heartfelt expression, looking between her and Patrick. They gave me a shared look that agreed with my statement.
“Thank you,” she hugged me again.
I debated what I was about to say, but I did it anyway.
“Do you have your phone on you, Margo?” I asked as she pulled away with a nod, taking it out of her dress pocket.
I held out my hand, and she handed it to me as I entered my number.
“If I don’t respond or call back right away, I’ll get to it if I’m busy. You don’t need to wonder if I’m dead or alive anymore.” I said handing it back, ignoring my mates’ faces that I didn’t offer it to them.
“I won’t bother you too much. I know you have Council stuff to take care of these next few months and lots of new changes. I’ll respect your privacy and space,” she told me. I dared to look at the twins, and they looked like they wanted to say something.
I didn’t give them the choice.
“I know we have a lot to discuss, and that time will come. Three months from now. I appreciate your patience, and I apologize for taking as long as I did,” I told them.
“What's another three months in the grand scheme of things?” Fabien complained quietly while looking off into the distance as I sighed.
“We can wait. It’s only ninety more days until we see you again,” Tristan added, his tone sounding similar to his brother’s.
“Send me a text, Margo, and I’ll save your number. Thank you for the drinks and company, I’m going to retire for the evening. Enjoy the festivities,” I concluded our short meet-up, waving them goodbye and beginning to walk away.
I heard Margo and her brothers' mumble to each other as I headed for the elevator.
That was an awkward encounter, minus Margo and Patrick. What do I even say to Adrian now?
I managed to get into the elevator as a lot of people got off. Once it cleared and it was just me, I pushed my floor number and almost breathed out in relief, but a hand stopped the doors.
It was none other than Tristan, followed by Fabien.
The door closed behind them, and I was standing alone with them.
Fuck.
“Are you not going to even look at us anymore?” Tristan asked, and I turned to look at them both. Fabien went behind me and pushed their floor which was three floors below mine.
“I’m looking at you now,” I said simply.
“You’ve avoided us at each turn,” he went on, and Fabien sighed, leaning in the corner yet still caught between them.
“Last time you couldn’t get rid of me fast enough, in Paris, my temper aside,” Fabien admitted, and I sighed heavily.
“I can’t do this with you both right now. This week has been emotionally draining enough. What the fuck do you want me to do? I’m not who I used to be; I can’t just jump all in again. Can’t you both understand that at least? Soul bound or not. Please, give me time.” 
It wasn’t a request.
“Do you know what it’s like to finally hear the truth yesterday in a room full of people? Knowing we couldn’t do a damn thing but hear how our mate suffered at our expense? That it was our fault. That we didn’t help but only added to the cruelty?” Tristan’s tone sounded pained, and my heart began to throb, aching dreadfully.
“It wasn’t your fault. Neither of you. I understand what I said and did was hurtful. That’s for me to live with, along with the choices I made. We will talk about everything, I promise. I just need to get through this council business. Please. I’m not avoiding or running away this time. I mean it.” 
I moved to look at them both as they hesitated.
“See you in three months, Karina,” Fabien stated as the elevator pinged, and I had to look away from his hurt expression.
“Safe travels to you both, I’ll see you soon enough.”
I caught Tristan’s troubled face as he leaned against the back wall, and I left them in the elevator, walking down the short hallway before I turned down another.
I carefully listened, feeling grateful they didn’t follow me as I leaned against one of the walls plenty of rooms away from where mine was.
They had every right to be angry with me, and they weren’t wrong. I couldn’t stomach the guilt to look at their jade eyes for too long. 
I was also hiding Adrian from them and trying to keep the peace.
Midbreath, I jumped when Lucien came around the corner.
“Not surprised you’re here. I could hear your thoughts from the elevator.” 
I leaned back with a hand on my chest.
“I’m surprised you didn’t run into them in the elevator,” I mumbled, steadying my heartbeat and breath.
“Didn’t mean to startle you, sorry. He’s okay, by the way; we chatted with him, and it’s only natural he feels the way he does as a newborn. He will be alright though. We just have another day to get through then we can relax before we all sit down and read everything put in the bins which we have combined in the corner of the living room into one container. We’ll add the rest tomorrow.”
“Okay. I have a feeling I’ll be more than ready for tomorrow as this week has weighed extremely heavy on not only me, but I’m sure for the rest of you too.”
“Very much. Come, I have more wine.” He placed a gentle hand on my shoulder. 
Opening the door, everyone was seated in the living room half-dressed down.
“I found someone,” Lucien said with a smirk.
I caught Adrian’s eyes locking onto mine as he patted the space beside him.
“One more day left,” Ticia confirmed, handing me a bottle as Lucien sat on the far side of the couch while Carmen was in the middle, giving me a consoling look.
I took the wine, thanking her as I sat next to Adrian.
“Hi,” I said to him while passing him the bottle to open, and he took it, doing so. It was hard to read his gaze since he had perfected his poker face.
Somehow, I knew earlier, and my meeting not long ago, had still bothered him.
“Hi,” he returned quietly, laying my head on his shoulder.
“That was an uncomfortable meeting on top of how this week has been. I want to escape.”
“Let’s change and escape for a walk then?” He hinted, handing me the open bottle.
“Okay. A walk could be good with the fresh night air.” I took a long drink.
“After you,” he indicated, both of us standing up and making our way to the bedroom. We quickly changed into comfy clothes, adding a hat to cover my ears. 
It was late enough that I wasn’t too worried about running into anyone, and I was too exhausted to care. We took the elevator to the ground floor and walked out into the cool night.
We walked in silence, saying nothing until the bottle was emptied and thrown away.
Finally, I took a deep breath, deciding to speak.
“I’m sorry I didn’t say anything earlier. It all just kind of happened. It’s bad enough I must have a serious conversation with the four of them about everything in three months, and I know I’ve put it off long enough… I’m trying to keep the peace, I really am. I feel like I’m failing miserably and hurting you in the process. You don’t deserve it… I’m sorry, Adrian.” 
I looked straight ahead as we walked quietly on the sidewalk. He grabbed my hand, holding it and rubbing his thumb over mine.
“My fear of losing you to other men so soon aside, it’s not your fault. I know it needs to happen and I’ll try and bear it the best I can. It’s because I love you and care so much that I’m reacting like this. I chose you just as you chose me. Although you have people you’re tied to, I don’t regret loving you, not for a second. Shit is hard on all of us right now, but we’ll get through it.”
He pulled me to a stop, and I turned towards him.
“You are everything, and I don’t deserve it. I feel unworthy of you for dragging you into my messes. I’m a selfish woman, I’ll admit it. I can’t deny what I feel for you.” 
He leaned down to kiss me, my arms drawing around him in turn.
“I love you, Karina. We’ll get through it together. I’m not walking or running away, not from you.” He kissed my cheek, squeezing me tight in his hold, afraid to let go.
I felt troubled initially, but after our walk and mutual understanding, I felt a little more at ease when we walked back inside the hotel two hours later.
We rode the elevator alone at 3 am, and I kissed his cheek when the elevator pinged on our floor. Walking side-by-side, we held hands on the way back to our room. I gave him a bright smile as he opened the door, and I saw a shadow slip out of my periphery. I looked to the side slightly and saw no one there.
I should’ve known better though while we walked inside.
The others were already in their room as we quietly made it to ours. After shutting our door, I tackled Adrian to the bed and made love to him quietly.
“I love you,” I whispered, caressing his face as he looked at me with those passion-filled earth eyes.
“And I love you, mo mhuirnín.”
We shared a cherishing kiss before sleep overcame us both. One more day before we could relax at last.
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The final day was long and mostly uneventful. After everyone left, I sat on the edge of the platform with a heavy sigh in my other black pantsuit. My hair was pulled back in a sleek ponytail, and I wore a lacey bra instead of a shirt underneath the pantsuit jacket.
Adrian was watching me with interest, debating with himself with the tap of his fingers on his knee. I tilted my head, catching those gorgeous hazel eyes before he stood up and made his way in front of me.
Placing his hands on my thighs, he leaned in, “Let us relieve some stress, mo mhuirnín.”
With a smug look of my own, “Seducing me already, are you?”
He ran his tongue over his lips, teasing me. 
“Not yet, I’m asking you to dance with me in the nightclub upstairs, seduction doesn’t need time when it’s constant,” he pressed his nose into my cheek before kissing the same spot. 
My eyes lingered on him when he pulled away; I caught Lucien from nearby, inclining his head for us to leave.
“I’m with him. Let’s go get drunk.”
We huffed a laugh, taking Adrian’s hand into mine, leaving the main room for the festivities floors up.
Once there, we made it a mission to get drunk as quickly as possible.
“Be my good girl and dance with me,” Adrian whispered in my ear later.
Amused, I turned to give him a look deciding to toy with him in turn by unbuttoning my jacket, exposing the lace bra underneath. His eyes blazed over, not hiding his approval as I pulled him to the dance floor. Adrian pulled me close, his hand instantly on my waist against my bare skin.
Closing my eyes, I let those delicate hands roam, pressing my body to his, alcohol sizzling in my bloodstream. We had not a care in the world as we danced the night away.
“You’re beautiful, my Karina,” he said from behind me, holding me to him and tugging on my ear lobe.
“You’re the beautiful one.” I breathed as we moved in sync with the music.
“I can’t wait to take you out of that sexy pantsuit.” 
His hand snuck to cup my lace bra, and I bit my lip, turning around.
“Why wait? Let’s go now.” My tone was suggestive of exactly what I wanted from him. His eyes lit up instantly, stealing my lips soon after. I moaned into his kiss, and he pulled me closer.
We slipped away after I caught my friends’ winks from the dance floor.
Give us an hour or two, Luc.
I heard his laugh echo as Adrian pulled me away and into the elevators. I giggled as we stumbled into the wall in a tangle of kisses. Pinning me, his tongue slipped inside to play with mine. Both of us groaned while he squeezed my breasts and then moved his hand to cup my ass.
Pulling away from his lips, I looked into his eyes while cupping his hard dick. Those lovely eyes were lust-filled as he grunted, leaning down to lick my neck.
“Push the floor button,” I told him as he leaned back to hit it. Delighted to be alone in the elevator, he quickly came upon me, rubbing with intention where I ached over my pants.
“Tease.”
“You started it when you unbuttoned your jacket.”
“You’re just a shameless, horny vampire,” I crooned as he answered with a kiss.
“Wonder where I learned it from.” He tossed me a cute mischievous look.
“I take none of that blame. You were already one, just as much as I am.” 
I stuck my tongue out playfully and he quickly sucked on it before smirking as the elevator pinged.
“Let’s continue this elsewhere, I need you naked, taking what’s yours,” he told me as I pulled him out and down the hallway toward the room. As I tried to open the door, he nudged himself against me and sank his teeth into my neck.
I gasped out, opening the door as we tumbled to the floor. The door shut automatically, and I narrowed my eyes, facing up at him.
“So impatient. Good thing we have the room to ourselves for now,” I told him as he was already tugging my pants down and off. He quickly undressed, teasing my wet opening with his cock in hand.
As he eagerly entered me, I pulled him down to me, sinking my teeth into his shoulder as he moaned in response. Slow in his pacing, I muffled my moans, enjoying the taste of him.
In the dark, I whispered to him as I felt a familiar build heading towards me,
“Bite me again, Adrian.”
As he obliged and drank from me, I came hard. Hugging him close, I clamped down around him, crying out with a release so sweet, so needy.
“Your turn, do it now,” he growled, tugging on my ear lobe again. Without a second thought, I brought his neck towards me and drank deeply.
I felt him pulse within, shattering alongside me with our moans entwined. Panting and leaning into each other, I began to feel the vampiric strength surge through me more. Immediately, I turned us over so that I was on top. I took off my coat and my bra.
“I’m not done with you,” I promised, sighing as I sank down, pulling his hands to where I wanted to be touched. Pleasure and moans were all I wanted after such a long day—a long week.
“I love when you’re staring down at me. Underneath you as I was always meant to be as you take all of me.”
He pinched my nipples, before toying with them as they pebbled, aching for his lips. The sensation was driving me wild.
“You always were the good-est boy. Ever since you knelt before me over twelve years ago,” I cooed.
I rode him faster as he looked up at me with his mouth agape, panting before moving his hands to my hips and pushing up harder. My hands went to his chest, nails digging.
“Let me feel those fuckable lips lap me up,” I told him, and he sat up immediately, tugging my hair and head back to suckle on my breasts and then my neck.
Feverish and hungry just as I liked it.
My moans grew louder, and his lips claimed mine; hands in my hair and on my back to hold me tight, thrusting up. My hands in his hair, I tipped my head back, eyes rolling as I began to swell with my next release.
“Come with me, Adri, fill me up,” I gasped out while rushing over that edge, releasing a blood-curdling moan as he buried his face into my neck.
In one hard pump, he squeezed me with a hard bite to my throat, muffling his next orgasm, spilling into me.
“Fuck.”
We slowed, breathing was lost to us when he pulled away.
“I'm definitely
not done with you,” he said against my lips.
Agreeing completely with him, “We should probably move this party to the bedroom.”
“I suppose,” Adrian purred, cupping my ass and carrying me to our bedroom to continue our celebratory sexual rendezvous. 
After a hellish few days, I felt complete when his passion consumed me, and I lost myself fully in him. I didn’t have to pretend not to know him or hold back.
Over the course of the night, I whispered sweetness, purring in the pleasure that he gave, again and again.
We slept in late the following day, and it would be another few days until we left. All of us went through the bins, readings suggestion after suggestion, tag teaming as a group.
When we finished, I sat on the floor surrounded by piles near Adrian’s feet, Carmen sat across from me, Leticia was nearby, and Lucien was on the other sofa.
“We have our work cut out for us,” Lucien said to me while tossing me another letter about how Gabriel ruined their life.
“I…didn’t realize it was this bad. I could kill him again for it,” I lowered my tone.
I placed the letter beside me and leaned against the couch. Bending my knees, I let my arms dangle off them.
“That is our weight to carry. He burned a lot of people, Karina… Now you understand why we said what we said before his end.” Leticia was soft-spoken, a letter in her hand as I glanced at her briefly.
Most of the letters were thanking me or telling me what I meant to them that I ended a tyrant. A lot of empathy was in the notes and letters.
There were also four letters I read when Adrian and Lucien ventured out to stretch their legs and get food. There was no way I could read them with him next to me, not when everything was uncertain with the future.
The first letter was from Patrick, expressing his gratitude for my advice all those years ago of trying with Margo, and that he’s sorry he wasn’t a better friend to me. He said he honored my wishes that night he let me escape, apologizing for all I suffered, yet he was grateful. He and Margo were also taking good care of each other, loving one another dearly. At the end of his letter, he said he was proud of me, and I had his full support.
“If anyone can make changes, it’s you. You will make a fantastic leader, and I’m here to help if and when you need it. All you need to do is ask,” he finished off with.
Although I appreciated his kind words, I hesitated. Did I read my mates’ letters or Margo’s? 
I opted for Fabien’s.
“Dear Rin,
I’m not sure these words will be enough to express everything I want and need to say to you. I’ve longed for you to make your way back home into my arms for years. I’m sorry I didn’t do that when I ran into you in Paris. I was angry and hurt when the truth was, I just wanted you near me again. My beautiful mate.
I’ve never stopped loving you or waiting for your return. It killed me to see you walk away when you came to the UK last, but what killed me more was knowing the truth from Patrick. 
I understand it was all for a reason, and I could kill you for it. For protecting us when it was never supposed to be your responsibility. I blame myself and my miserable anger.
At Margo’s insistence after letting you get away in Paris, I’ve been in anger management therapy for months now. It has helped believe it or not, and I hope when we meet again, all of us can clear the air and beg for your forgiveness. 
I don’t expect you to come rushing back, but please don’t shut me out again. We can begin again slowly, or whatever it is you need. I’m so sorry for those words I said all those years ago, not just in the UK, but in France.
I want you to know that I love you as much as I did, if not more than when you last left before ending Gabriel. I want no one else on this earth. I’m here for you whenever you’re ready, and I also proudly support you as leader of The Society. 
I’ve always believed in you, and I’m proud of you. The others are finishing their letters, and I have much more to say to you. These three months will drag by until I see you again. Take care of yourself. I’ll see you soon.
Eternally yours,
B”
I blinked back my tears as Ticia and Carmen looked up.
“Everything okay? Another gruesome letter about Gabriel?” Carmen asked me.
“Worse, my mates. It’s why I waited until our company of men left to read them. It’s breaking my heart.”
They both sighed, exchanging a look.
“I won’t lie and say going forward will be easy, but I have a feeling starting somewhere to find some common ground is a good place to be. If you aren’t ready to go down the road quite yet with your mates again whether it’s guilt, shame, Adrian, or whatever it is, then tell them. I don’t think you should hide Adrian away for too much longer. 
Jealousy is a powerful thing, and they seem to want to earn your forgiveness and their place at your side. If you explain to them the truth and your story, I’m sure they will find a way to make it work. Mates are like that when it comes to the bonds linking us deeply,” Leticia said, giving her own mate a meaningful look.
A promise to forever no matter the obstacles.
“Thank you. You’re right, I can’t run forever. The more I resist, the harder it is. I will tell them when I meet with them in less than three months. I’ll need to figure out a way to balance the scales with Adrian’s jealousy too, or I could lose him, whether there’s a sire bond or not. How do I keep one, two, or three men happy?”
“Very carefully,” Carmen added, and Leticia smirked.
They shared a wicked look as if they beheld secret knowledge of such. 
“Communication. Not running away from things that are hard. You aren’t alone, Karina. Letting them and others be there for you is a good start to strengthen any bond,” Ticia added.
With a nod, I sighed, picking up Tristan’s letter.


“Mon Cher,
I have much to say to you and not enough time to say it. I will try my best to wait these three months until you arrive, but I’ve been without you for long enough, Karina. My heart is in pieces, and I have so much left unsaid. The truth of the past few years and all you sacrificed, I never should’ve let you go. I will regret it for the rest of my days. I hope you can forgive me for all the hurtful words I said. 
All of us have felt your missing presence over these years, and I’m relieved to know you’re still alive and breathing after all of it. Words can’t describe how much I missed you, and how much I yearned for you. Especially after all Patrick revealed. 
I know you carry heavy things, and I know these bonds can feel like a burden at times as we aren’t the easiest to deal with. Yet, I have no regrets other than being apart for far too long. I want you back near me. I can’t take being apart anymore. 
It was hard enough this week with the meetings and not being able to touch or hold you. I love you, Karina, and I’ve never stopped. I know you’re strong and can hold your own, but my sire instincts can’t help it.
I know you will have more responsibilities now, which I’m proud of you, even if I’m unhappy with how you got there through suffering.
Let me walk beside you as we once did, and I’ll be there every step of the way. I’m so tired, Karina, and I know you must feel it too. I just want you in my life again, and when you arrive prepare yourself for the biggest hug ever. I don’t care what happens in the future. I want to tackle anything and everything together with you and our family. We have much to celebrate and much to make up for. It’s been a long, hard road for all of us.
I love you with all of my being.
Forever,
Tristan”
Perhaps I didn’t give Tristan enough credit, he had always been the stronghold for everyone for far too long. It was only a matter of time before he reached his limit too. At least Fabien was easy to predict, Tristan was harder because he bottled everything just to be strong and take care of things as he had always done.
Guilt ate at me for ignoring them and running away. Fabien wasn’t wrong in Paris; I was certainly the biggest coward.
I finished with Margo’s letter then, my heart weighing heavy, ready to crack open.
“To My One and Only, P.I.C.,
I do not know when it will be, but I hope you can forgive me for the hurtful things I said all those years ago. I feel like we didn’t fight hard enough for you, instead, we made it worse. However, we carry heavy burdens, although they have lightened significantly since I felt the sire bond disappear at Gabriel’s death.
Words cannot express how much it means to me that you didn’t forget your promise. I didn’t forget mine. I will stay alive and fight for another day. Depression and misery will not win this war.
I want to be here for the people I care about the most and thank you for everything you’ve done. You’ve been a friend unlike any other, and I hope in time you can call me that again.
I anxiously await until we see each other. I’ve missed having you around, Ri. My brothers have been nothing but a pain in my ass for years, it’s your turn to deal with it for a while. 
You’ll be happy to know Fabien went into anger management, which was long overdue. We could all use the therapy honestly. It’s been a long two-hundred-plus years. There is much to chat about and mend, all of us, but I await the day when I have my best friend by my side again with leashes on my brothers. I also have a big celebration to plan to celebrate your successes.
Love,
Your P.I.C. (If you’ll still have me.)”
Tears escaped me then.
“I don’t deserve any of them,” I whispered, wiping my eyes.
“Nonsense. You deserve friendship and love Karina just as much as the rest of us. Let those who care return some of it,” Carmen got up, along with Ticia, pulling me into their shared embrace. 
As I cried into them, Leticia spoke.
“We are here to support you and love you in any way that you need, Karina. We’re not just part of The Council leadership, but we’re your friends. It’s saddening to always see you upset. I hope someday soon you can lay old wounds to rest with them in the UK. I think you and they will rest easier after that.” 
“Maybe someday. It’s been a week; I need to rest and relax and process it all.” I hugged them back.
“Understandable. I’m in agreement with you there. I think we’ll venture to Germany to check on things, then head to Paris. We normally go to Romania to rest, but even after all this time, we aren’t ready to go back yet… Thankfully, we have friends who drop by and check-in,” she added.
“Understandably so,” I exhaled in defeat. “Thank you both for bearing with me these last few years. Words cannot express… I’ll make things right again.” 
We let go of each other.
“Always.” They both spoke gently.
I felt reassured, relaxing my shoulders before offering an appreciative smile.
Leticia suggested a new activity. “Let’s go on a walk and stretch our legs. You should probably do something with those letters too.”
“Good thinking,” I said, grabbing the letters and stuffing them in my pocket.
As we left into the night, it was then I appreciated the power of friendship and how much I underestimated it. Lucien, Adrian, Leticia, and Carmen have shown me time and time again what true friendship can look like. 
It was me that needed to look in the mirror and get my shit together.




Chapter 49

Adrian







I looked at the love of my life as she figured out what tattoo the two of us would get. When she chose the traditional Irish Claddagh design, words can’t describe how much it meant to me. 
Karina often got her tattoos alone and in grief, except that time, she brought me. It meant a lot that she could still share some firsts with me. I told her about the story of the design, and it only confirmed her resolve.
She held up her wrists.
“The left side is considered the lifeline or life force, right?” 
I nodded in response as she smiled.
“Let’s get it on our left wrists as our symbol of love, loyalty, and friendship. I want to look at it every day.” 
She said it so sweetly, I couldn’t resist kissing her.
“Let’s do it,” I confirmed as her pale eyes danced, and I knew there would never be anyone else I’d love more than her.
The tattoo artist drew something up, and Karina went first. We chose an elegant but simple design with black and gray shading.
I sat near her in the tattoo shop as we made small talk while the artist worked on Karina and then me.
After we finished, she took a photo on her phone of our new ink and then took one with me. It was precious, so I had her take another one with me kissing her cheek to send.
“What do you want to eat tonight?” I asked her as we walked down the sidewalk holding hands.
“Are you on the menu?” She asked, a hint of her intended seduction, and my lips twitched up.
“No, but I can be,” I purred.
She giggled, linking her arm with mine, and pulling me further down the street.
“Let’s continue to enjoy our day and catch a random movie that’s playing soon. We can share popcorn and all that fun stuff.” 
We neared closer to the theater.
“Works for me. You know I’m not hard to please as long as you’re involved,” I told her honestly, and she beamed. Karina was in a flirty mood, and I was one hundred percent for it. My own playfulness was coming to the surface. 
We were both in happy moods, celebrating her delayed birthday since I got caught up in work projects. I told her to plan her perfect day.
“Likewise handsome,” she crooned. 
We speed-walked with grins, making it to the theater and grabbing a ticket. There was a doomsday movie playing since it was December 2012, the end of the world.
I didn’t believe in it, but if it did happen, I wouldn’t care, because I would die with complete love in my heart. Although, the woman at my side had my heart long before any of us spoke it into existence and followed through.
Fate was funny like that.
Although I was making up for her birthday still, a late takeout dinner on her actual day wasn’t enough to satisfy me. Or the flowers and card.
In my mind, it didn’t feel like enough. She deserved so much more. How long had it been since she had a celebrated birthday? 
It made me ache to think about it.  So, when she came to me with an outing plan, I agreed without hesitation.
Once our tickets were bought, we got our popcorn and drinks, making our way to our seats in the back row. There were people in the rows ahead, but no one was directly in front of us or at the back.
The movie began as we ate idly until half the popcorn was gone. A sudden idea came upon me, so I leaned closer to her as she stared ahead lost in the screen. 
I reached into the popcorn bucket, using my other hand to sneak under her dress.
I casually gazed at the screen then as my hand continued to wander until I began to rub the outside of her underwear. Her sigh was quiet, her chest rising and falling, and her center awakening at my touch. I stole a glance from her at the same time she did.
I’m a… oh, what is it? Yes, a horny vampire, according to my lover. 
I continued to tease her until I saw her puff her cheeks and squirm. You love it.
That’s when I pushed her underwear aside, pressing my finger to her mound, stimulating her sweet bundle of nerves.
I reached to grab more popcorn, and I realized her eyes were fierce and blazing. She bit her lip, and I fed her popcorn.
“Be a good girl, and come for me, darling,” I said so only she could hear.
At a climactic scene in the movie, when I knew she was seconds away from release, I claimed her lips. She made delightful low groans that only I could hear as my tongue danced with hers.
Waiting until her quickened breathing calmed, I removed my hand from between her thighs. Subtly, unashamed, I licked my fingers, grabbing a handful of popcorn. Her eyes were locked on me, and I turned to wink before settling back into my seat as if none of it happened.
I pretended to find the movie interesting, but I wondered if Karina would take revenge or do nothing.
My dick was hard, and I needed to focus my mind elsewhere before I bent her over and fucked her right there where anyone could see.
I thought I had urges before, yet they didn’t compare to being a newborn vampire. My most innate desires were fucking and feeding—on her.
It was easy to get lost in, especially with how fucking good she tasted, smelled and felt. Gods, it was the best. 
I tried to clear my mind, but it was no use. My dirty mind had other plans.
Before I knew it, I saw the popcorn bucket being passed to me. The screen got darker, and when I blinked, Karina was no longer beside me. It was her hand I felt first before I looked and saw her between my legs with a look of intended vengeance. 
My eyes drifted around the room, no one was interested in the back row. Coast was clear.
I moved the popcorn slightly so that if anyone came or left the theater below, they wouldn’t be able to see anything. She quickly freed my aching dick, sliding me into her mouth. The way her tongue glided over my crest so expertly, had me tugging on my lip.
Carefully holding my breath, I ran my hands through her hair. Petting her, I could hear her purring in pleasure.
I found our oral excursion insanely hot, so it wouldn’t take me long. Knowing someone could discover us at any minute, made the rush even greater as I moved my hips, beginning to fuck her mouth.
My hand fisted her hair, and I couldn’t help my low groans. I could feel the back of her throat, swelling at how she took me expertly.
“Do you want a taste, mo mhuirnín?”
Her, mmhmm, was all I needed to pause and fill her mouth, easing my grip as she drank down every drop. My eyes fluttered closed, catching my breath as the action in the movie echoed more than my escalated breaths.
Karina smiled up at me, satisfied over the transaction, and I wanted to take her right then and there, damning all consequences.
She snuck back to her seat when the coast was clear.
Animals are what we both were. 
The movie didn’t end quickly enough as I pulled her up and out of the theater the minute the credits began. It was dark outside as we swiftly made our way back to the SUV I had. There was more room for fun, than when she took me in the back of my sister’s car for the first time in Ireland.
I nudged her to the door of the SUV and kissed her, breathing her wildfire in.
“For old times’ sake?” I suggested.
She nodded, cupping me. I made a guttural sound, pulling her into the back seat.
We took off our coats as she climbed into my lap, her lips instantly on mine.
Holding her waist steady, she gave me her feline look, wicked and full of sexy promise.
“Someone’s been naughty this evening.”
“So has a certain woman,” I said back, narrowing my eyes impishly as I shifted my pants down.
“You started this.” She breathed as I entered her.
We sighed in shared bliss as I added, “But it’s so fun.”
My lips captured hers, delighted to be joined together again as we began our night of sex shenanigans. I made sure she came twice before we moved locations. 
After the car, we found a dark alleyway nearby and I took her again. Next was a park under an inconspicuous tree. 
We continued through the city finding random spots until the sun came up. Once we got home, we showered while minding the new ink and then flopped down onto the bed.
Both of us were spent yet fulfilled. Sharing a gaze, we grinned. 
“I love date nights with you. Or should we rename them to sex nights?” She said to me, and I rolled to my side to kiss her.
“More than likely. I feel like I made up for hardly being around on your birthday,” I admitted.
She cuddled close into my chest, nudging her face against my sternum.
“It really was okay, Adrian; you didn’t need to do anything extravagant. Dinner was perfect and so were the flowers. However, I’m certainly not complaining about tonight either.”
I rubbed her back, “I know. My sexy temptress.”
“Mmm, I think you forget how much you and I are alike in that way, mo mhuirnín.” 
I kissed the top of her head.
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” I feigned ignorance as she pinched my side, and I began to tickle her in return.
She squirmed away as I continued, and she tried to suppress her giggles. 
Happy with her squealing sounds, she exclaimed, “Adri-an!” 
I stuck my tongue out, my playfulness returning as she sat up and hit me with a pillow.
Joining her, we began a pillow fight as if we were young children. We hadn’t had many times like it, and it meant a lot to me. Hearing her laugh, her joy gave me purpose. As if I were doing something right.
If I could see that alone for eternity, then I’d be happy.
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The holidays came, and we went to visit my mother and sister. I met my niece, Fiona. She was the cutest dark-haired little girl. Karina agreed as all of us sat together in the living room of my childhood home.
“So, when are you going to get married? Hasn’t it almost been a year?” Adriana hinted with a grin, and I shot her a look. 
Always ruining my fun.
Karina looked elsewhere, pretending not to hear, and I mimicked her zipping her lips. It caused my mother to light up too.
“Well, either way, when and if that happens, you are more than welcomed in this family, Karina, m'iníon-my daughter.”
She looked at my mom and smiled, her eyes bristled with tears. It touched me on a spiritual level, and I instantly wanted to kiss her for it. I didn’t even think to bring it up but leave it to my sister to start shit. 
I wanted to wait until her meeting with…her friends and mates were over before broaching the topic.
“You just say that Adriana, so you have someone to babysit,” I said to her after a minute with a smirk. She rolled her eyes, and I saw Karina and my mother smile.
“Would that be such a bad thing? I would do it for you!”
“You’re the biggest liar.”
We bickered slightly back and forth as my mother got up to find some wine.
“Want to watch them sort that out, Karina, or would you like to come with me to the wine cellar and figure out our next wine of choice?”
She hastily agreed, and they left. I waited until I knew Karina couldn’t hear me speak.
“What?” Adriana asked me as her husband got up and left the room to put their daughter down.
“I really was going to ask her around our anniversary, spoilsport.”
She huffed out.
“Well, now you have to do it, otherwise she will leave if you wait too long. I’m surprised you waited all this time anyway. You’re still together, so make it happen already! Also, please let me and mam help plan. I can picture something beautiful and elegant as well as how beautiful she would look in a dress.” She rambled off, smiling at the future vision.
“Me too,” I whispered, and she turned to look at me.
“What’s stopping you, Adrian?”
“It’s complicated. She has unfinished business that needs to be dealt with and settled. I didn’t want to complicate things. It’s really no rush, sis,” I told her, hoping she wouldn’t pry too much.
“What’s so complicated? She either loves you and wants to spend the future with you, or she doesn’t. What’s the problem?”
I shot her a look, frowning my disapproval.
“Adriana, please. Of course, we both love each other, not everyone wants to get married right away. She’s also widowed. The two-year anniversary is next week, she may not be ready for that so soon. If mam got married tomorrow, do you really think over six years is too long or too short?”
She sighed heavily, considering me.
“I suppose you have a point. She’s so young, I forget she was married before. However, if she was truly happy and ready, then who cares how much time has passed? We all heal at our own pace. I don’t think mam has thought about it or tried. It does make me wonder. I’m sure she gets lonely without us around. She deserves to find love again and not feel guilty about it or blow it off.”
“I agree,” I said, wishing that my mother would find love again someday—she deserved it. I heard their voices echo, coming back toward the room.
“Drop it for now, please?” 
She nodded with a huffed sigh.
“I’m sorry for being inconsiderate.”
“Shit happens,” I said as the women joined us as well as Adriana’s husband.
“You went with cherry? Really mam?” I asked, and she waved me off.
“It was Karina’s pick.”
I gave Karina a playful judgy look, and she mouthed, what?
“What’s wrong with cherry?” She asked me.
“It tastes like cherry pie. I detest it,” I responded with my nose turned up.
She rolled her eyes, “More for us then.” 
Pouring my mother’s glass first, she went to Adriana and her glass next.
“Well said, Karina,” Mother said as the three women clinked.
“To the sweet things that life has to offer,” Karina cheered; I began to smirk to myself going back to my brew. The rest of the evening was laid back, and we enjoyed our holiday before heading back to Oxford. 
When New Year’s Eve arrived, we watched fireworks from the waterfront as I tucked her into my side, my hands in her hoodie.
“Are you okay?” I asked her as she leaned against me, fireworks shot off everywhere.
“I think I am for once. I have you here with me. What do I have to fear?” She contemplated, staring off into the water. My squeeze was brief as I turned into a puddle of goop at her feet. I adored how she was with me, her sweetness, and how she felt more like home in my arms than my childhood home growing up. 
“You always have me. Remember, friendship first, and…lovers—also first.” 
She laughed, turning around to hug me tight.
The countdown began when she finally looked up at me. Fireworks reflected those pale eyes and my whole world lay within them.
“We’ll figure out this new year together, mo mhuirnín. I love you,” I told her as the clock struck midnight and twice as many fireworks went off.
I found the setting immensely romantic while she gave me her best smile.
“I love you too. Happy New Year, Adri.”
“Happy New Year,” I leaned closer, meeting her lips before deepening it as the sky lit up around us and beyond.
At that moment, it was only her and I, together when my heart was at its fullest. I certainly didn’t know what the new year would bring, but with Karina around, anything was possible. Troubled times lay ahead, however, I wanted to work through it with her and with her mates; so, they knew I wasn’t a threat. Her happiness mattered more than mine, if it came down to it, I’d walk away, knowing we’d be reunited someday even if it killed me to do so.
We were deeply connected to one another, and I wouldn’t have it any other way.




Chapter 50 







Adrian and I went out on our one-year anniversary. We did some light shopping and random sex capades, once in one of the dressing rooms, and then another in a private bathroom.
I change for no one.
He brought me to a nice restaurant, and we took off our coats once we were seated. I wore a long light gray dress, and he wore a gray suit with a tucked-in white shirt. Adrian looked positively handsome as I stared at him across the table.
“What’s on your mind, mo mhuirnín?” He asked as champagne was brought over.
“A lot,” I said discreetly while the champagne was poured, and the waiter walked away. I took a sip to taste, pleased with it.
The meeting was only weeks away, would he truly be okay? How would everything go? Does he truly want to be involved in my life messes? What if Tristan and Fabien don’t let me get away? How will we handle all the uncertainty?
“I’m listening whenever you’re ready,” he hinted quietly.
“The meeting is getting closer, Adrian. I know it makes you anxious just as much as it makes me, more so for you than myself. Will you be alright? I hate to even leave you.” 
I took a deep breath as we looked at each other with expressions that couldn’t be molded into words. He was debating internally over it; I could see it written all over his face.
“I can’t lie, I don’t like it at all, but I can easily busy myself with work projects. Logically and emotionally, I know it needs to happen whether we like it or not. I know we’ll have to figure out how all of this is going to work in the future. We can’t run and pretend otherwise. It’s either I make those hard choices or live without you. I’d rather share you with your mates than the last option… After your meeting, perhaps we should all have a sit-down, and figure it out? I’m more than willing. I think if you tell them the truth and then figure out a way to mend those old wounds, gently break that conversation about me if you can. If not, we’ll figure it out. Who knows what could happen? Can’t avoid the inevitable. I’m happy as long as you’re happy while also taking any and all the time that you give me.”
My eyes misted.
“Do you really mean it, Adri?” 
“I do. We’ll make it work, mo mhuirnín.” 
He reached his hand across the table, and I took it.
“We’ll figure it out together, darling,” I said back with a meaningful smile, cherishing how good he truly was.
“I must admit, marrying you sounds mighty fine too.” His sly smile was growing bigger as he tipped his champagne, finishing the rest.
I began to consider him when the waiter came back to take our orders and refill our drinks.
Once they were gone, I looked at Adrian.
“You want to marry me then?”
Somehow, the idea wasn’t offputting.
“I’ve thought about it, yes. Despite what Adriana said weeks ago, it’s been on my mind. However, with the mate situation, and widow situation, I wasn’t sure about bringing it up or what you’d think about something like that. It’s certainly not a rush, and by all means, not necessary. A man can dream though. I’m sure you’d look absolutely divine and perfect in a dress though,” he said, placing his face in his hands, showcasing those wistful eyes on his dreamy, handsome face that made me blush and turn away.
“Still just as sweet, aren’t you?” I turned back, and he gave me a playful wink.
“I have eternal passion for you, Karina, what am I to do with it? A man can’t stay away, and it seems I’m not the only one based on the meeting last year.”
He wasn’t wrong.
“I adore your passion, not just that, but your heart most of all.”
“You talk about sweetness as if you don’t possess the very same things.” He searched my gaze.
I waited a moment before responding as I took another drink.
“To be honest, I can see it too. I have my fantasy where we do such things, and then I have the reality with The Council and two mates that I abandoned out of guilt and shame. I’m not against it, Adrian. I think we should address the marriage topic after next month. Are you open to that? One thing at a time.”
He held his breath briefly before taking a drink.
“I…wasn’t expecting that as an answer. But yes, I’m more than open to your proposal. I’ve had many fantasies, perhaps we’ll fantasize together while we face our realities first.”
Instead of an answer, I shared his smile until our food arrived.
After our conversation, I began to feel lighter as if everything would turn out in the end. I would stop avoiding my mates, we would reach common ground, and work at it. All of us.
My heart was filled to the brim, and for the first time in a long time, I didn’t feel the weight of everything pressing down on my shoulders. I was happy with where things were. It all felt stable and nonchaotic. A nice change of pace. 
I let myself dream of the future and live in the moment with him there with me. What warmed my heart, even more, was that despite knowing about my territorial mates, he still wanted to stay. It made me love him even more. Throughout everything, he still chose me as I did him.
We chatted for hours and switched to wine. I told him how much I loved him and how much he meant to me. He kissed me outside the restaurant, and we walked a few blocks before finding a pub to sneak into that had live music.
I giggled, indicating our fancy clothes, and he shrugged while pulling me inside.
The pub was busy that night, so I found a random spot in the crowded place for us to enjoy the live music. He brought us two large mugs of brew, and we toasted to another year of love and laughter. I sat in his lap afterward kissing, holding, and drinking. Drunk on booze and him. 
After a few more drinks we joined the crowd laughing, dancing, and enjoying the band that played. I wanted to freeze those moments in time, and many more where Adrian showed me the heart he wore on his sleeve. We stared lovingly at each other as I caressed his face while we swayed to a slower song.
“It feels good to be here with you enjoying life like this.” He kissed my cheek, and I readjusted my hands, wrapping them around him.
“I was just thinking the same thing, my darling,” I told him, leaning my head against his chest, and listening to the steady rhythm of his heartbeat. 
We both lost track of time and began to sober up.
In the late hours of the night, we walked the empty streets, holding hands. The echoes from the nightlife were dying down. Our home wasn’t too far away, yet I was still happy to be in his company—no matter the time or place. 
I sighed blissfully as he paused then turned towards me holding my hands, something important was on his mind. I gave him a dreamy look, experiencing the delectable man for who he was in his entirety while standing before me. 
He spoke a few seconds later, “Tonight was perfect. Karina, I—" 
The words were cut short. I jolted.
I thought he was pausing but instead, he released my hands and stopped. Blood gushed out of his mouth as my brain registered a stake poking out through his chest. Then, it was quickly ripped out. My reality tipped over.
“No!” I yelled desperately as he slumped to the ground.
Everything happened so fast as the world crumbled below me, along with me with it.
In slow motion, I looked in front of me from the ground where a now-dead Adrian lay, then I looked back up to see Tristan holding his still-beating heart, his expression, unlike anything I’ve ever seen before.
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Tears streamed down my face as he looked at me without any emotion. There was nothing in those pale eyes.
“After all this time… You still chose other people.” 
My mind separated from my body as he spoke in a tone I didn’t recognize as he crushed his heart in his hand.
Sobbing, gravity pulled me more toward the ground.
“No, no, no,” I cried out, pulling his lifeless body into my arms. Where his eyes were once open and full of life, they were then closed forever.
“You’ve ruined everything!” I screamed.
After such a perfect night together. Another needless death.
I began to shake violently as I wept, holding him as if my warmth and love could undo it all. I whispered how sorry I was. My first beautiful creation of immortality. My lover. My friend.
Gone right before my eyes.
“I saw you together back in Barcelona. I had searched for you and saw you holding hands. I didn’t want to think about it. However, I spent this whole time searching for you. I finally convinced Carmen to tell me where you were. Then, I find you together with him again. Only this time it was more than holding hands. I couldn’t take it anymore. Time and time again, you chose everyone else, Karina. My fucking maker, who loved and abandoned me, and this stranger from years ago. I’m surprised it took me this long to finally fucking snap.” 
His tone was venomous, angry. It made me wonder where he kept that dark part of himself on a leash, different from the old days in his dungeon and control. 
I said nothing as he spoke, and I continued to sob, burying my face against Adrian’s cold, paling skin. In my immediate grief, I didn’t really pay attention to his speech. I only heard his hatefulness.
This bloodstain was solely on me, and I wanted to die with him there on the empty street.
“We need to leave, Karina. We can’t be caught out here for too much longer,” he went on coldly.
“Whose fault is that? I’m not leaving him here like some animal,” I said through gritted teeth.
“Yes, you are. Your prints are all over him now. It won’t look good for you with no witnesses.”
Was he… blackmailing me?
I was torn between crying for Adrian and wanting to kill Tristan.
“I’m. Not. Leaving. Him. I’m going to kill you for this,” I spat.
“Maybe you will, maybe you won’t. If you don’t let him go, they’ll come for you… I need to move him out of the street.” He started moving towards Adrian, and I screeched.
“You will not touch him!” I threatened when tears of anger and sadness began to merge together.
I pressed my lips to Adrian’s ear, whispering my apologies and regrets, “the answer would’ve been yes. I’ll never be able to tell you those words again…”
Tristan interrupted my final moment. “I need to cover it up. Let. Go. I can clean up my own messes.”
I eased my grip slightly to toss him the most hateful look I could muster, but before I could blink and do so, they were both gone. 
Pure despair filled me. Instead of Adrian’s heart, it felt like he had ripped mine out.
I sired him, I chose him.
It was then that I realized I didn’t drink any vampire sustenance, so I moved at a snail’s pace in comparison. I was the stupidest vampire alive. The most naïve and foolish to think I’d ever be happy.
I scrambled to my feet in desperation, not finding them. Adrian’s blood was all over me, and I felt myself becoming unhinged, shaking, and wondering if I was going into shock.
My first sire bond was all gone and taken from me. 
The tears wouldn’t subside, putting my arms around myself, deciding the best thing I could do was leave the scene of the crime. Although, I was unsure what to do or think. 
What was Adrian about to say? Was it his words of love or a proposal? 
Now, I would never know.
I would never forgive him for this, not even if he spent forever apologizing or jumping through hoops. The future I wanted and envisioned was quickly shattered by my sire’s jealousy.
Yet, I did this shit to myself. I’ve created my miserable pit all on my own. If only I had stopped running sooner and been someone who did what they were supposed to and functioned normally.
What the fuck did that look like anyway?
Two blocks away from our home, I froze. No, I couldn’t go in there. 
Falling apart, piece by piece, I found a nearby empty dock and curled up into a ball on my side, sobbing and letting my heartbreak consume me.
I felt someone’s hands touch me.
“Come on, Karina.” I heard him say.
I let out a muffled whine.
“I’m not going anywhere with you. Don’t fucking touch me!” I spat.
“You’re covered in blood. Let’s. Go.” He wasn’t asking, he was telling.
“You killed him… I’m. Not. Going. Anywhere. With. You. I swear if you don’t leave me alone, I will kill you and myself. I don’t care how much blood you drank. You are no better than Gabriel. Now, GO.”
I heard him grumble and growl. He picked up his phone and dialed someone I could only imagine to be one of his siblings.
“Get here soon before we tear each other apart,” he said in a threatening tone and hung up.
“I’ll find you some clothes. Don’t move,” Tristan added; my anger rose.
“I don’t want anything from you ever again. Get out of my sight,” I spat hatefully, wishing I was as dead as Adrian was.
“You’re just mad at me right now, we’ll talk when we both calm down,” he said, standing up.
“Get your filthy murdering hands away from me. I have nothing to say to you. You disgust me. I will never forgive you. Stop talking and leave me alone!” I was yelling by that point. 
A buzzing sound echoed in my ears as he finally left me alone.
A minute later, I rolled myself into the water and let out my piercing screams. Shrieks and cries I knew no one could hear under the surface. I screamed for Adrian and his unjust end. I curled into a ball, floating, and letting my tears merge and combine with the water around me.
I didn’t want to feel anything or exist. I hated him, which is something I never thought I’d say ever. Nothing would be the same. 
I could barely function after Gabriel’s insanity, then I was at the opposite end in bliss with Adrian. How would I get past it then? There’s been too much death, too much carnage, and I couldn’t take it anymore.
The water was too cold to drown myself effectively, so with my clattering teeth, I climbed out of the frigid water and laid back on the dock feeling empty, silently wishing for death to claim me too, so Adrian wouldn’t be alone on the other side.
“It’s not your fault, mo mhuirnín.” I could almost hear his voice echo in the wind.
I lay there numbly, crying and shaking, sinking more and more into myself. Distant voices echoed in the distance, and I held no care for who they belonged to. 
Frozen by the temperature, being wet, and being without the other half of my heart, I felt someone scoop me up. They were warm, and I tried to fight them.
“Shh, it’s just me. God, Rin, you’re icy and wet. Whose blood is that on you? Are you hurt? Please at least let me get you out of the cold?”
I stiffened, and whispered, “He killed him.”
It left my lips in a bottomless loop until my voice went hoarse, and I leaned into Fabien’s chest, closing my eyes. He tucked me into him while pulling a large coat over me, blanketing me in warmth.
“I don’t know what happened, Rin, but we’ll figure it out together,” he whispered, kissing the top of my head.
I said nothing, wishing I had a stake of my own then, as I closed my eyes and disappeared into the dark crevices of my mind.
“Where does she live, Fabi?” Margo asked.
“I’ll call Lucien, he has to know.” Patrick started dialing immediately.
The line picked up.
“Hello Patrick, it’s late. What is it?” Lucien sounded sleepy over the phone.
“Something happened, Karina kept muttering about ‘he killed him,’ and she’s wet and covered in blood, we don’t know where she lives and she’s not speaking. We found her alone curled up on a dock frozen.”
Lucien sighed and told them where the address was.
“Where is Adrian?” He asked them.
“Whose Adrian?”
“Who is that?” Margo added.
“She was alone, Lucien,” Patrick said.
“So, if you haven’t met him, then where the hell is Tristan?” Lucien asked in a serious tone, an undercurrent of dread and worry.
Margo called her brother, and I felt Fabien walk us away from the dock.
“Tristan, where the bloody hell are you? What the fuck happened?” Margo angrily whispered into the phone.
“I’m on my way back to you, I was breaking into a store to find Karina clean clothes,” he said to her in the line.
She gave him the address as Fabien held me tight, carrying me to a home without a home, not anymore.
“I can be on a flight there tomorrow. Leticia is with Carmen in Paris. I’ll keep you updated and find out what happened. If it’s what I think it is, don’t let him near her until we are sure,” Lucien said before hanging up.
I felt Margo rub my head.
“Is she okay, Fabi?”
“I don’t know, sis. I feel like it has something to do with Tristan and Adrian.”
I whimpered at the mention of his name as tears leaked out of my closed eyes.
I wasn’t sure when, but we ended up at my home. Fabien dressed me while I kept my eyes squeezed shut, whimpering and not speaking. As if I could will the images away from my mind of Adrian getting his heart ripped out by Tristan. 
Fabien scooped me back up and brought me to the living room.
“Hand me that blanket, Margo,” Fabi whispered once he sat down with me on the couch and wrapped me up. Cradling me to him, I heard the door fly open. 
It was Tristan. 




Chapter 52

Margo 







I stood in front of Karina and Fabien as the door opened and in walked Tristan, looking unlike himself.
“What the fuck did you do Tristan?” I demanded. He held a bag of clothes in his hands, tossing them to the side. Blood stained his clothes too, and horror filled me as I was reminded of an earlier time, right after we were turned. Rage-filled and full of hate.
“Well?” I urged on when he didn’t answer fast enough.
He sighed heavily. “I killed her lover. Perhaps I should join Fabien in anger management therapy, because I finally snapped, Margaux. I saw them together, and I couldn’t take it anymore.”
Anxiety and heartbreak flooded me then.
“So, you thought murder was the answer?” I heard Karina’s hushed sobs behind me.
“Probably not, considering I still haven’t calmed down,” he said in a monotone way that was without feeling.
“What the hell is wrong with you? Why didn’t you tell any of us? We could’ve figured something out like a family is supposed to! We had a few weeks left until she came. You didn’t need to go killing senselessly.”
He gave me a blank look. Seriously, what the fuck was his problem?
“I’ve reached my limits, sister; I’m not having this conversation now because I look like the villain no matter what I say.” He kicked the bag he tossed towards me, and I gave him an absolute look of, what the fuck!
“We were almost there, Tristan, we all had to endure you selfish prick! You ruined everything,” I cried out, and I saw emotions stir behind his pale jade eyes. 
I couldn’t even look at him, no wonder Karina stopped speaking.
“Call me what you want, what’s done is done. The police will find him in just a few hours. It will look like a bar fight gone wrong. I added a few more bodies to the pile.” He stated as if it didn’t matter that more innocents were caught in the crossfire, and I heard Patrick sigh heavily. 
Karina was weeping fully then, and it was not silent.
The Council is beginning again, and here we are in another fucking feud. Goddammit! 
“You should probably leave and calm down while we work on damage control. I don’t think you being here is helping right now. We will stay with her,” Patrick’s soothing voice rang out, coming beside me as we formed a barrier around my other brother and Karina.
Tristan looked hurt and conflicted that we did it; he hesitantly took a step forward as did we.
He huffed a breath before grumbling.
“Fine. I’ll go for now. When the cops come to this house, neither of you should be here,” he told us.
“We’ll manage, go,” I sassed back, feeling disappointed in him.  He turned and left without any more words. Patrick’s arm slipped around me into an easy side hug.
“This is fucked.” he whispered.
“Who are you telling? What the hell has gotten into him? I haven’t seen him in such a state in two-hundred years. It shouldn’t have mattered if she had a lover or not. There’s been enough loss and grief to last us a lifetime, then he goes and fucks it all up,” I said to no one in particular.
Anger fueled me over the situation.
I turned back around to Fabien.
“When did you and Tristan trade places? No offense, but something like this I would expect out of you, never him.”
I caught his conflicted look, and he knew I was right.
“What a kind sister I have… Yet, you aren’t completely without reason. Therapy has done wonders, believe it or not; I don’t even feel angry knowing she did have a lover. Hurt—yes, most definitely, but I’m not unreasonable. We don’t own her. The rational part of me was happy she wasn’t alone or fucking dead. Trist crossed the line, Margo.”
I sighed, rubbing my temples.
“I know, Fabi, I know.”
I knelt in front of Fabien and hugged Karina.
“My words won’t be enough, Ri, but I’m so sorry. I wish I could take it all back. We would’ve stopped him, I swear it. Please believe me. I’m here for you and I’m not going anywhere. We will get through this together. I will keep Tristan away and help with anything you need. This is my promise to you.”
I wept with her feeling the heartbreak of loss I once knew with a sad look up at Fabien. His tears were threatening to spill out too, and I knew he felt the same as I did. The pain was laced in his eyes, with a heartbreaking gaze over his mate’s grief. That our brother caused.
Shame rode me harder than any whip and any fuck. I didn’t harm Adrian, but damn did it feel like I did.
Patrick was right, this is fucked.
We stayed with Karina for the rest of the night until the next afternoon when the cops arrived, breaking the news. 
The three of us stayed nearby out of sight, listening and waiting until they left. They wanted to confirm her story that she was home all night, waiting for him to come home from a late night at work, where he was caught at the wrong place and wrong time.
The police left, and we waited until no one could see us before we walked in through her front door.
Karina was on the floor sobbing, clutching a small box to her chest. Instinctively I knew exactly what it was.
Breaking with her, I knelt near her and so did Fabien. Patrick sat on the couch with his head in his hands.
Fabi pulled her into his chest, letting her sob.
It was a torment to all of us to see her in such a state, and it was unlike anything I’d seen from my friend. There was nothing I could do. No words of affirmation, or false positivity. 
There was nothing any of us could do but watch her break.
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Picking up from the losses she's trying to heal from, heartbroken Karina is doing everything she can to forgive and lay her demons to rest, but will forgiveness be enough to bring her back to her mates?
As The Council begins to rebuild, the past catches up one final time.
Will Karina remain in the ruins of her past mistakes and failures or will she finally sink into the arms of her mates?
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Triad Bite

Starting in the '90s in Las Vegas, Karina goes through an incredible journey. From breaking out of human trafficking as a teen, to a fierce Dominatrix. She mets Tristan and enters into a year contract.

Tristan is a vampire.
He also has a twin brother, born years apart.

Throughout the discovery of vampires and the vampire society, Karina begins her road of immortality.

After the death of her best friend, she takes revenge.
Returning to the UK to fulfill one last promise, she discovers she has mates and a future task given by The Council.

Leaving her mates behind, there is mutual understanding that Karina will do whatever it takes to succeed in her given mission.

Gabriel takes her world by storm with clever games of his own, and a traumatizing past. Secrets that threaten to split apart not only Karina and other vampires, but the livelihoods of her mates.

A rabbit hole of plots and twists, Karina succeeds in her mission.
In her grief, she meets an old acquaintance from Las Vegas, diving futher into the rewriting of The Society and Council, with the help of unlikely friends.

After another needless death, and becoming the leader of The Council, the true test begins.
Will Karina finally sink into the arms of her twin mates, or is it the end?

Follow Karina's journey on self-discovery full of love, loss, and sexy encounters.
Is there a happy ending for her or will she remain in her grief of her past mistakes?
Read The Triad Bites Series to find out! 
Into the Black
 
Tie them up or be tied up?

After escaping human trafficking, Karina finds healing and refuge in the BDSM lifestyle.

After a mansion party in L.A., she enters into a contract and is introduced to the world of vampires.

With her own goals in mind, Tristan takes Karina by storm as a sexy, jade-eyed male who wants nothing more than the best for her.

When a death occurs that's close to home, Karina seeks revenge, unveiling secrets, and truths of her own.

A secret vampire society, mates, and a future gruesome task, just what awaits Karina?

~Check T W s~
Into the Red
 
Step 1: Find Gabriel.
Step 2: End his life.
Step 3: ??


Join Karina as she embarks on her new mission from the vampire society: find Gabriel and bring him down.

Gabriel is known as the most hated vampire with a dark history of vicious games and secrets he’s willing to kill for, but underneath his ruthless and cruel shell, does something more sinister lurk, or is there some part of him that can be saved?

Follow Karina as she’s pulled into a twisted game full of secrets, lies, love, and loss. Will this mission be more than she bargained for?

Will Karina make it back to her mates or will she tumble through the rabbit hole with no way out?
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Into the Blue
 
Picking up from the losses she's trying to heal from, heartbroken Karina is doing everything she can to forgive and lay her demons to rest, but will forgiveness be enough to bring her back to her mates?
As The Council begins to rebuild, the past catches up one final time.
Will Karina remain in the ruins of her past mistakes and failures or will she finally sink into the arms of her mates?




Books By This Author

Parasite
 
Live a normal life, or save the world and find true happiness with another?

It's the year 2035 in New York, and Tara Jade leads a far from normal life as a hacker, working for the government when she is put on a new assignment.

Parasitic people are supposedly thriving, and Tara has been tasked with finding out if they are a danger to the human race.

Using her slew of underground contacts, she finally comes face to face with the King himself, Hyder Strand, and he is much more than she could have ever hoped for.

With her best friend at her side, she explores and uncovers not only secrets about herself and others, but a secret world that is hidden and beyond anything she could ever imagine.

Will Tara’s life be full of love or will she lose herself at the end of a long, dark road?
Para-Psych
 
Happy endings are for everyone, spooky babes included.

In continuation of Parasite, follow along with Jenna's journey from her point of view (along with a few others) of her supporting role as a character, best friend to Tara, and her relationship with Kazear Strand following similarly to Tara and Hyder's story in Parasite.

Will our neuroscientist get her wedding at the end of the road?
Just what happened during the century that their leader was gone?
Will a happy ending await Tara and Hyder? Jenna and Kazear?
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